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Forward by Author:

	
	The opinions contained herein are those of the characters and not necessarily supported or even condoned by the author. That may seem like same thing, but you’ll have to trust me, it isn’t. The characters reveal the story to me, and I simply try to be a faithful scribe.

	
	Finally, with a cast this size, not every character gets a much screen time every book. I did not forget about those characters who were not in this book as much (Mursha and Daria). They will get their time in the sun later. 

	
	Fell free to let me know in your reviews or by messaging me who your favorite characters are. I can’t change overall plots but if enough people are asking for more of a particular character then I will be certain to heed that. 
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The Story Up to Now

	
	
	Robert Case, a sheriff’s deputy in southern California, encountered a mysterious woman during a traffic stop. Despite her having made what seemed to be incredible, even unbelievable statements, Rob agreed to her proposal that he go to the world of Olimero. There, he could live out a full life, instead of dying in a shoot-out a few hours later. He didn’t know what to make of the strange woman but figured he had nothing to lose—after all, if she snapped her fingers and nothing happened, then he’d just bring her in. 

	
	Of course, it turned out that the strange woman was a nature goddess, Sativa, and she was quite capable of transporting Rob to this new world. She was one of several gods who had created Olimero, with her being the chief architect. She brought Rob, as she had done before with numerous other humans, to become the Sheriff of one of Olimero's districts. 

	
	The gods who had created Olimero included Sativa, Korkanis the god of shadows, Telmorra the goddess of mana, and Mensor the god of monsters. They were all from the younger generation of gods—known as the new gods. Each of them was chaotic in their own way, which led to a wild and lawless world. While Sativa wanted freedom for the people who worshipped her, even she realized that some order was necessary. 

	
	At an unknown point, Sativa had been approached by one of the old gods—an ancient being who preferred to go by ‘Old Scratch’. He was a god of Earth and claimed dominion over humans. Since Olimero had no such race—being primarily peopled by beastkin, Orcs, and Elves—he offered Sativa the chance to take a number of handpicked humans to provide order for her world. As one might expect with a deal with the Devil, there was much more to that bargain than Sativa anticipated; things that are only now being revealed. 

	
	Upon arriving in Olimero, Rob learned a number of shocking details—details which Sativa had failed to inform him about. First off, he seemed to be the only human in the district (as far as he knew). Even more vital, though, was the fact that all of the native races of Olimero were stronger, faster, and more durable than humans. This meant he was physically the equivalent of a child. To add insult to injury, he wasn’t able to access this strange new world’s magic. 

	
	Rob was initiated into the realities of Olimero by Josephine, a flame wielding foxkin, who was the only deputy to have stayed on the job in the frontier town of Yonderton. She and the bunnykin clerk, Rolina, took their posts seriously as appointments from Sativa and were determined to ensure that Rob didn’t follow the previous five Sativa appointed Sheriffs into an early grave.

	
	Rather than wallowing in his misfortune, Rob made a fundamental discovery. On Olimero, he had a stat sheet just like a video game and he found his abilities could be quantified—but unlike the native races, humans didn’t have a cap on their stats. Thus, the more he trained, the stronger he became. Usually, that type of training was rather painful, and Rob had more than one close call with death.

	
	It turned out that Sheriff Case was quite stubborn and wouldn’t back down. This led to his development of body cultivation, where he learned to take the energy of Olimero—mana—into his core, where he then turned it into something he could use, which he dubbed ki. 

	
	With his determination and the assistance of his loyal deputy, Rob was able to break up a ring of kidnappers who were selling young girls to parts unknown. He faced down a number of enemies and continued to grow. As he did, he found himself falling for both Lina and Josie. 

	
	With those successes came the opportunity to expand the number of clerks and deputies under him, as well as some magical gear from Sativa. Rob’s family now includes Rava, the elven alchemist. She was a woman with a reputation for keeping to herself, but Rob’s unique abilities piqued her interest. They developed feelings for one another, which led to the expansion of Rob’s family beyond his loyal foxkin deputy and bunnykin clerk.

	
	He also connected with his hawkkin deputy; an air-mage named Daria. She was looking for an escape from the rule of her father in the Aerie to the north, but Rob ended up becoming more than just a way out for her, as they saved one another’s lives. Embracing Olimero’s strange new ways, Daria escorts Rob in a tour of his wider district, facing monstrous perils side-by side. Ultimately, Rob ensures Daria’s freedom from her power-hungry father’s schemes, discovering where many of the girls who’d been abducted from Yonderton over the years had been sold off.

	
	Rob also ends up marrying Mursha, the daughter of his best friend, the orcish blacksmith, Murtaugh. Their path to that point was complicated—mostly because Mursha was confused about what she wanted. Though she had felt an attraction to Rob from the beginning, she was initially offered to him by her father as a bride. Wanting to please her father, but hesitant to accept a role that would require she stop chasing her dreams of becoming a blacksmith or a warrior, Mursha was honest enough to admit that such a marriage would be for duty and not for love. 

	
	For his part, Rob didn’t want an unwilling wife, especially one who couldn’t be honest with themselves about what it was they wanted most out of life. Mursha had always felt she was a disappointment to her father, because she didn’t have the same metal magic which he and her blacksmithing brothers did. Instead, she had something which Murtaugh had dubbed ‘heavy magic’. With some pushing from Rob, Mursha discovered that what she possessed was actually gravity magic, one of the most powerful types of magic on Olimero. 

	
	By the end of book four, Rob and his five wives had driven the gangs which used to plague Yonderton out and established a home for themselves. Rob was a father now, as Lina gave birth to the first human/bunnykin hybrid. But just as one threat passed, a new one arose—waves of monsters descended upon his town.

	
	In book five, Rob took the fight to the monsters in the Untamed Lands. His cultivation also expanded, as he began forming a mind core to match his body core—gaining access to the hidden Soul stat. Upon reaching B-grade, his power put him head and shoulders over the lesser challenges he had been facing. Unfortunately, it also brought new enemies to the forefront. 

	
	Each of the gods have now tried to recruit him as their champion, seeking to win him over. Sativa has offered to make him her consort and help him transcend mortality if he will pledge himself to her. Telmorra’s promises are more vague, but the goddess of mana desperately wants to learn the secrets of his cultivation path. Korkanis has offered him power, wealth, and a virtually indestructible body. Eventually, the god of shadows gets a hook into Rob by providing a path out of Mensor’s buried temple in exchange for Rob’s promise to take on Nimeera, the catkin rogue and priestess of the shadow god as his clerk—with all that entailed. 

	
	Rob initially struggled with some of his new powers—especially what it meant to destroy the souls of monsters—but, in the end, his life and the lives of his family came first. If he had to become a monster to ensure their survival, then so be it. Returning from the Untamed Lands, he has found peace with his wives with the birth of his human/hawkkin hybrid daughter by Daria. 

	
	Now a father twice over, and with Mursha pregnant, he has more reason than ever to stay alive. 

	
	Thus, Rob and his wives plan to escort a caravan of goods essential for ensuring the financial future of Yonderton—ending up in Westerton for a tournament which is held every five years to discover the greatest fighters. Josie’s father had been a former tournament champion, and it has been her lifelong goal to follow in his footsteps. 

	
	Finally, the one enemy Rob hasn’t been able to defeat remains at large. Named simply Her, the demon is a servant of Old Scratch and has killed Rose, the skunkkin servant of Mensor, taking on her form in an effort to work her way into Rob’s inner circle. Her’s sole mission is to corrupt the human prodigy and get him to pledge himself to Old Scratch, who’s true motivations remain hidden.

	 


Prologue

	
	Master Dalcon called out to his assembled students. “I have the right to enter two of my students into the upcoming tournament. Many of you have been speculating about who I will pick. Suffice it to say that I will only pick those who are worthy and will bring honor to this school. I would rather send no one, than send a child who doesn’t comprehend the way of the sword.”

	
	A hush settled over the students. They were all kneeling as their master required. It was an awkward position to maintain for long periods of time. But then again, if one couldn’t manage that, what chance would they have in battle? Discomfort, pain, and hardship were the tools life used to wring weakness from youth. 

	
	At least, that is what Master Dalcon taught. It was the same lesson that his master had passed down to him, and likewise back into perpetuity. He watched carefully as the weight of his words sank into his students. Many of them struggled not to shift or adjust their clothing. 

	
	He snorted. The seasoned elf simply didn’t have patience for this anymore. 

	
	For a time, he’d held out hope that the mysterious message about his disciple’s daughter being a sword master was true. He was too established here to travel to the frontier on rumor, so he had sent a messenger. They even claimed to have seen the foxkin, Josephine, and to have delivered the message. But if the young woman understood the honor that was being offered to her, she didn’t demonstrate it by promptly answering his call.

	
	Now he was forced to choose from these idiots. He breathed out a deep sigh and then stepped down off of the raised platform he typically taught from. Immediately, all the students tensed. The master rarely came down and when he did it was always to spar with someone. That usually resulted in the liberal use of healing potions. They all held their breath hoping for the honor but fearful at the same time. 

	
	Master Dalcon slowly walked to the middle of the mats where they trained. The students kneeled all around him now. He said, “The first two to land a blow on me without being knocked out of the ring or incapacitated will get the spots in the tournament. The rules are those used in the preliminary rounds, so no magic is allowed.”

	
	Then he drew both his blades. They were long, slender blades which worked well with his graceful style. Each possessed a slight curve and glistened in the morning sun. Their edges were razor sharp, as he had demonstrated numerous times on his student’s bodies. Already half of his students were backing up, bowing their heads low to show they wanted no part of this challenge.

	
	Dalcon snorted in disgust but eventually eight of his students stood up. Realistically, they were the only ones who had any chance, but he was still disgusted that the rest were so weak willed. They each drew their blades. Six of them only held a single blade. While Dalcon’s style was that of a dual wielder, he wasn’t one of those masters who insisted his students force themselves into his mold. Rather, he tried to bring out what was best about them.

	
	Then it began. A wolfkin stepped forward with a wide sweeping cut. Dalcon smiled. Taez was a clever student, even if his natural aptitude was lacking. He had no intention of that blow ever landing but he wanted to push the master into eliminating some of the others first. 

	
	Dalcon moved with a grace which defied even his maxxed Agility. Rather than blocking or dodging, he flipped forward going over the blade. Taez might have had a strategy, but he overcommitted. Just as he finished the arc of his swing the master’s foot struck him in the face and sent him sprawling. 

	
	Dalcon landed and then seemed to explode. His blades moved faster than any of the students could respond. He had intended to go easy on them, but that moment was gone, in the heat of battle he could only be himself. Thrusts drew blood, sweeping strikes disarmed opponents, and the flurry of his blows resulted in all but two of his students quickly being disqualified. They bowed, grabbed their blades and backed up, but Dalcon paid them no heed.

	
	His eyes were not on the losers, but those who still stood. Taez had regained his footing and Simeon, a skilled monkeykin, stood next to him. They shared a quick nod.

	
	Good. At least they were thinking tactically. They assumed at least one of them might be able to land a blow, if they worked together. The wolfkin’s long blade lanced out like a striking serpent while Simeon’s pair of shorter blades wove a net of steel. Both of them might be able to survive the first round of preliminaries, but that wasn’t what Dalcon was looking for.

	
	He let them move him back and around the ring while he took the measure of their teamwork. They were improving. There was hope for these two. Then a moment of inspiration struck him. He burst forward and his blades moved faster than either student could track. Both felt stinging pains in their hands, but had long ago learned how to endure it. It was enough to push them back, though. 

	
	Dalcon brought his swords together in front of him and said, “Hold. I have just come up with a new thought. I will grant both of you the slots in the tournament.”

	
	They lowered their guard, and both started to thank the older man.

	
	“Wait, there is one condition. You must travel to the frontier and find a foxkin woman named Josephine. If you can bring her here and defeat her in a match, I will give the spots to you.”

	
	“But Master, the tournament is only six weeks…” Simeon began but Taez stepped in front of the monkeykin, cutting him off.

	
	“Thank you, master for this chance. We will not fail you.”

	
	Bows were exchanged and Dalcon cursed himself for a fool. He should have thought of this sooner. They would bring him his disciple’s child or would die trying because they wanted that spot so badly. 

	
	
	___________________

	
	An hour later, Simeon and Taez met at the Steaming Rose, an establishment which catered to men with the money and influence to be admitted. Simeon only got in because he was Taez’s friend, but Taez was the nephew of a founding member of One Direction. There was no one gang which was dominate in Centrum but they all knew who to respect and who to avoid. 

	
	“So, I don’t understand why you accepted this. How are we supposed to find one woman in all of the frontier and be back here before the tournament begins?” Simeon asked.

	
	Taez relaxed as one of the bunnygirls the establishment provided rubbed his shoulders. It was exactly what he needed after a day of training. He still had visions of becoming a great swordsman, since he had been cursed not to have magic. 

	
	“I have heard of this foxkin. She is a deputy who had some run-ins with various gangs. My contacts will help us find her, and then we will use her to get our spots in the tournament. After that, my uncle will reward us nicely for bringing her to him.”

	
	The slower witted monkeykin stared at his friend for a moment before realization dawned on him. Then he grinned and nodded before signaling for another bunnygirl to come help him relieve him of his stress. 

	
	

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 1 – A Sleep Disturbed

	
	
	I came to slowly—or rather, came out of my meditative rest state—though sleep wasn't something I needed much of nowadays. There was an arm draped across my chest. I looked down and smiled at the mess of Rava's purple hair on my chest. That's right… she had slept with me last night. My senses quickly moved past that, though, no matter how pleasant her scent was. 

	
	No, something was wrong; I could feel it. Something had pulled me out of my trance… there it was. I heard three voices arguing outside, one of which was Josie, my foxkin deputy, wife, and Mistress of the Wall. 

	
	As I expanded my senses again, I could tell her back was to the front of our tent. She must have been blocking whoever wanted to speak with me. The other two voices took a moment longer for me to place. There was a woman’s angry tones, along with a man’s deeper bass. 

	
	Jasper was the head of the caravan guards. He was an older orc. I didn't know him well but had found him to be no nonsense. If something concerned him, I expected it was worth listening to. The other voice I heard belonged to Vemilla. A foxkin, she was the head of the caravan drivers. 

	
	Olimero certainly didn't have trade unions like back on Earth, but there were various guilds. She was a representative of the teamsters' guild. Rava had needed to hire a number of teamsters, as Yonderton didn't have enough people who could both drive the caravan wagons and were available to leave town. 

	
	I trusted the smaller foxkin woman’s judgment, but in the week since we had left town, she had been nothing but annoying. She always insisted on stopping sooner each day than I wanted to. If left to her own devices, it felt like she was going to drag our trip out by a couple of extra weeks with her demands. Something about her voice caught my attention, though. There was a note of fear in it. 

	
	"I'm telling you,” she said in a huff, “the Sheriff needs to wake up to deal with this. Obviously, Jasper isn't doing anything about it. If a guard can go missing in the middle of the night, then what's next? One of my drivers? Or will you only take things seriously if something happens to one of your precious family?"

	
	Through the bond, I could feel Josie's tension rising. Her magic might be fire, but her personality was the more explosive of the two. My extended senses were keen enough to feel the way she shifted her weight forward, ready to lunge forward. 

	
	The teamster, however, was no combatant. She was on dangerous ground and likely didn't realize it. My wife was quickly reaching the limits of her, admittedly limited, store of patience. Josie might have sounded very calm and deliberate as she replied, but through the bond I could tell that she was anything but. 

	
	“Calm down,” I heard her growl, “and step back. You are NOT going to barge into my husband’s tent. There is precious little privacy in a caravan like this. You will not disturb him and my sister-wife.”

	
	Rather than let this come to blows, I shifted Rava off of me. 

	
	She complained with a low, "No, don't leave yet." but she never truly woke up. 

	
	I was up and dressing a second later as the conversation continued outside.

	
	Jasper said, "Stan is young. Who's to say that he didn't just wander off? You know young men. Maybe he caught the eye of one of the ladies." There was a note of amusement in his voice, though whether that was because of the tension between the two foxkin, or if it was related to this missing guard, I didn’t know.

	
	"Easy for you to joke about security,” Vemilla snapped. “Oh wait, it shouldn't be—it's the entire reason you're here. What good are guards who abandon their posts?"

	
	Jasper's voice took on a flinty edge. "I didn't say anything about abandoning his post. I simply said that he might have gotten distracted. Are any of your people missing? Have any of the animals been taken? Are any of the wagons damaged?" 

	
	There was a pause. I could imagine the older orc towering over the much smaller foxkin. Josie must have been laughing inside—I knew just how much Vemilla annoyed her. I sighed as I finished pulling on my boots. I’d better go see what had happened. 

	
	When I pulled the tent flap back, Josie simply slid to the side to make room for me. Our bond, or maybe just her keen hearing, had enabled her to sense my approach. Jasper’s face didn’t betray any expression but then again, he was a seasoned orc, so seeing the boss come out of a tent wasn’t going to throw him. On the other hand, Vemilla’s eyes went wide. 

	
	“Sheriff! I’m so sorry to disturb your sleep. I trust that you are well rested, but I never would have done such a thing, if it weren’t necessary. Our guard captain wasn’t going to tell you that one of the caravan guards went missing last night.”

	
	I doubted that was true. More likely, the man had simply decided it wasn’t an emergency and was going to notify me after I’d had breakfast—or even just talk to Josie, since she was responsible for security. I was certain my foxkin wife had made that clear to all parties. 

	
	“I already heard some of the conversation, Vemilla. One thing bothers me above all the rest, though… and I don’t say this lightly, because a missing caravan member, guard or otherwise, is a concern. I place value on the lives of everyone here.”

	
	My words clearly made Vemilla uncomfortable. It was never about the value of life. Life was still relatively cheap on Olimero—especially out here on the frontiers. My Earth-born sense of the value of life was still at odds with these people’s sensibilities. For Olimerans, the only lives that truly held value were those in their family, group, town, organization, or whatever. 

	
	Josie didn’t react. She knew me far too well for that. And I’d had enough discussions with Jasper, that he clearly wasn’t surprised.

	
	“Uh… yes, M’lord. I know this about you, which is precisely why I believed you would want to know that…”

	
	I chopped my hand down, cutting her off as I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t let me finish.”

	
	Vemilla’s face paled and she started to gasp out an apology but when I held up my hand, she had the sense to close her mouth. 

	
	“What distresses me the most about this situation, is that you are trying to go around my wife.” I frowned at the woman. “Josie speaks for me. If she told you not to bother me… then, don’t bother me,” I growled. 

	
	I nodded to the older Orc. “I trust Guard Captain Jasper. He was hired by my Mistress of the Purse, and Rava is not one to suffer fools. But I have many times before—and I will continue to—placed my life in Josie’s hands. She has my absolute trust and trying to get around her, is like trying to go around me.”

	
	If Vemilla had been pale before, she was positively ash white now. Her hands trembled. “I’m sorry M’lord, it was…”

	
	Yet again, I chopped my hand downward. “Probably best that you not speak at the moment. My wife, Rava, hired you, too. That means you must be good at your job. But you’re a teamster—your job is to make sure that the wagons move. I’d suggest that you get about that this morning, and I’ll pretend this never happened.”

	
	The slight foxkin bowed, mumbled another apology, and then ran off. 

	
	Josie slid closer to me, pressing herself into my side. For a woman who once was incredibly nervous about any public displays of affection, she had come a long way. Lina was definitely rubbing off on her. 

	
	She stretched up on her toes and kissed my cheek. At least that had most likely been her intention before I shifted, turning my head and lifting up her from the ground so that her gentle peck on my cheek quickly become an impassioned good morning kiss. 

	
	I let it last long enough to take away her breath but not long enough to become awkward. As I lowered her to the ground she breathed, “Morning, husband.”

	
	“I still love it when you say that.” I grinned down at her. “Good morning to you, too, wife. Thank you for running interference.”

	
	I glanced over at Jasper. If he was shocked by our display, he didn’t show it. Of course, if I remembered correctly, he had three wives of his own—though none were with him on this mission. Undoubtedly, he wasn’t going to be shocked by a little PDA. 

	
	I raised my brows at him. “Care to tell me what this is all about?”

	
	He snorted. “As long as you don’t need more time to properly greet your wife. I’ve found it’s good to get them worked up, sometimes… but different men handle their affairs differently.”

	
	Josie glared at him, but squeezed my ass. Our bond told me that the kiss had gotten her worked up. But a missing guard wasn’t just nothing... so, business first.

	
	“No,” I shook my head. “I’d like to hear your report. I assume you were on your way to discuss it with my Mistress of the Wall, but then ran into Vemilla trying to sneak here to tell me about it.”

	
	“Exactly. It’s a pleasure to work for a perceptive man.”

	
	I snorted. “Technically, you work for my wife. Rava is running this caravan after all.”

	
	He tilted his head to the side, studying me oddly. I remembered that orcs were the most patriarchal of all the races in a world which was dominated by men. After a brief pause, he shrugged.

	
	“However you handle your affairs,” the older orc said, “you and all of your wives seem to be quite competent. Even the catkin seems to be contributing as a scout—now that she is over whatever sickness had afflicted her.”

	
	“Nimeera isn’t one of Rob’s wives,” Josie snapped. “She is simply an employee.”

	
	Jasper’s face didn’t seem to budge as he nodded, but I could tell that he wanted to grin. He must not be a stranger to the tensions which occurred between women, given the way most family situations were on Olimero. Instead of responding to that, he simply launched into a detailed report on the situation. 

	
	The guard captain covered the set up and rotation of caravan guards last night. This was still considered the frontier, but the guards had quickly noted that no regular animals and few monsters got close to the caravan. In fact, there hadn’t been a single monster attack. 

	
	Rumors had already started that it was some unique power of the human Sheriff. That might not have been far off from the truth. My power—by this point, at B-rank—put off quite an aura. And I was learning to project my intent in such a way that it didn’t bother those who weren’t hostile, but warned off any creatures weaker than me.

	
	“In short,” the captain summarized, “we have a twenty-year-old guard who had the last shift of the night—meaning he would have come off of duty around six AM. This should have been after the merchants and teamsters would have been up preparing breakfast and such. Normally, he’d check in with my guard sergeant and then grab some breakfast before finding a place to sleep inside one of the wagons.”

	
	“But that didn’t happen?”

	
	“No, he didn’t report in.” The orc shrugged. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have worried too much about it. It isn’t that uncommon for a guard to skip a meal because they felt like grabbing some sleep. There were no signs of an attack or signs of struggle, and no one has reported anything else amiss.” 

	
	He frowned in the direction the foxkin had retreated. “For some reason, though, Vemilla has a bee up her skirt and is making quite the fuss about it.”

	
	“You looked into it and discovered that this guard—Stan, I believe you said his name was. Anyway, you discovered that Stan is missing?”

	
	“Yes, and your wif… err… the scout, Nimeera, discovered footprints indicating that he had walked off into the small forest to our east. I was going to have it looked into, but Nimeera insisted that I discuss the matter with Lady Josephine first.”

	
	Josie was the one to ask, “Did Nimeera say anything else?”

	
	“She’d wanted to follow the trail further, but once it led into the woods, I ordered her back. I hope that wasn’t overstepping my authority, but even if the risk is very low, I didn’t want to let a woman connected to the Sheriff to wander about in an unknown wood. Odd things happen out here on the frontier.”

	
	I glanced at Josie, and she simply nodded.

	
	“You did well, Captain. See to your men, but it might be better if they were on alert until we discern what has happened. We can’t spend too long looking for Stan, as we have places to be, but we will have a look. At a minimum, I will inspect these woods.”

	
	Josie laid a hand on my arm. That was enough for me to know she had something to say on the subject, but wasn’t going to correct me in front of the guard captain. 

	
	For his part, Jasper nodded his head and said, “As you wish M’lord. I’ll ensure that the caravan is ready to move soon. I’d appreciate it, if you kept me informed. I know that we all work for you… or for your wife, but I take pride in taking care of the guards under my command.”

	
	“I wouldn’t expect anything less. Once I discuss the matter with my wives, and a plan is decided upon, I will notify you.”

	
	 


Chapter 2 – Some Trust

	
	
	A few minutes later, I was sitting around a table with my wives. All signs of Rava’s bedhead had disappeared. How she managed to become so stunning so quickly was one of those magical aspects which I had no interest in delving too deeply into. It worked, and that was all that mattered to me—even if Josie complained that it was too easy for the elf. 

	

	Speaking of my foxkin wife, she sat on my right side at the bench before the table which had been set up outside our tent. She obviously hadn’t forgotten our kiss earlier—or how vigorously I had defended her prerogative as my Mistress of the Wall. She hummed softly to herself as she pressed her thigh into mine and ‘accidentally’ brushed her hand against mine every time I reached for something. 

	
	Lina was a wonder to behold as she scurried around the fire, cooking food for all of us, even as the helpers Rava had hired started taking down our tent. I would have hired help to cook for us, too, but Lina would have laid into me if I’d so much as suggested it. None of the clerks had come with us, so she was enjoying once again being the one to cook for me. 

	
	It was one of her love languages—the other being less suitable for public display. I wasn’t complaining, though—I surely loved her coffee and bacon. 

	
	I took a sip from my mug while bouncing my son, Robbie, on my knee. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn he was over a year old now, instead of the few months that I knew it to be. I simply chalked it up as another magical aspect of Olimero.

	
	Nimeera stood close to the fire, sipping some coffee and looking unsure about where she should be. Her color had started to return. Now, while she still didn’t look like she was one hundred percent yet, she was clearly feeling better. It had been more than two weeks since her ordeal, but Lina had kept close tabs on her. 

	
	Josie, true to my order that she get to know the tawny haired catkin as punishment for her earlier jealousy, had spent more time with the catkin than she wanted to. Things were still tense between the two women, but I wasn’t about to relent. Those two would just have to learn how to get along. 

	
	“It’s awkward for you to stand over there, Nimeera,” I called out. “Come sit down and eat with the rest of us. I want to hear what you have to say about the missing guard.”

	
	Robbie was squeezing my finger, but I still felt Josie bristle beside me at my invitation. At least she knew better than to say anything. 

	
	Rava slid over on her side of the table to make room on the other bench for the catkin. Nimeera looked around at everyone, as though to make sure no one was going to protest, before eventually coming over to sit across from me.

	
	“See?” I gave the nervous woman a smile. “Isn’t that better? My deal with your god requires that you be included as one of my clerks, or deputies, or something like that—in all ways.”

	
	I nudged Josie’s thigh with mine to get her to stop growling under her breath. 

	
	“I’m not naïve. This could all be some long con that the god of shadows has ordered you to perform.” I held out the platter of bacon to her. “I am willing to extend you some trust… and some bacon.”

	
	She smirked as she daintily took a piece.

	
	“You haven’t once tried to use your emotion mana around me,” I continued, “so I’ll give you some trust.”

	
	Nimeera nodded. “I could make promises and give you assurances, but actions speak louder than words.”

	
	“Probably wise, sister,” my elven wife agreed. “Your nickname, Heart of Shadow, doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.” Her red lips turned up at the corners. “But Rob already has one wife who was a former handmaiden of Korkanis… so why not another?”

	
	Josie shook her head and bristled at my side, but didn’t say anything. 

	
	I was just going to let it go, but Rava turned to the redhead. “You have something to say, second wife?”

	
	“I’ve already made my position clear.” Josie pursed her lips. “We all know that she is powerful and her skills could be useful, but my job as Mistress of the Wall is to be a barrier between Rob and harm. So, don’t expect me to come around anytime soon.”

	
	“Actually, the Mistress of the Wall is meant to protect the entire family. How will you do that if Rob makes Nimeera part of our family? In fact, by agreeing to allow her to become a clerk with full access, rights, and responsibilities… didn’t you essentially already agree to make her part of the family?” 

	
	I don’t know if it was intentional or not, but Josie was softly growling again.

	
	“You know how our husband is,” Rava continued. “He doesn’t take sleeping with a woman lightly. It’s something which I suspect our bunnykin sister-wife is hoping to take advantage of.”

	
	Lina giggled from over where she was flipping pancakes on a griddle suspended over the fire, but didn’t comment. 

	
	“Rob said he wouldn’t take any more wives without our unanimous consent,” Josie sniffed. “Most men that would say that, I wouldn’t believe them. But our husband is a man of his word, and actually treats us as equals.”

	
	“He is also quick to forgive and treats people based upon the merits of their actions, rather than their past,” Rava gently reminded her.

	
	For the most part, I had been content to enjoy Robbie’s reactions as I bounced him on my knee, but their conversation finally got the better of me. “You know how I hate it when you talk about me when I’m right here. I’ve already said my piece, now let’s eat and then afterward, we can hear what Nimeera knows about this missing guard before we make a plan. For now, though, no more work—let’s just enjoy Lina’s cooking.”

	
	Thankfully, there were no protests, although it was clear that Josie wanted to. We made small talk and ate the delicious food that Lina had prepared. She eventually joined us at the table, sitting on my left side and taking Robbie, so I could eat without him pawing at my food. She pulled up her blouse and started to feed our son his meal right there at the table. Back home, I would have been shocked by a woman so readily exposing herself, but this was Olimero.

	
	When I’d finished off my third pancake and second pile of bacon I regretfully pushed my plate away. “I need to stop. It isn’t really necessary for me to eat, so I’m doing this simply because it all tastes so damn good. I don’t wanna develop bad habits of excess.”

	
	Lina winked at me while clearing the dishes, with Robbie clinging to her hip. “But I like it when you fill me to excess.”

	
	Both Rava and Josie snickered, while Nimeera looked glum. I didn’t want us to get lost down that particular rabbit hole, though the goddess knew how much I enjoyed the time I’d lost in there already. 

	
	“So,” I coughed into my hand and changed the topic, “what can you tell us about this missing scout, Nimeera?”

	
	“Not a lot. Captain Jasper wouldn’t let me go into the woods.”

	
	“You must be losing your touch if he was able to stop you,” Josie said. 

	
	I sighed. “Quit baiting her. We all know what Nimeera is capable of, but she has restrained herself and been on her best behavior.”

	
	Rava chimed in, “You don’t know how seductive the pull of the shadow is, or how easy it can be to put the interests of a deity above those of your own people.”

	
	Josie blushed at this comment. 

	
	Rava sat back with an odd expression on her face. She likely didn’t understand why Josie had responded like that, rather than making some pointed remark about that being exactly her point—but I knew why. 

	
	Josie was struggling with some of those same concerns, given how Sativa was trying to use her as an agent to gain a modicum of control over me. 

	
	I shook my head. “We need to focus, here, and let Nimeera tell us the little that she was able to notice.”

	
	The catgirl understood my interest in changing the subject, apparently, because she spoke right up. “There were signs that Stan, the guard, had been walking his regular patrol. Then, from the tracks I followed, it looked like he headed down towards the copse of trees. That wouldn’t really be out of place, as he might simply have needed to relieve himself.”

	
	She shrugged. “The Captain ordered me back before I could see much else. Only other thing that stuck out, was that the mana in the area felt a bit odd, but I don’t know what to make about that.”

	
	“Might Korkanis have had something to do with it?” I asked.

	
	“No, he wouldn’t be able to hide his touch from me. I know it too well. This could have been another of the gods, but it might just as easily have been a monster which I’m not familiar with, or even some oddity of the area.”

	
	“Hmm…, how far did you go into the woods,” Josie asked.

	
	“First off, it is more like a glorified copse of trees than a patch of forest—really less than an acre of woods, with a small stream running through it. That was likely why this campsite was picked, for the fresh water, although you’d have to check with Vemilla about that.”

	
	I nodded. “Okay. How far did you go in?”

	
	“Only half a dozen paces or so before Captain Jasper insisted on yanking me back to camp with him. He said he felt something odd.” The catgirl frowned. “You might want to ask him about what it was. I… I hesitate to say this, but I did feel a tingle of Emotion Mana, though it definitely wasn’t mine.”

	
	I stared at her for a moment before replying, “You’re telling the truth and I believe you. But does that mean that there is another mage out here with Emotion Mana?”

	
	Rava shook her head. “That’s highly unlikely. Emotion Mana is extremely rare. I’ve only ever heard of two mages with it, and one of them is Nimeera.”

	
	Given the age, wisdom, and vast experience of my elven wife, I deferred to her judgment in that regard. “Okay, so I guess I need to speak to Jasper?”

	
	Josie grumbled, “Or you could just turn this all over to me. It is my duty to see to your… no, to our family’s safety.”

	
	I nodded. “And normally I’d want you with me—but Lina and Robbie are here, along with Rava. And none of them are combatants.” 

	
	I saw both aforementioned wives arch their eyebrows at me. “Okay, both of them are capable in a multitude of ways, but Robbie is barely more than a babe. If something can lure a guard away from the caravan without any signs of struggle and make them disappear, how much easier would it be to do so for a toddler who is simply trying to play?”

	
	Lina gasped, holding Robbie tight, but Rava had an ‘ah-ha’ expression on her face. 

	
	“Lured away?”

	
	I nodded. “Doesn’t that seem like what happened to you?”

	
	“It does now,” the purple haired beauty admitted, “although, I hadn’t considered it before. That does open things up to include other potential dangers. We aren’t near a deep body of water, so it wouldn’t be sirens… but, maybe fairies?"

	
	Josie slapped her hand down on the table. “That settles it. Rob, you aren’t having anything to do with this.”

	
	I arched my eyebrow at her and both Lina and Rava chuckled. 

	
	Josie glared at her sister wives, but they knew that wasn’t going to happen. 

	
	“I am happy to give you leeway in protecting me and the family, but my son is out here with us. If there is something out there which could harm Robbie, then I will most definitely be involved.”

	
	Lina walked straight up to me from where she’d been packing up the dishes. As she did, she handed Robbie off to Auntie Rava and reached across the table to grab the front of my armored vest. There was a strange intensity in her eyes as she yanked me forward. 

	
	Sure, I could have resisted, but it was kinda cute. She must really have been working on increasing her stats because she was quite a bit stronger. She pulled my lips to hers before cupping my face between her hands while moaning into my mouth, mid-kiss. With our lips still locked, she crawled over the table to sit in my lap, straddling my thigh. I could feel her warmth through my leather breeches as she ground herself against me. It went on long enough to become awkward, making me wish the tent was still up so that I could drag her back to bed. 

	
	Suddenly, she released me and stood back up, straightening her skirt. “Oh goddess, a man who protects his children is so damn sexy. If I didn’t already have my hands full, I’d ask you to pump your seed into me right here in front of everyone.”

	
	The three other women stared at one another, before slowly nodding. 

	
	I knew there were plenty of men in Olimero who cared about their children, but it was definitely not a cultural standard. Here, men worked to provide for their families and themselves—and not always in that order. Their wives handled rearing and caring for the children. 

	
	What just seemed perfectly natural to me was a big turn on for them. I got a crooked grin on my face and simply shrugged. Nothing like being rewarded for being myself. 

	
	“Breath stealing kisses aside, I’m serious. I’m the head of this family, and if anything threatens my children OR my wives, that makes it my business.” I held up my hands. “Not that I’ll be stupid about it, though, I have Josie to help keep me from sticking my foot in a bear trap.”

	
	“And me,” Rava said. Lina nodded in agreement, while Nimeera mumbled, “Me, too”—though her words were spoken very softly.

	
	I nodded to the catgirl. “Show me where this happened, and while we’re walking there, Josie or Rava can give me a run down on what to look out for regarding fairies.”

	
	 


Chapter 3 – Getting to It

	
	
	Rava shook her head. “I have a bunch of work to do today—hammering out negotiations with some of the merchants. Unless you require my presence, husband, I won’t be coming with you.”

	
	I grinned. “As if I could make you do anything you didn’t want to.”

	
	She winked at me, but then said, “You underestimate just how smitten I am with you, my love. But before I make your head grow any larger, I’ll leave and get to it. I’m sure that Lina has plenty to do here, but I trust Josie and Nimeera to keep you out of trouble.”

	
	The two named women looked at each other. A grimace passed between them, but they both ended up nodding. They might not like each other—although, I think that was more Josie not liking Nimeera than the other way around—but they respected one another’s competence. 

	
	I held out my arm for Josie. As much as I would honor my agreement with the god of shadows, Josie was my wife and Nimeera wasn’t…  not yet.

	
	“Nimeera,” I waved her ahead of us, “please lead the way, and someone educate me on fairies.”

	
	Josie frowned. “Truthfully, I know very little about fairies. Every young woman is warned never to let their husband stray near rings of mushrooms because they might end up ensnared by the fae. It is also one of the reasons for a mother’s advice.”

	
	I arched an eyebrow, not understanding the last part. 

	
	Nimeera looked back over her shoulder at me and then burst out laughing. “I keep forgetting you really aren’t from Olimero. A mother’s advice could, of course, refer to many things, but when said like that it means only one thing. Every girl is told that if she wants to get a husband, she has to make sure to satisfy him in bed or to expect him to wander. All women expect to share their husbands, as even poor men generally end up with at least two wives—while powerful or rich men end up with a dozen or more.”

	
	“If I need to set the record straight on that count, let me assure you that my wives more than excel at satisfying me. I have no need to add another wife to our family, but I have pledged to be guided by the standards of Olimero.”

	
	Nimeera slowed to brush up against Josie, who didn’t bristle for once. “He really is so cute about that, isn’t he? Like he’ll hurt your feelings if he doesn’t proclaim his faithfulness earnestly and often.”

	
	Josie rolled her eyes at the other woman. “He can be clueless at times, but it’s part of his charm.” 

	
	Then she looked up at me. “I’m not Lina, pushing you to bed every clerk she can hire, but please remember that the stronger you are, the better it is for us. And to paraphrase our dear blacksmith’s words, a man with many wives brings honor to all of them.”

	
	She bumped me with her hip. “So, keep finding powerful women to grow our family, Rob. You don’t seem to be having any trouble keeping up with our needs.” Her gaze flickered over to the other woman with us. “Just make sure you can trust them.”

	
	That last comment was an obvious dig at the catkin. But Nimeera let it go, so I didn’t comment, either. 

	
	“What about you, Nimeera, do you know anything more about fairies?”

	
	“I know they were one of the races originally shaped by Sativa and the other gods. She had her impact on all the races, but each of the others provided some influence, as well. Sirens, fairies, and a couple others were the ones primarily influenced by Mensor, though.” She shrugged. “It stands to reason that they will be more brutal and monstrous. Beyond that, I can only tell you about the stories that we’ve all heard.”

	
	I shook my head. “You all may have heard these stories, but I’m not from here… remember?”

	
	“Ah… right. Well, as a race they have almost died out. The legends say that they loved war, but unlike the orcs, they were cruel—often torturing or even eating their prisoners. Most races united to hunt them down. Their last male was supposedly killed a couple of hundred years ago, and Sativa cursed them so that while they can still have children with males of other races, all the children they have are female.”

	
	Josie’s eyes got wide. “Do you think that Rob could break that curse? Maybe that’s what this is all about?”

	
	“That’s…” Nimeera stopped mid-stride. “I… I don’t know. You’ve only told me a little bit about the peculiarities of humans. I’ve seen his son and daughter, though, and they are both very uh… different.” 

	
	She glanced quickly at me and added, “They’re both gorgeous children, I just mean that neither of them, Robbie especially, is what one might have expected them to be like.”

	
	I waved off her concern. I wasn’t going to get angry about someone speaking the truth. “Sara seems to mostly be a hawkkin, with a few features like her feet and toes that seem more human than bird, but it will be hard to say till she’s grown. Robbie, on the other hand, doesn’t have a tail or bunnykin ears and really looks like what I expect a normal human child to look like.”

	
	“It likely has something to do with the quests which Sativa gave you and us,” Josie said.

	
	Since Nimeera didn’t know about that, I took the time to explain how Sativa was rewarding each of my wives—and even me—for introducing what she called new hybrid species to Olimero. We discussed why that might be, but all I could say was, “I think she believes this will do something to enhance all the races, in the future.”

	
	Nimeera nodded thoughtfully. “Josie might be right, then. If the fairies were to get their hands on you, they might actually be able to breed their own male… and that would change everything.”

	
	“How so?” 

	
	“Faeries are even more prolific than bunnykin and have a very short growth cycle before reaching maturity. They also have powerful Illusion, Mind, and maybe Emotion and who knows what other kinds of magic to enable them to hide away while they grow their numbers back. The stories say that they fuck the men they capture to death, their victims eventually dying of dehydration. So, even a few males could repopulate hundreds—or, with your stamina—thousands of fairies.”

	
	“How would that even work?” I asked.

	
	Nimeera giggled. “Haven’t you told him how it works yet, Josie?”

	
	I jumped in. “You know what I mean. I thought they were like six inches tall.”

	
	“That is their natural form, but something about their magic allows them to change the shape and size of things. Little is actually known about how it works. I can’t really say if they grow taller or if they shrink the men they are with.”

	
	Behind us, I sensed a small disturbance in the air, like rapidly beating wings. I spun around, stepping between it and Josie. 

	
	“We aren’t alone,” I hissed.

	
	I still couldn’t see anyone, but I kept my expanded sense of touch extended about six feet from my body all the time now, to act as an early warning system. And I was sure I had felt something. 

	
	I quickly spun up my core and pushed ki into my mind meridian, enhancing both my sight and hearing, but couldn’t pick anything else up.

	
	Both women had their weapons out and I could feel mana gathering around them. 

	
	Josie whispered harshly, “What was it? I don’t see anything.”

	
	“I don’t know… and I can’t see or hear anything, either,” I replied. “But I sensed a disturbance, like tiny wings.”

	
	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I sucked in not just air, but also the mana around us. For a brief moment, I saw a sparkling flicker in the air. 

	
	Nimeera shouted, “A fairy!”

	
	It sparkled and danced away through the air. Even as I tried to draw in more mana from the area, it only flickered a couple more times. I extended my senses, but it rushed so quickly into the trees that I couldn’t expand them quick enough to keep up. 

	
	“Damn, I lost it.”

	
	“Get down,” Josie shouted. 

	
	I had no idea what was going on, but I dropped prone to the ground, flattening myself out. I trusted Josie implicitly. 

	
	Seeing me do so, Nimeera immediately followed suit. 

	
	No sooner had she done so, than Josie’s magic exploded—waves of flame rushing out from her in every direction. The fire nearly scorched us where we lay on the ground at the foxkin deputy’s feet, and otherwise spread outwards in every direction for thirty feet. 

	
	When the flames stopped, I jumped to my feet, looking at my wife with a raised eyebrow. 

	
	Josie’s face heated, and not from her magic. “Not that I didn’t trust you,” she rushed to explain, “I was just making sure none of them are close by. If they can hide that well from you, then who knows what they’re capable of?”

	
	Nimeera stood, too. 

	
	I noticed that the hair on the tips of her ears was slightly singed. She didn’t complain, though, which earned her a respectful nod from Josie.

	
	“Okay, let’s go find Captain Jasper,” I grumbled. “We need to find this missing guard before he’s lost for good.”

	
	“It might already be too late. Fairies tend to have nests—at least according to the stories—so maybe we should just get the caravan moving. That might be safest,” Nimeera said.

	
	“As much as I hate to agree with Nimeera,” Josie added, “she’s right. You’re much too important to risk losing to some fairies—and if you aren’t worried about yourself, then think about Lina and Robbie.”

	
	“Low blow,” I growled, but then shook my head. “No deal, though. We are going to at least have a look, but I agree we can move the caravan a few miles further away. Most of the guards should stay with it, while a few help us search.”

	
	“It would be better to have female guards—if there are any—do the searching… and even better, have you stay with the caravan,” Nimeera said.

	
	It obviously pained Josie, but she was nodding again in agreement. 

	
	I chuckled. The two of them thought a lot alike. And if not for their rocky beginning, I suspect they might have become fast friends.

	
	No sooner had we turned to head back towards the camp, though, than I sensed a rush of mana behind us. I spun on my heel and the air itself popped as a massive creature suddenly appeared that hadn’t been there before. 

	
	Josie drew her blade. “Is… is that an illusion?”

	
	Nimeera was shaking her head. “I don’t think so,” she said.

	
	I ignored both of them, other than to say, “Get behind me.”

	
	They didn’t like it, but I moved too quickly for them to argue with me. I didn’t have to wonder whether or not this thing was real—I could feel the mana pouring off of this creature. It was about the size of rhinoceros, but had three long serpentine necks that ended in hissing heads, with a long dragon-like tail coming off the far end. 

	
	I could feel it with my expanded sense of touch and, since the fairies’ illusion magic hadn’t been able to fool that sense before, I was confident this wasn’t simply a magical image. As I rushed forward, I pulled Bargon’s Slice from my spatial bag. The sword was partially sentient, and our connection had grown after it had absorbed the dragon blood.

	
	The blade almost shuddered in my hand when I first pulled it out. I could feel its hunger for this beast. The monster was hissing at me, but I was on it faster than it could react. Ki flowed down my arm and into the sword, activating its spatial edge. That cut was all it took to remove the left-most head. There was a twinge of resistance as the blade cut through that neck, but its hide wasn’t anywhere nearly as tough as when I had fought the sand dragon. 

	
	I absently noticed the skin where I had severed the head bubbling. It appeared that this might actually be some type of hydra. Hopefully, it only had some form of rapid regeneration, and wasn’t one of those cut-off-one-head-and-two-heads-would-grow-back-in-its-place types. 

	
	I used a burst of ki to stop my momentum and spun around to attack it from the rear. Its tail whipped around, but never came close to me as, instead of attacking, it was using it to push itself forward. The monster’s four thick, stubby legs were aided by the push of that powerful tail, and the creature shot forward at the two women. 

	
	A cry of rage escaped my lips. “No! Fight me!”

	
	But I needn’t have worried. Neither Josie nor Nimeera were slow. To my vastly enhanced perception, the catgirl seemed to be moving slower than usual, but was still quick enough to slip to the side and dodge the thing’s charge. Her hand flicked forward, and a throwing knife sank into an eye on the central head. 

	
	The creature roared in pain, but that pain was likely dwarfed by what it felt next, as Josie unloaded a condensed spiral burst of flame into its side. 

	
	I found myself standing still for a moment as I stood and admired her handiwork. Josie’s mana was denser than before. She must have been practicing, having learned from the way I condensed her mana. I felt oddly proud of her, but then realized that this was no time to stand there like a pleased coach—we still had a monster to kill. 

	
	

	
	
	 


Chapter 4 - At Face Value

	
	
	I charged at its back, but again, it pushed itself forward. The spiral of flame had burned the creature’s flesh away to reveal bone, but that didn’t stop the monster. I could feel mana practically oozing out of it. As it spun around between the two women, one head snapped at Nimeera—who flipped over the lunging jaws to land on its long neck where she started to go all stabby-stabby with another blade. 

	
	Meanwhile, the tail swung at Josie. She attempted to jump over the sweep of the tail but was just an instant too slow as it clocked her ankle and sent her spinning vertically through the air. Her grace allowed her to roll into her landing but as she did, the tail slammed into her again.

	
	I could feel the pain surge through her, as her bones broke. I glanced over at Nimeera who wasn’t faring much better. The monster’s powerful neck was bleeding from a dozen cuts, but the catgirl had lost her dagger and now was hanging on by her claws as the head thrashed about wildly, trying to shake her off. 

	
	I was afraid to use a ki slice to sever both the remaining heads at once before the third head grew back. If I did, I could just as easily cut into Nimeera, but if I didn’t do something, then Josie was going to be crushed. I saw Captain Jasper and some of the guards running down from the caravan with their long spears. They were going to be too late to be any help—which is probably just as well, as they’d likely end up getting in my way. 

	
	The shield Mursha had gifted me, A Wife’s Price, appeared in my free hand as I darted forward. I activated a charge from its gravity core and lessoned the pull of gravity on the creature’s tail. This both softened its impact on Josie and threw the monster off balance. 

	
	From behind me, I heard the twitter of high-pitched laughter but couldn’t be bothered to turn around and look back. 

	
	I threw myself through the air, meanwhile shoving the shield back into my spatial bag. Bargon’s Slice came down on the hydra’s neck, just behind where Nimeera was sitting. My legs as well as my sword arm were both empowered by ki pouring out from my rapidly spinning core. I felt my Agility stat grow to its expanded maximum of nearly 600; the hydra might as well have been standing still. 

	
	With my free arm, I scooped up Nimeera and pulled her close to me then allowed my momentum to carry us beyond the beast to land next to Josie, who was struggling to get back onto her feet, despite a broken leg and numerous cracked ribs. Nimeera rolled away as soon I released her, and I spun to catch a descending tail strike. 

	
	Ki extended from my hands and arms to create a defensive field. My hands glowed as they were infused with ki, and I roared. The gravity effect faded, and the tail came down with all its might—but I caught it. My feet were pushed a few inches into the rocky soil, but I didn’t give ground. 

	
	Beneath me, Josie stared up at me. The look of awe on her face made me feel like a god. I... Would… NOT… Break. 

	
	My might surged as ki flooded my body. The power of my infused hands tore into the tail, ripping through the hydra’s leathery hide till it was shrieking and trying to pull the appendage back. But it was too late for that. Through the power of my gloved hand which had caught the tail, I began sucking in the creature’s mana. My core was hungry for power, as I burned through ki at an astounding rate.

	
	My sword arm thrust Bargon’s Slice into the creature’s side, just below where its heart should have been. The blade soaked up the blood of the powerful creature and I felt the mind of the sentient weapon stirring. I released the blade to do its own thing, which freed both my hands up to rip into the tail. 

	
	The creature’s remaining head struck like a snake, trying to bite my head off, but the defensive barrier of ki around my body held it at bay. The large head still blocked my sight, but I was used to depending on my other senses, so the handicap was an irrelevant irritation. Worse, was when its fetid breath filled my nose—apparently, my ki barrier didn’t filter out halitosis. As annoying as the stench was, the bigger threat was the way the crushing power of its jaws threatened to break through my barrier. 

	
	The mana I drained from it flooded my system, getting converted to ki as quickly as my spinning core could do so. Oddly, it wasn’t mana of any specific type—but seemed instead just to be generic mana. As I struggled, slowly being pushed back by its superior mass, I decided I would need to activate an ability I’d hoped to avoid using.

	
	Soul Eater flared to life inside of me. The ability was a dark one which I had gained while passing the tests set out by Mensor. It was something the god of monsters wanted me to use—which I figured was reason enough not to—but it seemed to be the safest way to end this fight. 

	
	Yet, as the skill tried to lock on to the beast, it couldn’t find a soul to latch onto. 

	
	It was like the creature was an empty shell. In fact, the more I studied it, the more I became convinced it was simply a construct of raw mana. There was a soul thread which ran away from it to some other being, but the thread was too intangible for my skill to catch a hold of. 

	
	Frowning as I contemplated my next move, I felt the creature shudder in my hands. Whatever power was holding it together must have run out of mana, because it began to dissolve in my hands—fading away in a storm of sparkling motes. 

	
	A series of notifications popped up but I ignored them. I dropped to my knees, placing a hand on Josie’s unbroken arm. Locking on to the bond that made us one, I poured both healing mana and ki into our body. She shuddered, giving a quick yelp of pain as her bones reset. 

	
	This method wasn’t nearly as gentle as what Lina could do, but as my soul bonded wife, our flesh was one. And if there was anything I exercised nearly complete control over, it was my own flesh. In seconds, her wounds closed up and Josie was whole once more. I helped her condense her mana, hoping she could strengthen herself with it, but her body continued to soak up the ki I poured into her. 

	
	It had not escaped my attention that she had developed a cultivation level after our previous mana combination efforts. She didn’t have a core or even proper channels and her cultivation level was termed nascent, but certainly that was something I could work with. This was confirmed by the way she soaked up the ki I poured into her. 

	
	Her eyes popped open, and she let out a half sigh, half moan. “Ohhhh… Sativa, what are… uhhhh…. What are you doing to me?”

	
	“Just feeding you some of my ki.”

	
	“It feels… ahhhh… so strange.”

	
	I stopped immediately, focusing instead on filling up her mana reserves and making sure that her body was fully healed. “I’m sorry, my love. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

	
	“I didn’t say that it hurt. It just felt… different. Maybe we could try it again later, when the entire world isn’t watching?”

	
	Another notification popped up, but once again I shoved it to the side—even though it was flashing a bright gold and seemed to demand my attention. Nothing could be more important than my girls at this moment, and right now that meant checking on Nimeera.

	
	I carefully pulled Josie to her feet. She certainly could have gotten up on her own, but between us help wasn’t given only when it was needed. She smiled and I pulled her close as I turned to the catgirl. 

	
	Nimeera asked, “Are you okay, Josie?”

	
	The fact that those were her first words seemed to catch my foxkin wife off guard. Through the bond, I felt a rush of emotion run through her: surprise, guilt, then suspicion. 

	
	“Just take her concern at face value,” I sent to her telepathically, “… for me.”

	
	I felt her tense in my arms and then relax. “I’ll try,” she whispered. 

	
	To Nimeera, she said, “I’m okay, thanks to your distracting it and then Rob saving me.”

	
	The catgirl smiled. “Glad to help.”

	
	“What about you, Nimeera?” I asked.

	
	She shrugged. “Oh, I’m fine.”

	
	“That isn’t how it looks from here.” I frowned at the woman as she literally weaved on her feet. “You look like you can barely stand. Something isn’t right.”

	
	“Korkanis has withdrawn his power from me and I… I don’t feel right.” She sighed. “The power is just beyond my fingertips, but I can’t reach for it. I believe it’s his way of showing his disapproval.”

	
	“Well, let’s get you back to Lina. Don’t say too much now, as I’m not sure if we’re being watched.” I pushed my sense of touch out and thought for a second that I caught a pair of tiny presences right at the very edge of my range, but then they disappeared. 

	
	I let Nimeera lean on my arm, as we walked toward the caravan which was still moving away at a plodding pace. Captain Jasper and three of his guards finally reached us. They were on foot so they were going to have to jog to reach the caravan, just like we would have to do. 

	
	“Are you okay, Sheriff?” Jasper called out.

	
	“Yes, thanks for coming. I’ll fill you in on what happened…” I looked around. “But not here. We need to get back to the caravan and Nimeera needs to be checked out by Lina.”

	
	He grimaced. “Okay, I told Vemilla not to stop the caravan until nightfall. I wanted to get some space between them and whatever that thing was.”

	
	I could hear it in his voice; he’d left off the words, ‘in case you weren’t able to defeat it’, but I wouldn’t hold it against him. 

	
	He barely knew me, and the hydra had been terrifying. The fact that it was a construct made it even more so—but I wasn’t going to talk about any of that out here in the open.

	
	Josie looked at Nimeera and then said, “Go ahead and carry her. I’ll run back with Captain Jasper and his guards.”

	
	I hesitated. I’m sure the Captain was a decent warrior, but I didn’t want to leave my wife’s safety in his hands. Then again, she was pretty damn powerful in her own right. The fact she was letting me out of her sight, that she was telling me to do something kind for Nimeera was a significant step for her. 

	
	I simply nodded and said, “Thanks.”

	
	Pulling the redhead in, I kissed her before releasing her to scoop up the catgirl in a princess carry. She didn’t weigh anything to my B rank body, but felt hot—like she had a fever, not just because she felt better than I’d expected in my arms. I streaked forward with her. Something really was wrong, and I’d be much happier once Lina had a chance to take a look at her. 

	
	 


Interlude 1 - Footprints in the Sand

	
	
	Delicia, Queen of the fairies, flew in a bee-line—straight for the entrance to their hidden hive. What she had discovered was more than she could have hoped for. 

	
	The cowkin they had captured, Stan, had been right in what he’d told her—not that she thought he could have lied to her. The weight of Mind Mana her daughters had used on him was more than he could have resisted. The lesser races were like that. 

	
	No, what drew her attention was this Sheriff who was more than a man. Delicia was aware of humans, those odd beings which Sativa had brought from another world. Up to this point, though, fairies had ignored humans as the weakest of mates. 

	
	It might seem easy for fairies to capture mates and then breed numerous offspring with them, but there was more to it than any of the other races knew. The curse which Sativa—may she be forever blighted—had placed upon their people was a dire one. Fairies may have had the smallest and weakest bodies of the races on Olimero, but they had the greatest magic. Yet, because there were no longer any male fairies, they were forced to find males of other races to procreate.

	
	Fairies were cruel by nature, but not suicidal or wasteful. It took something out of the lesser races to impregnate a fairy, a piece of the male’s essence which they didn’t get back. Many males were not even able to muster the strength for more than one pregnancy—let alone the orgy-like rounds of numerous females which the stories said were customary for fairies. 

	
	When they found a particularly strong male, they would try to sustain and nurture him, in order to get as many offspring out of him as possible. Her last mate had managed to impregnate four of her daughters after laying with her, and that had been quite a boon to their people. If it weren’t for their magically enhanced and incredibly long lives, the fairies would have died out as a race before now. 

	
	As it was, theirs was the only hive left—this one hidden place on the trade route to the frontier. They didn’t dare get any closer to the other races. Individually, the other races were not a threat, but because of their vast numbers, it would be far too easy for the larger races to erase fairy kind from existence. 

	
	It would be like the tide sweeping in to wipe away footprints in the sand.

	
	So how did she react when she saw a male who not only was physically powerful, but was able somehow to detect them through their cloaking magic? A man who had the ability to absorb mana from the air intrigued her. No, intrigued was an understatement. 

	
	She was desperate to have him. 

	
	He had to be theirs. Delicia just needed to bide her time, test him, and then find a way to separate him from his mates and the others. Yes, he would sire an entire generation of fairies before they sucked him dry of his life essence, if only she could be patient.

	
	She flew back to the hive. This was their hidden glade within the trees, but it was not of this world. It was a space carved out apart from the world. A place where they had sunlight, water, trees and flowers—all the natural beauty which the gods had tried to steal from them. The entrance was tiny, but it remained a connection to the material world. 

	
	Her daughter, Kasmet, flew silently beside her. Delicia was grateful that this daughter at least had the presence of mind to keep silent till they entered their realm. Oh, not all of the fairies were technically her daughters—though they were all descended from her. Her hive was the only one left, which meant they were all her daughters, or granddaughters, great granddaughters, and so on. 

	
	There was the tiny spatial opening in the tree which served as the gateway to their realm. It was a vulnerability, but if it were entirely sealed, there was no guarantee the fairies would be able to escape from the pocket dimension. What a nightmare that would be, to slowly wither away inside the pocket of reality, with no access to new life or new mana.

	
	Kasmet entered the portal, but Delicia held back for a moment. She loved being in the overwhelming wonder that was Olimero. It was so alive. The mana here was chaotic and wild, so unlike the pocket realm of her hive, which she had long since mastered. 

	
	The chaos was refreshing. 

	
	She checked her mana reserves. Of all the species on Olimero, fairies were the ones who had the greatest mastery of mana. She personally could control: Construct, Mind, Spatial, Size, and Electric Mana. Most of her daughters had mastered between two and four of the mana types—though they all had Mind and Size Mana in common. 

	
	Her reserves of Construct Mana had been almost entirely drained by whatever that man had done. He had some strange type of power which she didn’t yet understand. But Delicia lusted for it—both for the power, and for the man. 

	
	She had not seen any of the larger races who made her blood pump in too long a time. No, he would be hers and she would unravel all of his secrets. If what his females had said was accurate, he might well be the key to the creation of a new type of fairy, and perhaps even a male fairy. 

	
	A plan was already forming in Delicia’s mind. Yes! She grinned and then giggled. It was a sound which would have struck fear in any being who truly understood what she was. She might not be a goddess, but as an ancient fairy she was an A-ranked existence. Only some of the great ancient dragons could compare to her. 

	
	Yes, she would take what she wanted from this man. He would even give it to her willingly—because that was her power. She’d decided that this time, she would even allow herself to enjoy it. Pleasure was something she deserved, and he would give it to her, repeatedly. 

	
	Only when she was done with him, would she give him as a toy to her daughters—a toy to play with until they finally broke him. If he was as strong as the over-worlders implied, that would take some time. But everyone broke… in the end. 

	
	She giggled once more and then darted through the entrance to her realm. She had plans to set into motion. 

	
	
	 


Chapter 5 - Past That

	
	
	As I ran to catch up with the caravan while carrying Nimeera, I telepathically alerted Lina and Rava that she seemed to be injured again, and might need more healing.

	
	“You can put me down, now.”

	
	Nimeera’s voice pulled me out of my telepathic conversation with my wives. “What? Why? You still look pale.”

	
	She frowned, raising one hand to her cheek.

	
	“Sorry,” I said. “I’m not criticizing, just concerned.”

	
	“Not exactly what a woman wants to hear from a man she is supposed to be seducing,” the catkin muttered to herself.

	
	“What?! I thought we were past that…” My voice trailed off with uncertainty. This really was an odd situation. 

	
	I’d adapted to the idea that Lina was always going to be shoving clerks at me—because in her mind, the more women I bedded, the better I would feel. It definitely took a bit of mental adjustment to get used to, coming from Earth. 

	
	The rest of my wives might not all be as gung-ho about it as Lina, my Mistress of the Sheets, but they all agreed with the basic principle. Now, Nimeera—a woman, who I was undoubtedly attracted to on a number of levels—had become my newest clerk because of a deal I’d struck with Korkanis, the god of shadows. 

	
	And I was supposed to bed her, but hadn’t found the time or the motivation to do the deed—primarily because of the odd circumstances surrounding her joining my family.

	
	She sighed. “Korkanis obviously doesn’t think we are ‘past that’.”

	
	My brows furrowed. “Why do you say that?”

	
	“I’m not hurt from battling that monster. Oh, sure… it wore me out a bit, but this weakness is because Korkanis has done something to me. After my previous failure, he doesn’t trust me to carry out his orders.”

	
	“He can’t think that just because I sleep with you that I’m suddenly going to bend my knee to him. I mean, I’m sure it will be uh…” I felt my cheeks heating. “… fun, but that isn’t going to get me to pledge myself to the god of shadows.”

	
	Nimeera got a wry grin on her face. “You’re really making this a challenge, aren’t you?” Then she shook her head. “No, he believes that is only the first step, but what he expects to follow… I don’t really know. It isn’t like he revealed all his plans to me.”

	
	She leaned her head back against my shoulder as I carried her. “I don’t think he trusts me anymore, so who knows what he is actually up to.”

	
	“Fair enough. Not like I…”

	
	She cut me off as I was replying. “Just so we’re clear, I chose you over him. I won’t try to force myself on you. Korkanis and the Cult of the Raven saved me when I was a child on the streets. I don’t have any problem with the shadow. Korkanis really is a god, and his power is beyond anything I can imagine, but he isn’t the only choice. You have to choose the path which is right for you. I’ve seen that followers of Korkanis, Sativa, and even one of Mensor’s have fallen for you. You aren’t of this world and that gives you a magnetic appeal which is impossible to deny.”

	
	“Oh?” I grinned down at her. “Now look who is saying the wrong things. My appeal is only because I’m a stranger from another world?”

	
	She smiled. “If you like, I’ll show you just what I find so appealing about you. I promise, I won’t scratch… much…” As she spoke, she flexed her hands and her claws all popped out with a schttk sound.

	
	“There she is. I was starting to wonder what happened to the old Nimeera.” I shook my head. “All in due time, though.”

	
	“I really must be losing my touch,” she grumbled with a sigh, but then we reached the caravan.

	
	I laid her down in the wagon beside Lina and Robbie and helped Rava out of it. “Do what you can to restore her strength,” I instructed our healer. “I need to speak with Rava and then go bring Josie back. Not about to leave her out there with potential enemies about.”

	
	Lina leaned out the back of the wagon to kiss my forehead. “I’ll heal your little pussy so she’s ready for later, but I’m beginning to think there is only one thing which will cure what ails her.”

	
	I rolled my eyes. “Is that where your mind goes every single time?”

	
	“Is that so bad?” She batted her long lashes at me.

	
	“Not at all,” I replied with a grin.

	
	Picking up Rava, I pushed with my ki empowered legs till we were well away from the wagons. I explained to her about the monster we had fought, the way I had been able to detect the fairies, and the strange response I’d gotten when I tried to use my Soul-Eater skill. 

	
	“You said you had notifications,” Rava said after a moment’s thought. “Have you checked them yet?”

	
	“No, I got distracted with bringing Nimeera back here.”

	
	Rava snickered. 

	
	“Oh? I can imagine carrying her body pressed up against you would be quite the distraction,” my elven wife replied. 

	
	When I was about to protest, she added quickly, “Not that I mind. None of us do. Well, Josie may mind—a bit—but she is slowly coming around.”

	
	“Slowly being the operative word,” I mumbled. 

	
	“Speaking of slowly… I may not be a hand-maiden of Korkanis any longer, but you did make a deal with him. I wouldn’t wait too long to honor it.”

	
	“I’ll make a priority of that after we sort out this issue. Now give me a moment to check my notifications.”

	
	Contact with new mana type: Mana Construct. 

	Absorption of Construct Mana commencing. 

	 

	Mana Fusion: +1

	New by-product detected.

	By-product Manipulation: +1%

	
	That was the first set of notifications. It confirmed what I already suspected—the hydra wasn’t a real monster, but a magical construct. It made sense… 

	
	Wait. Who was I kidding? I was thinking it made sense, given what I knew about fairies. But I needed to remember that the fairies from the books, movies, and games back on Earth might have absolutely nothing to do with fairies in Olimero. 

	
	These could be anything from baby-stealing fairies to Tinkerbell for all that I knew.

	
	The second notification was a new one, but something for me to file away for later.

	
	Your sentient weapon, Bargon’s Slice, cannot grow from a construct creature. He requires the blood of living monsters—the stronger the better. Failure to feed him with sufficient blood will weaken the bond between you. 

	
	Ugh, more people—though I guess the sword wasn’t really a person… more entities to keep happy. Happy wife, happy life couldn’t possibly apply to me. I had five wives, a new potential lover in Nimeera, and a number of clerks and such all looking to me. All of whom I felt some obligation to keep happy, even if for some of them that was simply my desire to be a good employer. 

	
	If that wasn’t enough, I had no less than five deities focused on me—each with their own agendas. I needed to keep at least some of them happy, if only to keep them off my back. Then, I had an entire town—and now a caravan of merchants—looking to me. My plate was definitely overflowing. 

	
	The next notification wasn’t shocking.

	
	Soul Eater skill failed. Creature has no soul. 

	
	I guess that was the final confirmation it was purely a magical construct. That meant that one or all of the fairies could make creatures simply out of magic. A part of me was anxious to see what I could do with the by-product of that mana. But for now, I needed to focus.

	
	The final notification was perhaps the most troubling.

	
	You are channeling ki into a secondary portion of your body.

	 

	Josephine Case is a unique entity, but soul bonded to you. Some aspect of your body control will relate to her. 

	 

	A nascent core is detected. Do you wish to fill that core with ki?

	 

	If you fill her core to the point that it becomes an F rank core, then Josephine Case will become a subordinate cultivator. Her existence will be further tied to yours, and you will continue to mutually empower one another based upon whatever contract you form at the moment her core begins to spin.

	 

	Warning: Risk of death is significant if her core fails to form properly.

	
	Thankfully, this wasn’t a situation where my failure to answer had resulted in the process continuing forward. Or maybe it would have, if I hadn’t stopped pouring ki into her. It seemed like doing so had helped her heal and restored her to health. This, however, was different than my simply willing her to be well and trying to force my vision of wholeness onto her flesh. 

	
	“Is something wrong?” Rava asked.

	
	“It’s the notifications. The first few were nothing special. I confirmed that at least one of the fairies was able to use Construct Mana and created that hydra. That’s why it disappeared. I got a couple of level ups from the fight, too—mostly for dealing with a new type of mana.”

	
	“That doesn’t sound bad enough to make you frown like that,” Rava said, laying a hand on my cheek. 

	
	I sighed. “I also learned that my sword is getting antsy for more blood, but we can talk about that later. What has me concerned, was the notification about Josie’s core.”

	
	I read the notification to her.

	
	“I wish I knew what to tell you,” my elf said, her frown echoing my own. “If Josie is willing, I will apply Research Mana to both of you and see if I can determine anything that way—but there has never been another cultivator, as you call it, on Olimero prior to you.”

	
	“Are you certain? I get the feeling that the gods have some idea about it.”

	
	“Everything I have been able to find out leads me to believe that to be the case. My mana allows me to gather knowledge, even without having the appropriate resources to test my hypotheses. It isn’t always reliable, but it has led to a few breakthroughs in my alchemy.” She grinned at me. 

	
	“I am so glad you helped me with that, because for most of my life no one could identify the type of mana I had. I believed I was one of those who just had generic mana. Now, I don’t believe anyone has untyped mana—that it is simply a matter of discovering what they have.”

	
	“Of course,” I replied. “I was glad to help, but anything you can learn about this may save our wife. I’m not willing to risk Josie’s life on the off-chance this might make her stronger.”

	
	“You know she will want you to,” Rava murmured.

	
	I frowned. “That is why it’s good we’re talking about it first. I don’t know what to do. I have a hard time telling that woman ‘no’ about anything, but I’m not going to do something that could kill her…” I scowled, staring off into the distance.

	
	“Worst case, if you don’t think it is reasonably safe, we simply won’t tell her about it.”

	
	Rava bumped her hip into me, squeezing my arm. “Who are you kidding? You have trouble telling any of us ‘no’.” 

	
	I shrugged, grinning.

	
	“It’s part of your charm,” she continued, “and not because you give us things, but because it shows how much you truly adore us. Even though I’m saddened by my inability to conceive, I have never felt less loved by you because of it.”

	
	“And you never will. I didn’t know how much I’d enjoy becoming a father, but my love for you is completely independent of that. Heck, I don’t love Lina or Daria any more than you or Josie because they have given me children. Don’t get me wrong, I love my children, but my love for them is separate from my love of their mothers.”

	
	Rava nodded. “At least you can detect the fairies. That makes me feel a bit better, now—though we really should just keep traveling. One lost guard is not worth risking you.”

	
	I stubbornly shook my head.

	
	Rava sighed. “I had to say it. But I suppose you wouldn’t be our Rob, if you were the type of man who could so easily abandon someone. I’ll get to work on figuring this out and learn as much as I can about Construct Mana while you go bring Josie home.” 

	
	She looked back at the train of wagons rolling by. “Maybe take some horses back with you, because Jasper and the other guards left in such a hurry, that they didn’t take any mounts.”

	
	“Okay. Who do I talk to about getting some horses?”

	
	“Well,” the gorgeous elf smirked, “this is my caravan. I own about half of it and the merchants own the rest. That means it’s your caravan, because I am only the Mistress of your Purse, husband. Take whatever horses you need, and we’ll sort out the details later.”

	
	I nodded, sweeping her off her feet and racing back to the wagon where Lina was. As I deposited Rava on the front seat next to the driver, I was glad to see that Nimeera had a bit more color on her face. Maybe she would be okay, even if I held off for a while on consummating the deal we’d made. 

	
	When I sent that thought to Lina, though, she didn’t reply—other than to shake her head grimly. 

	
	Well… maybe not. 

	
	For now, I pushed that concern to the back of my mind as I rounded up some horses to take with me and then headed back towards the copse of trees. I rode Rock, but made sure he moved slowly enough for the other horses to keep up with him. 

	
	Once we got Josie and the others back, we’d have to come up with a plan for finding out what happened to Stan.

	
	
	 


Chapter 6 – Stats 1.0

	
	Robert (Rob) Case

	Stats: 

	Strength: 236

	Agility: 173 

	Durability: 230

	Magic: 209 

	Soul: 49

	
	Cultivation Grade: B4

	B-Rank Body Fortification: 55%

	Mind Core Formation: 61%

	By-Product Manipulation: 89% 

	
	Concept: INDOMITABLE

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 67

	Ranged Combat: 58

	Melee Combat: 69 

	Telepathy: 24       

	Mana Fusion: 26 

	Metallic Body: 26 

	Ki Slice: 9

	Toxic Resistance: 9 

	Ki Infusion: 25

	Soul Eater: 4

	Soul Resistance: 1

	
	Traits:

	Swarm - Doppelganger

	Protector - Den Mother

	
	Bondings:

	(Wife) Josie- Aptitude with melee combat increased by 25%. Innate understanding and ability to gain levels in this skill have increased accordingly. 

	 

	(Wife) Rava- Alchemy skill will increase 25% faster. Access to shadow aspect for body cultivation. 

	 

	(Wife) Lina- Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing affects all further acts, increasing base healing rate for a limited time after healing is concluded.

	 

	(Wife) Daria- Ranged melee combat skill will increase 25% faster.

	 

	(Wife) Mursha- Attunement to Olimero increased by 25% The meaning of this will reveal itself over time. 

	 

	Sentient Gear: 

	Bargon’s Slice (Longsword)

	Rock (Stone Horse, Companion/Pet)

	
	Gear:

	Armored Vest of Protection

	Helm of Protection

	Short sword of Accuracy

	Bow of Adaptive Power

	Quiver with 30 explosive arrows (replenishes)

	Stone Horse Talisman

	High Quality Fighting Stick

	Shocking Dagger

	Spatial storage belt

	Gloves of Dual Need

	Spatial Bag

	Bargon’s Slice

	Taunting Whistle

	Mana Well: 0/500

	Mactosh Rifle (200 rounds)

	Mactosh Shotgun (200 mixed shells)

	A Wife’s Price (Shield)

	
	_______

	
	Josephine (Josie) Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 72

	Agility: 118

	Durability: 54

	Magic: 113

	
	Cultivation Grade: Nascent** (partially filled)

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 67

	Melee Combat: 92 

	Dual Wield: 54

	Critical Strike: 19

	Precision Strike: 37

	
	Gear:

	Heirloom swords (belonged to her father)

	Belt Knife

	Leather armor

	Wedding Ring

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Mana Potions (x6)

	Deputy Badge

	
	_______

	
	Rolina (Lina) Case 

	Stats:

	Strength: 61

	Agility: 86 

	Durability: 31

	Magic: 100

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Administration: 64

	Cooking: 92

	Sewing: 29

	Shopping: 17

	First Aid: 69

	Melee Combat: 8

	Seduction: 10

	
	Gear:

	A Mother’s Love (Cleaver)

	Apron

	Skirt and Blouse

	Belt Knife

	Chief Clerk’s Insignia

	Spatial Pouch

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Mana Potions (x6)

	 

	_______

	
	Rava Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 42

	Agility: 80

	Durability: 36

	Magic: 138

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 119

	Ranged Combat: 44

	Melee Combat: 29 

	Research: 77      

	Business Administration: 83

	Negotiations: 67

	Sewing: 13

	Cooking: 14

	Seduction: 37

	Deceit: 63

	Stealth: 48

	Enchanting: 11

	
	Gear:

	Cauldron

	Alchemy Tools

	Inscribing Tool

	Potion Bandolier (spatial)

	Belt Knife

	Short Sword

	Clerk’s Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Wide variety of Potions

	
	_______

	
	Daria Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 73

	Agility: 102 

	Durability: 42

	Magic: 81 

	
	Cultivation Grade: Nascent

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 93

	Melee Combat: 71

	Tracking: 41

	Skinning/Butchering: 33

	Gambling: 24

	Flight: 72  

	Dive Bomb: 33

	Strafing: 51

	
	Gear:

	Spear of Pierced Destiny

	Throwing Axes (x2)

	Belt Knife

	Leather Armor

	Deputy Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Healing (x4)

	Potions of Mana (x6)

	Firebomb Potions (x4)

	Dice/Cards

	
	_______

	
	Mursha Case

	Stats: 

	Strength: 101

	Agility: 36 

	Durability: 120

	Magic: 55 

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 18

	Melee Combat: 67 

	Blacksmithing: 78

	Dancing: 16

	Leatherwork: 46

	Bull Rush: 12

	Cleave: 19

	Power Attack: 44

	Dual Wield: 19

	
	Gear:

	Freedom’s Chain

	Twin hand-axes

	Belt Knife

	Scale Mail

	Deputy Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Potions of Healing (x4)

	Potions of Mana (x6)

	 

	_______

	
	Nimeera

	Stats: 

	Strength: 69/74

	Agility: 99/106 

	Durability: 41/44

	Magic: 19/20 

	 

	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Status Condition: Cursed, Weakened

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 61

	Melee Combat: 69 

	Deceit: 47

	Stealth: 55

	Shadow Step: 15

	Shadow Manipulation: 37

	Seduction: 21

	Gambling: 13

	Gardening: 16

	Tracking: 41

	Precision Strike: 29

	Critical Strike: 32

	Back Stab: 41      

	
	Gear:

	Daggers (multiple)

	Throwing Knives (numerous)

	Spatial Pouch

	Poisons (various)

	Leather Armor

	Caltrops

	Short Sword

	Crossbow and bolts

	Garrote

	Spider Silk Rope

	Disguise Kit

	Clerk’s Badge

	 

	
	
	 


Chapter 7 - A Gold Piece and a Night without Guard Duty

	
	
	About an hour before sundown, the caravan came to a stop. It was later in the day than Vemilla wanted to stop, but still earlier than I wished. She seemed to think that it was best if the wagons were secured midafternoon, whereas if it had been solely up to me, I would have pushed us past dark. 

	
	I just deferred to Rava on it all, and she used me as the bogey man to get the teamsters and merchants to push a bit harder. I understood that setting up camp was easier while it was still light, and that it took time to prepare meals at night, even if I wasn’t the one who had to do those things.

	
	What I occupied my time with as camp went up, was some light sparring before we were going to sit down for a planning meeting. It was going to be a long night. Josie, Nimeera, and I were going to have to take turns on watch tonight, as we couldn’t trust the guards not to be led off by the faeries. 

	
	In fact, I was the only one who had demonstrated an ability to detect the fairies. And though I didn’t need to sleep, I would miss other activities I was hesitant to pass up on if I didn’t spend at least some of my night in my bed. Realistically, I had three wives here with me, and this could still be called our honeymoon phase. 

	
	For now, though, I had the guards practicing with me and Josie. Jasper’s guards all used a spear as their primary weapon. At first, I had been frustrated with that, but when he explained it, the reasoning seemed sound.

	
	“We keep watch at night, of course, but most animals won’t attack a caravan of this size. We are getting further and further from the true frontier, so there aren’t many monsters to worry about. The only real threat we face is bandits.” He smirked. “The ones this far out tend to be poorly organized, though, and only nominally connected to any of the gangs. That means they are generally lazy and prefer to attack during daylight.”

	
	“We underestimate even indifferent threats to our peril,” I argued. 

	
	“The best defense against a dozen poorly armed bandits is a wall of shields and spears. If they happen to have a horse, they won’t want to ride into a prepared shield wall. And if on foot, they quickly realize that it would be better to try and find an individual merchant who didn’t spring to be part of a caravan.”

	
	I nodded. “Okay, that makes sense. I don’t have much in the way of training with a spear, but I can at least help them with their movement. What concerns me now, though, is that they all have a backup weapon—for fairies or other threats. Let Josie and I take a few of them aside and practice with their secondary weapon, while you take the majority and put them through their paces with the spear.”

	
	“Sounds reasonable.” He shrugged, and then grinned around his tusks. “You are the boss, Sheriff.”

	
	“Nah, that’s my wife, Rava. She put this all together.”

	
	He winked at me. “Yeah, sure… always best to let them feel like they are in control. You’re a wise man, M’lord.”

	
	Josie happened to walk up right then, so the old orc shut up and called aside twenty of the guards, leaving the other eight to work with me and Josie. 

	
	“What’d he just say?” Josie wondered.

	
	 “Not gonna get me to repeat that.” I shook my head, grinning ruefully. “I like my domestic bliss too much.”

	
	She looked at me and narrowed her eyes for a moment, drawing her brows down dangerously. Then, her nose wrinkled and, a second later, she relaxed. “You’re lucky you’re so cute. I just don’t care enough to make an issue of it. It’s my turn first tonight, so let’s see if any of these guys know the pointy end from the handle on a sword.”

	
	It turned out that only four of the eight guards who were working with us used a sword as their back up weapon. Those, I assigned to work with Josie. Turning back to see who was left, I muttered under my breath, “And may whatever god or goddess they prayed to have mercy on their souls.” 

	
	The remaining four all used either hand axes, maces, or simple clubs. They all worked closely enough alike that I could test them out. Putting away my sword, I pulled out my fighting stick—then we went at it. 

	
	I had all four of them come at me. At first, they were hesitant. To them, I was a nobleman, and the idea of accidently injuring me was synonymous with death—or, at-a-minimum, shit details for the rest of the caravan. Little by little they relaxed as I got playful with them. 

	
	There were two orcs and a pair of cowkin. None of them had an Agility score over twenty-five, so they might as well have been standing still as far as I was concerned. I had gotten accustomed to sparring with Josie or Denne—who made up for his low racial cap on agility with creative use of his Space Mana. 

	
	My Agility was up to 173 now, but due to the way points scaled in value—especially over one hundred—I was at least ten times faster than they were. Actually, it was probably closer to fifteen to twenty times faster. After our first go-round, I began taunting them a bit—not to make fun of them, but to try and get them riled up so they’d give it their all. 

	
	“I’ve got a gold piece and a night without guard duty for the first one of you who actually touches me with your weapon. Don’t worry, you can’t kill me. Hell, I’m betting a full gold you can’t even lay a decent lick on me.”

	
	I’m not sure if it was the teasing or the offered reward that got them moving faster, but it worked. They proved they could actually work in unison, which was part of what I’d been trying to drill into them. This time, the orcs circled around to my flanks while the two cowkin came charging in at me. 

	
	It was a solid strategy for this type of match—though less effective if we had been wielding edged weapons or were trying to kill one another. I assumed their strategy was for the two cowkin to give up on hitting me with a weapon and simply to try and tackle me to the ground. The presumption being, that once they had ahold of me, I’d be easy enough for them to restrain long enough for one of the orcs to land a blow. I assumed they’d then split the gold piece amongst themselves.

	
	Based upon what they knew, it even seemed reasonable. 

	
	The cowkin must have had Strength stats just north of one hundred, but not quite to their racial cap of 110. All they had really seen from me in our first round was speed which defied their ability to keep up. Truthfully, with as slow as both their species were, they probably couldn’t tell the difference between an Agility of 73 and 173. 

	
	What they weren’t expecting, though, was the degree of my physical prowess. Sadly—well, sadly for them—Agility was my second lowest stat, only being higher than the newly revealed Soul Stat. Strength, on the other hand, was my highest at 236 and Durability was my second highest at 230. Just like stats took a leap in value when they passed 100, I had discovered that the same thing happened again at 200. 

	
	In effect, I was at least four times as strong as they were—though closer to five times as strong. And that was before I applied any ki to enhance myself. With ki, I could triple my physical stats—at least for a short period of time. 

	
	It wasn’t necessary, though. The first cowkin came charging in and I let him hit me with his shoulder dropped to smash me in the gut. At least he didn’t try to gore me on his horns, as I would have had to treat that differently. I simply braced myself and stood there to take it. 

	
	Bless the physics of Olimero, because I was pushed back all of four inches by his nearly three-hundred-pound frame slamming into me with a level of force that would make any NFL coach drool. A slight shifting of my center of gravity was all that it took to redirect this force and send him flying into one of the orcs who was trying to flank me. 

	
	The second cowkin displayed a good level of teamwork. It was likely that they had expected the first one to fail, because his back up came at me fully squared up. His arms were spread wide, trying to wrap me up. I went with his motion this time which threw him off guard as I rocked backward. As I went down, I brought my feet up under his chest and launched him twenty feet past me. His durability was far beyond that of an Earth human, so I didn’t fear for his well-being. Rocking back on my frame, I’d kipped back to my feet long before he impacted with a pained grunt. 

	
	The first cowkin and the orc I’d thrown him into were still rolling away from me in a tangle of limbs. The second orc was a consummate professional because he brought his mace down on me, going for a blow that might have smashed the skull of a lesser man. I simply drove my arm up in a high block. With my Metallic Body skill, the shaft of his mace cracked, throwing his balance entirely off. Pivoting, I smoothly slid my shoulder under his outstretched arm and added a little twist of my hips to allow his own momentum to turn his feet up and head down before he crashed into the dirt. 

	
	I stepped back and watched as the four of them struggled to their feet with varying degrees of success. I waved them all off, signifying that this round was done, and said, “Good job. I needed a bit of exercise, but I’d be a poor instructor if I didn’t go through what each of you could improve on.”

	
	They shook their heads in frustration, so I added, “If it matters to you, my Strength and Durability are well over 200 and my Agility is approaching that. You wouldn’t expect your son to feel bad if he fought with you and it ended up like this, would you?”

	
	One by one, they shook their heads. 

	
	“Then don’t feel bad about this. I’m Sativa’s chosen, the Sheriff of Yonderton, and my stats are simply in a different league.”

	
	I’d never told anyone my stats before, and while I was still being vague, it still felt a bit boastful. Maybe rumors would spread, though, and it would lead to a reputation which would serve to keep Yonderton more peaceful. If no one thought they had a chance against me, then no one would attempt to bring trouble to my town—at least that was my theory. Or maybe I should call it a hope, since a part of me said it was foolish. 

	
	I promised to replace the orc’s damaged mace and then took each of them, one by one, through ways they might have improved their actions. I was hardly a judo or jiu-jitsu master, as I had always preferred strikes to grappling, but being weaker than just about everyone when I’d arrived on Olimero had taught me the value of learning to redirect my opponent’s strengths. 

	
	I gave them each a few exercises to work on combining breathing, balance, and movement. These were all things that would help them out long-term. It certainly wouldn’t be an overnight fix. But I’d decided to take these four on as my pet project and see if I could drill some good habits into them. It would also help me with my own training. 

	
	When I finished with the four, I found Josie watching me. A little bit behind her, next to one of the wagons, I spotted Nimeera. The catgirl wasn’t exactly hiding, but she wasn’t out in the open. 

	
	I waved at her, “You might as well come out. I’m sure both of you have some input on what I did wrong.”

	
	Nimeera shook her head. “I’m just in awe of what you’re capable of doing. But mostly, I was watching Josie with the guards she was training. She moves faster than should be possible—even for a foxkin. I can’t keep up, and I’ve been blessed or at least I used to be blessed by a god.”

	
	“For what it’s worth, Josie is probably to Sativa what you were to Korkanis. That said, my foxkin deputy and second wife is pretty damn amazing. So, hit me Josie, what did I do wrong?”

	
	She sighed. “I really just want to spend some time sparring with you. You are the only one who can push me to practice for the tournament. But since you asked… as your Mistress of the Wall, I’m upset that you let those buffoons get as close to you as they did. Accidents can happen to anyone, and you aren’t indestructible. But as a swordswoman and weapons instructor, I admire what you were teaching them.”

	
	I grinned and replied, “My stats are beyond even yours, and I have other advantages—but somehow you still seem much more graceful than I am.”

	
	“My father started teaching me his martial style of twin blades when I was hardly more than a toddler. I’ve gone through the forms and drills every single day since. It is a grace which has been hard earned and worked into my body.”

	
	“Ah,” I nodded, “muscle memory. I guess that makes sense. My stats have been advancing too quickly for my body to adapt properly. I haven’t had enough time to develop good habits.”

	
	“Then there’s no time like the present,” Josie said, an instant before she lunged at me with a bare blade. 

	
	I barely managed to get Bargon’s Slice out of my spatial pouch in time to parry her strike. But, then again, she probably had worked out the timing needed to push me to my max. We began a dance then, that lasted for the next hour. 

	
	Back on Earth, I’d heard it said that dancing was a vertical expression of a horizontal desire, but sparring with Josie was more erotic than any other time I’d danced with a woman. We went at each other with passion and the intent to seriously injure, but our strikes were always just barely deflected, dodged, or blocked. 

	
	The beautiful foxkin was truly a paragon of bladesmanship—a mastery which I couldn’t hope to match. I only managed to keep up with her by virtue of my raw stats. Even then, the longer we fought, the more she adapted to my speed and the more I was forced to channel small amounts of ki into my limbs to keep my stats ever increasing.

	
	“You know I really hate that,” she said with a frown as she backed off, saluting me with her blade to signify the end of the bout.

	
	I arched an eyebrow at her in confusion.

	
	“Oh, don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

	
	This time, I shrugged and then laughed, “You give me more credit than I deserve.”

	
	“What, so you aren’t doing that on purpose? You know, the thing you do, where I just barely manage to figure out how to deal with your speed and land a solid blow, but then magically, you are suddenly just a tiny bit faster? You always manage to adapt to stay just a step ahead of me—And I know it’s some cultivation thing you’re doing because I’m absolutely positive that I had pushed you to the limits of your speed up to that point.”

	
	I laughed a bit louder. “Oh, that…”

	
	Josie got a disgusted expression on her face, and rolled her eyes before looking over at Nimeera for support. Inwardly, I cheered. Her frustration with me was causing her to reach out to her nemesis. 

	
	“Can you believe him?! He says, ‘oh, that…’ like he isn’t completely cheating.”

	
	Nimeera nodded, going along with it. “I thought you had him a couple of times— but then each time, he seemed to get faster. Is that what you mean by his cultivation thing?”

	
	Josie’s face got red, like she realized she wasn’t supposed to talk about that outside of our inner circle. “Yeah, that. But… oh, never mind.” 

	
	The redhead looked back at me and said, “I better get you back to the tent before Lina sends someone looking for us. She’ll no doubt have dinner ready, and we still have to talk with Jasper about the plans for tonight’s guard duty.”

	
	I nodded. “Of course, my fiery beauty. Lead the way.”

	
	She looked at me sharply, as though trying to determine if I were teasing or not, but seemed satisfied by my straight face. She headed for the tent while grabbing Nimeera’s arm to drag her alongside. 

	
	Apparently, Josie didn’t want the catgirl standing too close to me while the redhead had her back turned to us.

	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 8 - A Shocking Contrast

	
	
	Dinner was good as ever, but too short. To her credit, Josie continued to sit next to Nimeera. At least I gave her credit for trying—though I couldn’t really say if she was simply doing so to keep tabs on the cat-girl, or if she was doing as I had instructed and trying to get to know the woman. 

	
	I sighed. Managing a household with five wives was complex beyond anything I had ever imagined. Sometimes, it made running a town seem simple and that was after my wives took on almost all the external duties. All I really had to worry about was keeping them happy. 

	
	Just as I was finishing dinner, a messenger came and asked if I was ready to meet with Captain Jasper and Vemilla about caravan security. I stood and told the messenger to take me to them because I didn’t want our meeting to keep Robbie from getting to sleep. 

	
	I started to follow the man out, but when I noticed that Josie hadn’t gotten up, I signaled for the messenger to wait. Turning around, I looked at her. “Not coming, my Mistress of the Wall?”

	
	She shook her head. “No, I think you’re mostly safe within the caravan.” Then she pursed her lips and said, “You know what, I’ll send Nimeera to watch your back. She may be many things, but I acknowledge that she is clever, aware of her surroundings, and good with a blade.”

	
	Nimeera looked like she wasn’t sure what to do about the sudden compliment. Suspicion was written all over her face, but she still stood and bowed to Josie. “You won’t regret this, chief deputy. I’ll make sure he stays safe.” 

	
	Then, she turned to look at Lina. “That is, if I have permission from the chief clerk.”

	
	My bunnygirl laughed and said, “Deputy, clerk… doesn’t much matter to me, as long as we all work together to take care of Rob. You know he would literally put his head inside a dragon’s mouth just to see if he could survive, so please keep an eye on him.” 

	
	All of the women laughed—including my three wives, Nimeera, and the two older girls Rava had hired who were setting up our tent. They were the daughters of one of the teamsters. Thankfully, Lina hadn’t started dropping any hints about them. 

	
	Seeing that it was decided, the cat-girl stood up to follow me. 

	
	I wasn’t sure exactly what Josie was up to, but I glanced at Rava. “You put this caravan together and have as much interest in its security as anyone, my Mistress of the Purse. Do you want to come to the meeting with me?”

	
	Rava started to stand, but Josie grabbed her arm—the foxkin answering for her, “Sorry, husband, but we need to have a little meeting of our own. Don’t worry, your bed will be warm and waiting for you when you return.”

	
	I glanced from woman to woman. I was pretty certain that neither Rava nor Lina were in on whatever it was that Josie was up to, but I figured I’d find out what it was—one way or another—soon enough. 

	
	I tipped my head and said, “Be well, my wives.” Then, Nimeera and I followed the messenger to Vemilla’s tent. 

	
	The lead teamster’s tent was larger than I expected, but we met outside it at the fire. She asked a number of teamsters who were there to leave so that we could talk. Once it was just the four of us, she said, “Jasper has told me your plan about going back to find Stan.”

	
	She shook her head. “That is just insanity. You can’t put the safety of this caravan at stake for that of one man.”

	
	Jasper frowned. The old orc warrior clearly didn’t like his people being dismissed like that by the foxkin, but he didn’t say anything. The dynamic between the guards and the drivers was interesting, and I didn’t yet have a full read on it. 

	
	I almost thought there might be something romantic going on between the two of them. Were that so, I still figured it was none of my business. It would make sense, given that both spent long spans of time out on the road, and often worked together. 

	
	“Saving our people is never foolish. Every man and woman who serves me should know that I don’t leave my people behind. If he can be saved, I’ll save him.” I narrowed my eyes at the lead teamster. “Trust is a two-way street, and if they know that I’ll fight for them, they’ll be more willing to fight for me.”

	
	The foxkin glared at me for a moment before glancing at Jasper, as though waiting for him to speak up. When the orc did speak, however, it clearly wasn’t what she wanted to hear. 

	
	“Is what the Sheriff is saying really all that bad? It isn’t like you or your drivers or the merchants have to get anywhere near these fairies. You can camp out here for a day while we search for Stan. Aren’t you always saying your drivers need longer breaks?”

	
	The petite foxkin glared at Jasper. I knew I wouldn’t want to be him, later, but their relationship was their own business. I started to say that the issue wasn’t really up for debate, when I heard a bell ringing. That was a signal from one of the guards—there was a monster attack.

	
	A part of me sighed. If it wasn’t one thing, it was always something else. But at my core, I had to admit I really was looking forward to a little action. Arguments, camp politics, and endless social banter left me yearning for the simplicity of combat. 

	
	“Vemilla,” I ordered, “get everyone gathered together at the center of the camp. Jasper, set up most of the guards to protect the civilians. Nimeera and I will go investigate the alarm. As soon as everyone else is safe, you can send us some help.”

	
	Even as I shouted out my orders, I started running for where the bell had sounded. I began spinning up my core and stretching out my senses, but had yet to pick up any threats. I slowed my pace a bit so that Nimeera could keep up with me, and then reached out telepathically to my wives. 

	
	“Monster attack.”

	
	Josie replied, “On my way.”

	
	“Nope. Nimeera and I can help the guard with this. I’ll let you know if it’s anything you need to worry about. For now, I need you protecting Robbie and Lina.”

	
	I could feel Josie’s dissatisfaction through our soul bond, but it was equally clear that she knew I was right. I added one more offering to make sure she wouldn’t worry too much. “Don’t worry, I won’t take any foolish risks.”

	
	Nimeera. who I had included in the telepathic channel, added, “I won’t let him.”

	
	It was hard to keep my night vision as we were running towards a bonfire which was set on the edge of the camp. I relied on my other senses. That worked well enough by this point though, as I could already hear the sounds of fighting. 

	
	Snarling beasts and the grunts of men combined with the sound of weapons impacting and armor rattling. 

	
	When we were even closer, my sense of touch had expanded enough that I was able to pick up the heat signatures of several bodies. Two guards were down, but neither were dead yet, just wounded. I kept expecting Nimeera to flash through the shadows, but when she didn’t, I realized that she couldn’t. Shit! I had forgotten she was still cursed. Of course, that was pretty much my fault. With a grunt, I put it out of my mind—for now. 

	
	Past the fire, I could now make out the scene with my eyes. Three more guards still stood, their spears holding back a trio of monsters. The creatures were vaguely humanoid, with twisted limbs. They were hairy, lumpy, and a shade of green. I’d call them closer to apes than men, but each was nearly six feet tall even stooped over. 

	
	Nimeera hissed, “Trolls… be careful. They have to be destroyed with fire.”

	
	I took stock of the situation in a heartbeat. The three guards with spears weren’t going to keep the monsters back for long. The two men who were down presented a shocking contrast. One of them was in armor and clearly a guard, but he had been knocked down and his arm nearly ripped off. The second man, however, wore only what was basically boxers. 

	
	This nearly naked cowkin’s feet were all cut up—like he had been running through the forest or over rough ground while barefoot. There were tiny claw marks and what might have been bite marks along his arms. And although it seemed he was alive, he was clearly unconscious, sprawled awkwardly on the ground. 

	
	I didn’t know what to make of him, initially, but that wasn’t really an issue. I had to deal with the trolls first. “Down into turtle,” I shouted. 

	
	The three guards followed the order right away. I was grateful that I’d taken the time to learn how Jasper had trained his men. They immediately crouched and pulled their shields together into a tight formation, with just their spears sticking out. It was a defensive posture which would have done them exactly no good against the fists of these trolls, who looked capable of hitting harder than sledgehammers. 

	
	Then again, I didn’t need the guards to stand up to the monsters’ blows, I just needed an opening. I slashed out with my hand, rather than a sword. Ki was infused into my fist to the point that it was glowing, and I activated the ki Slice technique. It was a new approach.

	
	The force blasted out in a one-hundred-and-twenty-degree arc, catching each of the trolls near the top of their chests. The impact was blunted because I focused it through the slashing motion of my hand rather than through a sword—at least, I think that had something to do with it. I was still learning the various aspects of this ability. Then again, my intent may have been just as important. 

	
	Either way, the result was the same. All three trolls were flung back at least twenty feet. One of them had an arm up, and it was severed, but the other two only sustained broken bones and crushing injuries. 

	
	Since Nimeera had said these trolls could only be destroyed by fire, I decided to treat them like the trolls from games I’d played—meaning that they could regenerate from the smallest portion of themselves. Who knows, maybe like the trolls I was familiar with, their actual method of pro-creation was by being cut up into pieces and having their various parts grow into new trolls. 

	
	It was a gruesome for of procreation—and not nearly as fun as my method—but it was brutally efficient. 

	
	Nimeera pounced on the arm I had severed. She held it up, struggling to keep it away from her body. It would have been comical, like a bad zombie movie how the clawed fingers on the hand kept trying to grab her, but this wasn’t a movie. And I didn’t want to see the catgirl get hurt. 

	
	It took all of her strength to hold the severed limb at arm’s length. Its muscles were constantly contracting, making it twist in her hands. She never called for help, though, but instead ran straight back to the fire. She even vaulted off of one of the turtled shields and, while still up in the air, flung the arm into the guards’ bonfire. 

	
	I couldn’t spare more than a moment of my attention on it, but sensed it still moving and thrashing about in the fire. It was silent because of the obvious lack of a mouth, though the troll it came from seemed indifferent to the burning of his former appendage. Then again, the wound on his limb was visibly growing back, right before my eyes.

	
	Mental note, limit the slicing and dicing. 

	
	
	Suddenly, I felt a tug through my bond with Bargon’s Slice. The blade wanted me to pull it out. I tried to form the image in my mind of why that would be a very bad idea, but the blade insisted I use it. I got the sense that it really wanted the troll’s blood.

	
	I moved in closer to the trolls and used bare handed blows and my fighting stick to knock them around. The problem being, that while I could break their limbs easily enough, smashing and bashing wasn’t going to keep them down—not unless I wanted to stand over them doing it repeatedly. They just healed themselves. 

	
	I reached out to see if I could pull the mana from their bodies, but I soon learned that all that did, was slow their regeneration. It didn’t stop it. There must be a basic biological process in play. What I did notice, however, was that there was a liberal dose of Mind Mana covering all three of the trolls. 

	
	I nodded as I realized what that likely meant, but then pushed it aside.

	
	My sword’s demands were becoming incessant and increasingly difficult to ignore. So much so, that I actually got clawed by one of the trolls. I felt its dirty hooked claws dig into my skin. My Metallic Body made it so that even the powerful creature couldn’t inflict more than skin deep wounds, but it still pissed me off. 

	
	“Fine, one taste of their blood,” I growled at my blade, “and then back you go.”

	
	With a flick of my wrist and flex of my will, I called the sword from my spatial pouch and a second later used the flat of the blade to knock the arms of the closest troll wide. I’d smacked them hard enough that the blade rang in my hands, but the troll’s arms were broken. That gave me just enough of an opening to thrust the sword straight into the troll’s heart. 

	
	As I tried to jerk the blade back, I felt resistance—almost like the sword was desperately trying to stay buried inside the troll’s heart. Rather than fight it, I dropped the hilt. It wasn’t a weapon I could use here anyways. 

	
	This time, instead of simply breaking bones, I infused more ki into my fists and went to town. 

	
	I dodged the claws of a second troll as the first thrashed around on the ground, trying in vain to pull the sword free of its chest with broken arms. I ignored the first and pommeled the second troll’s side and then infused ki into my foot before snapping its leg like a piece of kindling. I made sure the fracture was bad enough that the leg wouldn’t support the creature’s weight, so the monster toppled over. Then, I was on top of it and driving my fists into its skull. The head caved in—but even then, I knew it wouldn’t be enough to kill it. 

	
	I growled because I knew what I needed to do—I just didn’t like being forced to into using this particular skill—yet again. 

	
	 


Interlude 2 - A Clerk’s Duties

	
	
	As soon as the flap closed behind Rob, Lina opened her mouth to speak, but Josie put a finger to her lips. “Shhh!”

	
	The bunnygirl and elf exchanged glances, but Josie just kept shushing them. After about three minutes, Josie finally said, “Okay, it’s probably safe enough to talk, now. Never forget how keen his hearing is.”

	
	Lina set Robbie down on the ground where he started to toddle around and then she rushed in close with Josie and Rava. Putting her arms around them, she pulled them in close. “Oh, oh… do we have secrets to keep from Rob? This better be juicy.”

	
	Josie sighed. “No, not so much of a secret that we need to keep from Rob, as wives’ business. I don’t wanna start keeping secrets.”

	
	Rava rolled her eyes. “Yes, but there are some things that wives need to handle which husbands don’t need to know about.”

	
	Josie nodded. “Yeah, exactly. That’s it.”

	
	The other two women were staring at her and suddenly Josie felt more nervous than when she ‘d first gone into battle. Fighting monsters and catching criminals, those were things that she felt natural doing, but this talk between wives… this was something else. 

	
	She had gotten along with Lina because of their shared background, but it had taken time for her to warm up to Rava. Actually, it had taken more time than it had with either Daria or Mursha, but even they took a bit of getting used to. Now, she loved the elf—though not in any sort of romantic way. 

	
	If the two of them were never in bed with Rob together again, she would have been fine with it. But she’d also share, if that was what her husband wanted. The point, though, was that she trusted Rava—and for a little girl who had felt alone since her father had been killed, that was significant. 

	
	“I know Rob wants us to forgive Nimeera, but I can’t—at least not yet,” Josie admitted.

	
	Lina sighed, but Rava seemed to get her. “She has done a lot to make us not trust her… and the way she has been forced into our midst doesn’t make trusting her any easier.” 

	
	The elf paused, tapping her cheek. “For what it’s worth, I do understand her calling and believe she has switched loyalties, but prudence is definitely worth our time. We don’t have to rush her into Rob’s heart.”

	
	“But I thought the deal with Korkanis required that we at least rush her into his bed?” Lina said. “You know, her doing all the duties of a clerk and all that…” Her voice trailed off. “Unless I’m just being a stupid bunnygirl.”

	
	Josie growled at her sister-wife. “Stop that. Just because Rob isn’t here, doesn’t mean you get to talk about yourself like that. You are brave, compassionate, and intelligent, and I’ll kill anyone who says otherwise.”

	
	Josie heard the words come out of her mouth and knew that she meant them. Other than Rob, Lina was the most precious person in the world to her. She saw Lina’s eyes get wide, but she knew the bunnygirl understood how much Josie cared for her. 

	
	Then she heard Rava mutter, “Me too.”

	
	The foxkin deputy hadn’t known that Rava was willing to express that level of emotion for her sister wives. Her expression must have told Rava as much, because the elf held up her hands and said, “Look, I know I come off as cold and distant at times because of how much older I am than the rest of you. And I know that sometimes I’m a bitch—but I will do anything for Rob and our family. I will protect all my sister-wives and all of our children.” 

	
	Her eyes drifted over to where Robbie was playing with a small ball that Rob had bought for his son. She sighed and continued, saying, “And yes, I mean our children. Robbie may have come from your body, Lina, but we are all connected. We are all soul-bonded—even with your son. I would give my life for any of you. But what I want to know, is how Josie thinks she is going to prevent a deal made between Rob and the god of shadows.”

	
	Josie got a big smile on her face. “That’s just it. We don’t have to prevent the deal. We just have to interpret it correctly.”

	
	Rava and Lina looked at her, waiting for Josie to continue. 

	
	“For the record, I think that Nimeera probably wants what is best for Rob and will definitely protect him, but I’m not willing to bet that she couldn’t be turned again by her literal god. So…” Josie grinned, “think about what the deal actually is. She is his clerk now; Rob already accepted her as that. She helps out around the tent some, but with her scouting and offering to protect him, she acts more like a deputy than a clerk.”

	
	“Yes,” Rava acknowledge, “but the agreement was explicit in that she has to perform all the duties of a clerk.”

	
	Josie nodded. “Exactly. Now, I know the duties of a deputy. They are first and foremost to protect Sativa’s chosen sheriff and secondarily to help him uphold the Four Laws. But what are the duties of a clerk?”

	
	Rava was smiling by this point, as though she understood what Josie was getting at. The foxkin thought that was highly likely, but still she went through the motions, letting Lina explain what a clerk was responsible for doing. 

	
	The bunnygirl said, “Basically, a clerk has to meet all of the other needs a Sheriff has, everything besides his safety—which is what deputies are for. We see to his basic needs, making sure he has a clean home, is well fed, and sexually satisfied.”

	
	“What was that last part, again?” Josie asked.

	
	Lina giggled. “You mean the best part? Why, we have to make sure he is sexually satisfied—no matter how long it takes, or how demanding his needs may be.”

	
	Rava laughed. “I get it. You mean that all Nimeera has to do is to satisfy him in order to meet the terms of the agreement.”

	
	Josie nodded, but Lina frowned. “I’m lost.”

	
	“No, you aren’t lost, you just don’t think like this. Your heart is an open book and you love Rob with abandon, tying your duty to his needs and pleasure. But not every wife thinks like that. Love and sex are not always connected.” Josie shook her head. “What I’m saying, is that I’m okay with Nimeera satisfying Rob’s needs.” 

	
	The foxkin smiled at her best friend and sister wife. “He can use her however he likes—but what I don’t want, is for them to make love… like he does with us. You know how Rob gets; he pours his heart out with every woman he makes love to. Even the clerks you are always pushing at him aren’t so easily accepted, for that very reason. But what if Nimeera was just a toy for him to pleasure himself with? That would make me happy.”

	
	Rava laughed again, “And here I thought that I was the crafty one.”

	
	Lina didn’t seem convinced. “But what about Rob? Will he go along with it?”

	
	“He will if all three of us ask him to. He swore not to take any other wives without our consent, and I just want to make sure he doesn’t give his heart to Nimeera before we are ready for it—not until we are absolutely confident that she is entirely his and not still a tool of Korkanis.”

	
	Rava readily agreed, calling Josie’s plan wise, while Lina was more reluctant—though she still agreed to it, in order to protect Rob and to be unified with her sister-wives. 

	
	Now, Josie just needed to inform Nimeera of the terms and then have the much harder conversation with Rob. It would probably go better after they had made love. She didn’t like to manipulate him, but he was always the most open-minded at those times. 

	
	But now, the bell was ringing, and the camp was under attack. Josie shook her head. No doubt, her husband either already was—or soon would be—right in the middle of the danger.

	
	 


Chapter 9 – Troll Guts

	
	
	It wasn’t necessary, but I did it all the same. With a swell of ki, I drove my fist all the way into the chest of troll I had pinned before activating Soul Eater. Unlike the construct, I immediately found a soul to latch onto. For lack of a better term, I found it anorexic, but it was still a soul. There just wasn’t much substance to it. 

	
	That only made this easier as I felt it rip lose and then pour into me. The soul energy quickly filled me, but I didn’t get an increase to my Soul stat—just further proof that the troll’s soul was somehow different. 

	
	I glanced at the monster still on the ground. Bargon’s Slice had it pinned down and the thing was starting to resemble an emaciated corpse. I had no idea where the sword could possibly store all of that blood, but it was quickly turning the troll from a lopsided grape into a raison. 

	
	The third troll charged at me, but a sudden flurry of light-colored fur under its feet tripped it up, so that it stumbled forward rather than being able to land an attack. That was all the opening I needed as I turned to slam a ki empowered fist into its chin. The blow rocked its head back, snapping its neck and sending the creature to the ground in a boneless heap. My enhanced hearing soon detected the sounds of bone knitting itself together. 

	
	I braced myself to eat its soul, despite how dirty using Soul Eater made me feel. Just before I could, though, I felt Josie’s presence and then heard her voice. 

	
	“Oh sure… you’ll let us know if you need help. Then you go and fight trolls, but keep your only fire mage on the bench.” She was shaking her head in disgust or frustration.

	
	And honestly, I couldn’t blame her. Once I had known the attack was not widespread, it would have been safe to call her away from protecting Lina and Robbie. All I did was shrug. 

	
	She glanced at me for a moment more before a gout of flame erupted from her outstretched palm. She was definitely getting stronger as a mage. If she had been this powerful when we’d first fought, I never would have been able to absorb enough of her mana to matter. The troll’s body burned and stunk to the high heavens, but it didn’t make so much as a whimper, even as its body convulsed in the flames. 

	
	Its still healing broken neck must have prevented it from making a sound. It was rather gruesome, but in short order where the troll had been there was soon nothing but ash. 

	Josie looked at the one I had stolen the soul from, arching a brow at me. 

	
	“Burn it, if you want,” I said, “but I don’t think it’s really necessary. I ate its soul, and the regeneration seems to have stopped entirely.”

	
	“And that one?” She asked while pointing at the emaciated troll still pinned to the ground by my sword.

	
	I shrugged again. Apparently, a lot was happening in this fight that I wasn’t sure about. “Burn it. Bargon’s Slice drained its blood, but I don’t think that’s enough to kill it.”

	
	“Gonna get your sword back, first?”

	
	“Nah, it’s an epic level magical blade. Some fire won’t bother it. And better to keep the thing pinned.”

	
	Josie nodded and then went to town, burning the pinned troll to a crisp. Before she could start on the soulless one, Rava called out. 

	
	“Don’t you dare, Josephine Case. That thing is a treasure trove of alchemy ingredients.”

	
	I then got a lesson on troll dissection, as Rava put on her alchemy mistress hat. Despite giving an ear to my Potion Mistress’s lecture on shavings of troll claws, I noticed Josie and Nimeera walking off, their heads close together in conversation. While I wanted to improve my alchemy, I can’t say I was exactly keen on learning every little part of a troll which might be useful in a potion. 

	
	I didn’t complain when Jasper rescued me from Rava’s clutches. He had gathered up his men and taken the two wounded men to the healers. Fortunately, Rava had made sure the caravan had a healer—other than Lina, that is—for which I was thankful. 

	
	“M’lord, sorry to bother you, but you are needed.”

	
	I arched my eyebrow. “What for?”

	
	“Uh, I’d prefer not to talk about it out here, but one of the men has… has a message for you.”

	
	I was curious enough at that point and literally sick of troll guts, so I told Rava I had to go handle this. I completely expected her to bite my head off, but she barely noticed me leaving—so lost was she in her art. Apparently, because of their regeneration, getting an entire troll carcass like this was virtually unheard of. Rava was already dreaming up new concoctions to use the various bits and pieces in.

	
	Once we got a good distance away, I turned to the Captain. “What’s this about?”

	
	“You saw the man in his skivvies?”

	
	I nodded. I had intended to follow up on that, but my Alchemy Mistress had sidetracked me. There were always too many things to do.

	
	“That was Stan,” Jasper said.

	
	“Stan? Like Stan the guard who was missing? Presumed taken by fairies, Stan?”

	
	“One and the same, M’lord. Sorry to bother you with this, but he isn’t right in the head. He insists that he has a message for you, but he won’t deliver it to anyone other than to you personally.”

	
	I spun my core and sent my senses out looking for my wives. Rava was, of course, working with the troll’s remains. Lina was laying down with Robbie, trying to get him to go to sleep—which was becoming more and more of a chore. Josie and Nimeera were still talking. Their body language said it wasn’t an entirely pleasant conversation, but I figured that as long as they were talking, there was still a hope for them to get past their problems.

	
	I guess I’d handle this on my own. Hopefully, Josie wouldn’t see it as a security issue—me speaking to a half-naked cowkin guard. Just before we reached the medical tent, though, Jasper stopped and held out his arm, bringing me up short. 

	
	“M’lord, I’m not sure how to say this...”

	
	“I find that speaking plainly is the best policy. Just spit it out man.”

	
	“Uh… I’ve known Stan for more than a year. His older brother used to work for me as a guard. Stan was never the brightest of lads, but he was always reliable—a bit quiet, and awkward with the ladies if you know what I mean.”

	
	I nodded and waited for whatever it was the captain wanted to tell me. 

	
	“Well, he’s acting odd. Twitchy, erratic… and his voice sounds off.”

	
	I said, “Hold up a second, then.”

	
	It chaffed that I felt the need to do this, but respect was a two-way street. When push came to shove, I expected my wives to follow my orders. That meant I needed to lean on them when it came to the responsibilities which I’d given them. 

	
	I reached out telepathically to Josie and Rava. Lina still had her hands full with a toddler, and healing wasn’t what was called for her. 

	
	“I’ve just learned that Stan returned. He made his way back to the camp barely dressed and is saying that he has a message which he will only deliver to me. Captain Jasper says he is behaving oddly. I’m sure it’s nothing, and I can handle a single cowkin, but just in case this is some fairy trap, I wanted to notify you.”

	
	Josie’s voice immediately snapped into my head, “Don’t you take another step. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come to you.”

	
	Rava seemed distracted at first, but she said, “I agree with Josie. I’ll have some of the guards haul the rest of this troll corpse to where I can harvest it later. If this Stan has been afflicted by fairy magic, there is no telling what he might be capable of. Please wait for me, too.”

	
	And just like that, I had two babysitters—gorgeous babysitters—but babysitters all the same. 

	
	“Wait,” I said out loud, “two of my wives want to join me before I go in to see Stan.”

	
	Jasper looked around, as though trying to figure out how I had come to that conclusion. 

	
	I smiled. “Just trust me. I can do things that you don’t know about—and I’m just gonna leave it at that. Well, other than to say that it’s best never to get on the bad side of any of my wives. I’ll forgive you much faster for offending me, than for offending any of them.”

	
	Jasper didn’t seem to know what to say. He was a seasoned veteran, so he probably assumed that he had seem most everything. But then again, in my experience, orcs tended to be rather dismissive of women, in general, and their wives, in particular.

	
	Before he could say anything which would have landed him in hot water, Josie’s voice rang out, “As it should be. We are his better half, after all.”

	
	I smiled at the woman who was both a powerful fire mage and a deadly swordswoman and fiercer than either of those things, to boot. I knew all about her softer side, too, but not just anyone got to see that.

	
	Rava came walking up, as well. “It isn’t that we need his protection, as much as that we are a team.” Each of my wives grabbed hold of one of my arms. 

	
	Josie leaned in and kissed my neck up to my cheek in a slow trail of soft lips and warm breath. Then she whispered into my ear. “Thank you for honoring us by notifying us, husband. This won’t be forgotten later, when I reward you.”

	
	For good measure, Rava pinched my ass and I suddenly found that it wasn’t so burdensome to wait for them after all. 

	
	We finished the rest of the short walk to the medical tent. Josie insisted on going in first, but I could already tell that there were no weapons inside the tent other than the two swords at the waists of the two guards watching Stan. Any healers or other medical personnel were already gone. 

	
	Captain Jasper followed Josie in, and I allowed my senses to sift through the entire tent. At the same time, I could feel Rava using her Research Mana to try an ascertain any hidden information. The weaves were finer than ever. I smiled as I realized what a useful too this was going to become as she mastered her magic. It would be better than Siri and come with fringe benefits. 

	
	I listened from outside as Josie addressed Stan. “I’m told you have a message for my husband. Deliver the message and I will make sure that he gets it.”

	
	That was when I sensed a flair of magic. It was odd. There was a touch of Mind Mana in it, but it was deeper and darker than that. I had never met Stan—or if I had, it had only been in passing—so I couldn’t tell you what he was supposed to sound like. I simply knew that the voice which replied didn’t belong to any male cowkin I’d ever met. 

	
	It was far higher pitched, and had a bit of a lilt to it that made me think of green beer. “Your presence was not requested. I require the chosen of Sativa—the man from another world. I can sense he is near, but something is distorting my awareness of his presence.”

	
	I could feel the fur on the back of Josie’s neck stand up on end and her tail bristle. “No one speaks to the Sheriff without talking to me first. Not only am I his wife, but I’m also his chief deputy. Any message you have for him, can be delivered to me.”

	
	There was a screeching noise then, worse than nails down a chalkboard combined with breaking glass. “You do not dictate terms to me. Bring the man from another world to me now, or suffer the consequences.”

	
	I felt power building up, and knew there was a threat here—I just wasn’t sure what it was. There was Emotion Mana woven into whatever it was this person was doing. I could feel Josie wavering, but then sensed the air temperature rise as she must have called upon her own magic to focus her mind. 

	
	Rava pushed past me and went inside. “Tell us who we have the pleasure of speaking to, first, and then perhaps we can bring our husband to you.”

	
	“Ah, another. Hmm… one is touched by Sativa. The other is touched by Korkanis. Interesting,” the high-pitched lilting voice rattled off in a sing-song tone.

	
	I was about to step inside, but something held me back. Maybe there was more to be learned by not giving it what it wanted—at least for a while. 

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 10 – Great Friends or Dire Foes

	
	
	Then again, that wasn’t really my style. 

	
	I’d come to grips with who I was. I had restrained my urge to simply rush in long enough to alert my wives. But I’d held the beast at bay for long enough. It was time for some action. 

	
	I pulled back the tent flap and walked in. Jasper and his guards all put hands to their weapons, but didn’t actually pull blades out. Neither of my wives seemed surprised at my sudden appearance. In fact, Rava smiled. I liked to think it was because they knew me and loved me for me, despite my bullheadedness.

	
	The surprising response came from Stan. He tilted his hip to the side and took on an odd posture. If I had to say what it was like, it was almost like he was trying to strike a sexy pose. 

	
	It didn’t work. 

	
	Lina was after me to add a cowkin to what I called our family and what she sometimes referred to as my harem. She had a thing for making sure I included a woman from all the native races. I hesitated to tease her about ‘Gotta collect ‘em all!’; knowing my bunnykin, she’d take that as both proof that I wanted it, as well as a challenge.

	
	It wasn’t that I was against muscular ladies, not at all. There was a certain appeal to a woman who enjoyed a good workout. Hell, it was what first drew my eye to Mursha.

	
	But a male cowkin didn’t do anything for me. More power to the ladies—or anyone else who liked the beefcake look—but it was all I could do not to burst into laughter. The way he moved was almost like a woman stuck in a man’s body. Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. That was what I was detecting—there was an incongruity between Stan’s body and the soul inside his body. 

	
	That high pitched voice said, “The man from another world. You… seem odd. There is something different about you. This bears further study.”

	
	“And you aren’t Stan,” I replied.

	
	“Of course I’m Stan; I’m Stan the caravan guard.” The high pitched voice made it seem like he—or she?—was trying to perform a comedy routine, except it was quite serious.

	
	“You have a message for me?” I growled.

	
	“For you and for you only. Send away the others, especially the females.”

	
	“No.”

	
	Stan pulled back, setting his hands on his hips. I’d seen this pose from more than one ex-girlfriend. It was the, ‘how dare you not do what I want’ pose. “This is required.”

	
	“You aren’t in charge here. In fact, as of now, you’re our prisoner.” I turned and looked at Captain Jasper. “Someone, or something, is possessing Stan’s body. I don’t know if any part of him is still in there, but this isn’t the man you knew.”

	
	Jasper mumbled, “No shit.” Realizing what he’d just said, and to whom, he shook his head and said, “Sorry M’lord. This is all sorta unnerving.”

	
	“No need to apologize. ‘No shit’ is a good way to sum up how we should respond to this… thing”

	
	I looked back at the thing wearing the Stan suit. “It would be best just to tell us who we’re really talking to. Then, maybe things can move along.”

	
	At that moment, the Stan suit chose to simply sit down cross legged on the floor. Seeing the thick, muscular cowkin legs cross and fold like that made me cringe. That just HAD to be uncomfortable—but so be it. His face went flat with absolutely no expression. 

	
	As far as I could tell, he was an empty vessel for the moment.

	
	“Captain, this may take some time. For now, you and your guards should leave the tent. My wives and I will handle this. Double the guard for tonight—and yes, I know that this is going to mean not much sleep—but it can’t be helped. Tell Vemilla that we leave as soon as possible in the morning, immediately after breakfast. After you speak to her, I need you to set up one of the wagons with some type of restraints—chains, if possible—because if this thing doesn’t start talking, we will have to transport it with us.”

	
	The Stan suit’s eyes popped open. “Who are you calling a thing?! I’ll have you know that my people are a proud and ancient race.”

	
	“Oh, really? And what race is that?”

	
	Stan, or whatever was inside of him, glared at me and then clammed up again. 

	
	Oh well, at least my poking had gotten us a little bit of information. I sat down across from where the Stan suit was sitting, just out of reach, and began to absorb the mana in the room and cycle it through my core. I built up my ki reserves and converted or condensed as much of the mana as I could. 

	
	I wished I had time to use the remaining point of Aura Mana I had in my system, but that would be foolhardy to do so with an enemy right in front of me. As I harvested the mana and spun it into ki, the Stan suit and I locked eyes in a staring match. After an hour, it became clear this wasn’t going to end anytime soon. 

	
	Fortunately, I could communicate with my wives without needing to speak aloud.

	
	“You two should go get some rest or at least one of you at a time. Nimeera could even take a turn being my babysitter.”

	
	“I can’t leave you here with an obvious enemy,” Josie replied.

	
	“I love you too, wife, but let’s face it. Which of us is better able to face a head on attack?”

	
	I could feel her reticence to answer the question, despite it’s obvious answer. So, I added, “I need you as my Mistress of the Wall. I need you to protect me from what I don’t see coming. You are the eyes in the back of my head. You are the one who protects me from my own foolishness. But even you have to admit, that if whatever this is attacks, no one is better situated to deal with it than me.”

	
	Rava added, “He’s got you there, sister. No one is better at smashing stuff, than Rob—or taking a blow for that matter.”

	
	Josie sighed inside my head. “Fine, I admit it, but that doesn’t mean you don’t still need someone to watch you. Tonight, was supposed to be my night, if I have to give that up, I’m gonna be pissed and may just burn that thing right where it’s sitting.”

	
	“I’d like it if you kept first watch with me. That would make me happy. Then Rava or Nimeera or even Lina can take over for you later. That way all of you will at least get some sleep.”

	
	I felt her resistance melt at my words. It was a good thing that I truly meant them. Telepathy made it difficult to fudge the truth, but with our bond it was all but impossible.

	
	Josie nodded and told Rava to send Nimeera in two hours, and then Lina two hours after that, with Rava to take the last shift. 

	
	The elf didn’t argue about security issues with the Mistress of the Wall. She gave me a passionate kiss before leaving—a kiss that promised that which made me truly sorry to be stuck here watching this creature. 

	
	When it spoke again, I was almost caught off guard. “If you prefer a different form for discussion, it would be simple enough to take one of these females. Simply point out the one you wish me to take over.”

	
	I was immediately on my feet, an eager Bargon’s Slice was in my hands. The sword’s bloodlust definitely appeared to be growing—but at the moment, it matched my own. 

	
	A step carried me forward and I grabbed Stan’s head by one of his horns, holding my sword against his neck. “Wipe those words from your mouth and your mind. If you so much as attempt to attack one of my wives, then you will find that there is nowhere on Olimero you can flee from me. Even the gods haven’t been able to control me, and you will be no different. Now, why don’t you just tell me what it is that you want?”

	
	The Stan thing simply stared back at me without saying anything. That persisted for a moment, but I felt all the mana it was generating pull back into its body. I took that to mean it understood the seriousness of my threat. Another minute later, I pulled my blade back. 

	
	The sword whined in my head without words, pleading with me to take Stan’s head and feed the cowkin’s blood to it, but I still wanted to know what this thing was up to. I was almost certain it was a fairy controlling Stan’s body, but I didn’t know if that meant that Stan was permanently gone or just suppressed. 

	
	I wasn’t sure what the extent of this creature’s power was, but all of that information would be useful to me. 

	
	Eventually, I sat back down, and Josie came to sit behind me. She started rubbing my shoulders and purring. Then, she began speaking out loud, rather than telepathically. At first, I thought she had simply forgotten to, but quickly realized she was trying to incite the creature.

	
	“Oh, I love it when you show your strength like that. It makes me so wet to know the lengths you’ll go to protect me. If it wasn’t for that thing, I’d give myself to you right here, and right now.”

	
	Even knowing her words were just a charade, I began to get worked up. Somethings never get old—and amongst them were the warmth of my wife pressed against me, the sensation of her breasts pressing into my back, the way she rubbed them back and forth across my back, the warmth of her breath against my neck, and the chill it sent down my spine. 

	
	The Stan thing glared at us as my foxkin continued her little show, but never responded. I decided to take the time to ask something that I wanted to know about. 

	
	“How are things going with Nimeera?” I sent to Josie telepathically. 

	
	“Uggh… do we have to talk about that now, husband?”

	
	“If not now, then when?”

	
	“Fine. I still don’t completely trust her. Well, I trust her to hold up her end of the bargain—to be a good clerk. I believe she wants to protect you, and until we get to a location where Korkanis might move against you, I trust her well enough. But that doesn’t mean I have to like her.”

	
	“Because she lied to us?” I pressed, “Or because of how she made you question yourself?”

	
	Silence lingered inside my head as Josie didn’t immediately respond. I knew it was because she was taking the time to genuinely search herself and her feelings before answering. 

	
	“Some of each.”

	
	I didn’t reply. Josie needed more time to come to grips with herself.

	
	After another minute she said, “Fine, mostly because of how she made me feel. I realize that I want you to be Sativa’s chosen, but the more I thought about it, the angrier I became that she propositioned you. I suppose I should be happy with the idea of sharing you with my goddess… but somehow, I’m not.”

	
	“At least you can be honest with yourself,” I told her. “I trust Sativa less than I trust Nimeera. With the catgirl, I understand her past and her motivations. Sativa is a being well beyond my comprehension, but has repeatedly demonstrated how naïve she can be.”

	
	We were quiet again, until Josie said, “I’m just not ready for you to be with Nimeera… like you are with us. I spoke to Lina and Rava and we don’t give you permission to make love to her. We don’t give you permission to treat her like you treat us.”

	
	I was a bit flabbergasted for a moment. Then I realized that knowing Josie, it made perfect sense. She was only doing her duty. She wouldn’t stand in the way of me honoring my deal with Korkanis, but she thought she had found a way around it—and she was scared. 

	
	If I was honest with myself, I really did like the catgirl, and not just because of how her tail’s sway mesmerized me. She was someone I could see joining our family. 

	
	“I’m just a guy. What does that mean in practical terms?”

	
	“Being a guy,” I all but heard the snicker in her mental tone, “this should be easy for you.”

	
	“Except you don’t think it will be easy for me, do you?” I asked. 

	
	“Sometimes, you’re too thoughtful for your own good.” The words came out in a rush, even as she thought them at me. “Not that I don’t adore you for being so considerate, but most guys just think about getting off. For now, that’s all your wives give you permission to do with Nimeera. She’ll be a good little clerk and help satisfy all your needs—including your physical pleasure—but your wives do not give you permission to make love to her.”

	
	I sighed. “I always honor my word, Josie. I promised not to take any new wives without the consent of all my current wives, but you aren’t really giving her a chance. Nonetheless, I will respect your decision.” 

	
	I scrubbed a hand through my hair. “This isn’t who I am—I either love or I don’t love. I don’t use people. Just… please, keep thinking about it.”

	
	The silence was awkward for a moment but then the Stan thing spoke up. 

	
	“Fine… I am Princess Gamia of the Fairy Nation, seventh daughter of Queen Delicia. I am here to broker an agreement with you. You have already proven yourself to be stubborn and narrow-minded, but what you must understand is that fairies can be one of two things—we can either be the best of friends, or the direst of enemies. You must decide if you and those you care about will prosper or suffer.”

	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 11 – Not Enough Carrot

	
	
	The words of his—or rather, her—threat hung in the air as I never broke eye contact with the fairy princess. I took my time before replying, though. 

	
	“There can be no negotiations when you come here in the stolen body of one of my people.”

	
	“Bah,” she snorted, “this cowkin is not one of your people. We read his memories. He is simply a servant hired to serve as a guard, something which he did an incredibly poor job at, I might note. He wasn’t even hired by you, but by one of your mates.” 

	
	Arrogance practically dripped off of her words, and it was all I could do not to smash in her stolen face. “You don’t understand how I think about my people, then.”

	
	“As I told you, we fairies are a proud and ancient race. We were the first of the races spawned on Olimero and while Sativa played a part, it was the goddess of mana who shaped our identity. Even before this world came to be, our race existed on dozens of other worlds. On each of those worlds, we are the handmaidens of magic. 

	
	“We are the only race on Olimero untainted by the other gods, unless you count those overgrown lizards, who Sativa didn’t alter but simply transplanted and adapted for this world. Even elves and orcs were tinkered with, and that is to say nothing about those half people, half beast creations of Sativa. Suffice it to say that we have studied all the lesser races and know what they value.”

	
	Josie growled. 

	
	I had used the time the Stan suit wearing fairy was monologuing to alert my other wives. I asked Lina to stay put and watch over our son, but Rava and even Nimeera were both coming to join us in the tent. 

	
	“But what is it that you called me? The ‘man from another world’? You don’t know about me or about my people. You don’t know how we think or act. I can tell you this much, life is not treated so callously there.” Even as I spoke, I thought of the various atrocities which had been and continued to be perpetuated on Earth, but I didn’t let that sidetrack me.

	
	“There is an organization on my world for which one of the mottos is, ‘no man left behind’ and I very much believe that. I would be willing to start afresh, but only if you return Stan to us. For that matter, why did you even take him over if you were going to try and negotiate with us?”

	
	“We know how brutal the lesser races are. We are powerful but our numbers are small. I’m not giving away anything here that you don’t already know. We simply couldn’t afford the risk of sending one of our own people, as you put it. The loss of even a single fairy is an affront to nature.”

	
	“And yet you curse the name of nature’s goddess,” Josie murmured under her breath.

	
	“As for this cowkin,” the possessed man before us continued, “he was taken for the same reason that we always take males. I don’t know what you know about fairies, but we have been cursed by the gods and have no males of our own. I’ll let your imagination fill in the rest.”

	
	I nodded. “And why change that plan?”

	
	“The memories of this one led us to believe there might be… better options—which our testing confirmed to be the case. Once again, you must decide if you want to make a friend or foe of the fairy people. I assure you that you won’t survive having us as foes.” 

	
	The thing controlling Stan pushed the cowkin’s body up onto his knees and had him lean forward as he said the last part.

	
	“Too much stick and not enough carrot.” I stood and turned as I finished speaking, then I left the tent, taking Josie with me.” 

	
	Once outside, I spun my core a bit faster and confirmed that I could still sense what was happening inside the tent. The walls made it harder to sense what was inside, but if I pushed my senses through the little openings along the ground, I was still able to get a good sense of the impostor’s location in the tent. She hadn’t moved at all.

	
	Rava and Nimeera were waiting for us. I had already looped the two of them, as well as Lina, in on the conversation telepathically, so they had heard what I heard. 

	
	Nimeera blushed a bit when she looked from Josie to me, but I didn’t have time to deal with whatever was going on between the two women. Josie was my wife, so even if I thought she was being unfair, the ring on her finger meant I’d support her. 

	
	Rava said, “They can’t be trusted. They are clearly after you, Rob.”

	
	“Not everything is about me.” I snorted softly. “But given the situation, I suspect that at least part of it is the fairy queen hoping to get access to a larger gene pool.”

	
	Nimeera shook her head. “No, I’m still catching up, but they want you—and you specifically, because they think something about you may be able to break the god’s curse on them. We should never underestimate our enemy, which means we need to assume they know about Robbie and how he isn’t a bunnykin. That alone is enough evidence to give them hope.”

	
	Josie nodded. “She’s right.”

	
	“So… what? We go and exterminate the fairies? Or do we run as quickly as we can? How far can they travel? Are they going to keep coming after us? There are more questions than just what they are after which we should consider,” I said.

	
	“Fair enough,” Rava replied. 

	
	I stared at the elf till she finally said, “Oh… you wanted me to answer all your questions?”

	
	“You are my resident genius wife—not meaning that as a knock on any of your sister wives—but you have the most experience and knowledge about a wide array of topics, as well as a magical aptitude focused on gathering information.”

	
	“Is that your tactful way of reminding me that I’m old?”

	
	I pulled my elven wife close and kissed her before she could react. Rava leaned into it as soon as the shock wore off, and soon our tongues were doing a little dance in one another’s mouths. When I finally broke the kiss, she sucked in air and her face was two shades darker.

	
	“Doesn’t feel old to me,” I murmured.

	
	Nimeera giggled and Josie patted my ass. Rava still hadn’t said anything, but my foxkin wife finally said, “You know we can never stay upset with Rob. Even if he sticks his foot in his mouth, he does so many other amazing things with it, that we won’t hesitate to pull his foot out of the way.”

	
	Rava shook her head. “It is impossible to be angry with him when our soul-bond lets me feel just how much he loves me… how much he loves all of us.” She placed an emphasis on the word ‘all’ which drew a bit of a frown from Josie, but it was gone almost as quickly as it appeared. 

	
	“Well?”

	
	“Yes.” Rava sighed this time. “Yes, husband, fairies are dangerous. I will share what I know about them, but it isn’t exhaustive, and there may be some mistakes. Physically they are the weakest of the races, although they are said to have magic which can manipulate size, so if you were wondering about the logistics of copulation… that isn’t an issue.”

	
	I nodded. 

	
	“There were at one time,” Rava continued, “dozens of hives of fairies all over Olimero. But wars wiped most of them out. No one, other than the gods, know for sure how many are left. Speaking of which… maybe you could ask the next time you have one of your chats with Telmorra? If anyone would know more about the fairies, it would be the goddess of mana.”

	
	I shrugged. “It isn’t like I have her on speed dial err… I mean, I can’t just call out to her. She only ever spoke to me when I was in the mana chamber or in a near death state.”

	
	“Well, as fond as you are of almost dying, I think we should avoid that method. Perhaps we can come up with another way to reach her…” Rava tapped her cheek a few times before shaking her head.

	
	“But to continue...?” I prodded to bring her back to the topic at hand.

	
	“We need to assume that the fairies can travel anywhere in Olimero, that they will be almost impossible to detect, and that the oldest of them—such as this fairy queen, Delicia—are as powerful as dragons.” She shook her head. “And I don’t just mean like the sand dragon you fought, but the older, more powerful, elemental dragons.”

	
	“Can we make a deal with them?” I asked.

	
	“The legends say that fairies always honor their compacts, but that they won’t hesitate to twist words to their benefit in any way that they can. They are troublemakers and not to be trusted,” Nimeera answered this time but the other two nodded along. 

	
	I squeezed the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger and then rubbed at my eyes as I blew out a sigh. I really had been looking forward to this trip. Rava was shining as the Mistress of the Purse and Josie was thrilled to be competing in the tournament her father had won multiple times. For my part, while I missed Daria and Mursha, I was enjoying having fewer wives to focus on and was excited to see the tournament. 

	
	This was supposed to be a bit of a vacation from some of my responsibilities and problems but here new ones had popped up. “Recommendations?”

	
	Nimeera said, “Korkanis won’t answer me, otherwise I’d ask him for guidance.” She looked over at Josie. “What about you? Have you spoken to Sativa?”

	
	“It isn’t really like that for me,” the redhead replied.

	
	“Hmm… I got the sense that she was choosing you to be her handmaiden in the same way that Korkanis chose me… or chose Rava, in the past,” Nimeera murmured.

	
	“Maybe, I just need to figure it out,” I admitted, running a hand through my hair before rubbing my neck.

	
	“Husband, I know you don’t have to sleep,” Rava said, “but this is clearly stressing you. Go relax. I’ll keep watch on the fairy tonight. Perhaps I’ll even be able to get some answers out of her, since I’m so…” her lips quirked up “…experienced.”

	
	I cringed. “Okay, lesson learned.”

	
	She gave me a big smile. “I’m just playing with your words because I can’t play any of the games I’d prefer to with… yourself. But I think you’ve got a clerk to break in and another wife who would happily distract you from your troubles.”

	
	Before I let myself be pulled away into more flirting, I said, “I trust you know what you’re doing, but that fairy is dangerous. Are you sure it’s okay for you to be alone with her? She has already taken over Stan’s body.”

	
	Rava waved away my concern. “Pshah, I’m not a simpleton like some cowkin guard. I’m an accomplished mage, touched by the power of a god, and soul-bonded to this world’s only body cultivator and my sister-wives. There is no chance she can possess me like she did the cowkin.” 

	
	Rava got a calculating look in her eye. 

	
	“Besides,” she continued, “it might be a good thing for her to think she has an upper hand if I stay with her alone. And as you know, I’m far from helpless.” With the last comment, she rested one hand on the pouches which held various potions she had concocted.

	
	She was right. If any of my wives were ever prepared for any situation, it was Rava. She wasn’t exactly a frontline fighter, but had displayed a shocking degree of combat prowess when it was required—and she was always thinking at least two steps ahead of the rest of us. 

	
	I kissed her once more and then headed toward my tent. I didn’t say a thing to either Josie or Nimeera, as I wanted to see what they’d say when I’d gone. As I walked away, I channeled more ki into my mind meridian and concentrated on my hearing expanding, enough so that I could hear any sound throughout the entire camp. I then focused in on the area I had just departed. 

	
	When I was almost to the tent, several hundred feet from where the women still stood, I heard Josie speak up.

	
	“Well, now is your chance to prove your sincerity,” she told the blonde beside her. “Respect the limits we have given you, and you’ll earn more trust.”

	
	Nimeera replied with just a hint of bitterness in her voice, “I understand the terms, and I will prove that you can trust me.” Then, she sighed. “I actually like you, Josie. I think we are more alike than you want to believe. My magical power is simply different from the openness of flames and my background led me down a different path. I won’t betray you, though, and I definitely won’t betray Rob.”

	
	“Only time will tell. For now, be a good little clerk and go warm my husband up for me. I’ll be there in a bit, but for now I think I’ll keep Rava company, just to make sure she is safe.”

	 


Chapter 12 - Duty and Delight

	
	
	Just before I walked through the flaps to our tent, I sensed… something. I spun around, focusing all my senses on the area around me. There it was again. It had only been a slight tingle, but I was almost certain that someone had been watching me. 

	
	They were gone now, but I began to spin my core faster and faster, sucking in as much ambient mana as possible. Yep, there was just the faintest hint of foreign mana in the air. It was hard to say how I could tell, but there was a difference between the raw mana of the world and that which was controlled by others. 

	
	As I absorbed it, I got a notification.

	
	You have absorbed Illusion Mana. Do you wish to refine it or convert it to ki? The effects of the byproduct from its conversion are as of yet unknown.

	
	Hmm… Illusion Mana. If that didn’t sound like a fairy spy, then I didn’t know what did. I focused my mind again and tried to peel back the invisible weaves of the world. Inside my head I felt a bit of wobbling. My mind core was becoming more active, the more I tried to decipher the flows of mana around me. 

	
	A piercing pain resounded in my head. It wasn’t much compared to what I had experienced before, but it definitely centered on my still incomplete mind core. It gave me a bad enough headache that I almost didn’t hear the sound of padded feet coming up right behind me. 

	
	I instantly, dropped my focus. All the people who were staying in my tent wore shoes. Oh… except for Nimeera. Sometimes she went around barefoot. 

	
	Once, I was no longer trying to find the fairy who was probably long gone, or striving to peer through the fabric of the world, my senses immediately snapped around the young woman coming up behind me. 

	
	Nimeera, definitely. I waited to see how she acted.

	
	She walked stealthily, almost out of habit. I wondered if she actually thought I was oblivious to her approach, or if she suspected I knew she was there. My sense of touch wrapped around her, and I could feel the heat coming off her body, the softness of her fur, and smoothness of her skin. 

	
	Her heart was beating fast. Hmm… was it possible that she was actually nervous about this? That was interesting. 

	
	She had been called the Heart of Shadow. Rava had filled me in on what she had learned about Nimeera’s history. The catkin had been a chosen daughter of Korkanis, rescued off the street as an orphan child. That much was consistent with what the woman had told me about herself.

	
	Her nickname arose from the fact that her Emotion Mana was perfect for manipulating people’s hearts. That, and how she would flit in and out of people’s lives like a shadow. There were other, less savory rumors about her using her powers to seduce more than one gang leader who had then ended up dead. Rava thought that there was probably a nugget of truth to the rumors—meaning it might have happened once, but she doubted that it was nearly as prolific as the Hear of Shadow’s reputation suggested.

	
	The elf’s reasoning was that Nimeera was strangely soft and vulnerable for someone who was supposed to be a hardened killer, and that agents often cultivated reputations beneficial to their purposes. I wanted to believe that Rava was correct. It wasn’t that I expected Nimeera to have been pure as the driven snow before she came to me—but no man wants to think that a woman he is falling for used to be a glorified whore. 

	
	Then, the former rogue and assassin reached out and put her hands around my upper arm. “Please tell me you knew I was there. If you weren’t aware of my approach, I’m going to have to report you to Josie and she’ll have you surrounded by minders”

	
	“Of course I knew you were there—I heard you as well as sensed the heat of your body—but I did get distracted for a second. I’d absorbed some Illusion Mana and was trying to track it.” I didn’t explain any further about my mind core because, well… as much as I wanted to trust Nimeera, and as much as I found myself drawn to her, she wasn’t part of the family… not yet.

	
	She let go of my arm immediately and I sensed her tense up. 

	
	“Don’t worry, whatever it was is gone now. I suspect it was a fairy, but wasn’t able to tell for sure.”

	
	“Dammit,” she cursed under her breath.

	
	I turned to face the much smaller woman. “What’s the matter? You didn’t do anything wrong. I only just barely noticed it, although I now have a few ideas about how I might be able to further increase my chances of detecting them. It is going to take some time to perfect, though.”

	
	“No,” the catkin shook her head, “I’ll take the blame when it’s my fault, but if it isn’t then I won’t beat myself up over nothing. I was cursing at Korkanis. He has blocked me out from my abilities and from communing with him. If not for that, I could get his input—assuming he was in a generous mood. At a minimum, I could put a shadow barrier around our tent which would notify us if anything—even a fairy—tried to get in.”

	
	“That would be a useful ability, but if I’ve learned one thing on Olimero, it’s that there is no use wishing for what is beyond our power. Instead, I try to focus on what I can control.”

	
	She seemed to relax, and her posture took on a more seductive air. “That isn’t what your wives tell me. They seem to think that you bear the weight of the world on your shoulders. They all say you’re too good… for your own good.”

	
	I chuckled. “I am who I am.”

	
	“Well, let’s not make this any harder than it needs to be. Well actually, I guess it needs to be rather hard…” She smirked. “But seriously, you need to relax. That’s why Sativa appointed her Sheriffs clerks. Are you going to let me do my job?”

	
	“This is difficu…”

	
	She put her finger up to my mouth and cut off my words. “Hmmm, they told me you’d say that. This isn’t about the great love of my life—though I do like you and I wonder what it could be, or could have been, if I hadn’t so royally fucked it up. But I’m still going to protect you, and right now that means honoring your agreement with the god of shadows and being the best clerk I can be.”

	
	With that, she grabbed my hand and tried to pull me deeper into the tent. Of course, she might as well have been trying to move an oak tree with her bare hands but when she frowned and started to look exasperated, I nodded. Taking back my hand, I said, “You know where my bed is. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes, I need to check on my son and Lina, first.”

	
	She licked her lips and said, “I promise I’ll make it worth your time, but give that cutie a kiss for me, too.”

	
	Outwardly, I stayed calm. But not long after she walked into the tent I gulped down a deep breath. I wondered if this would ever get old. Beautiful and exciting women surrounded me now, and yet here I was giddy at the thought of the next one. I could only grin.

	
	Maybe I really was a bit of a dog at some level. 

	
	When I walked into the tent I looked around. It was built with dividers so that there were various ‘rooms’, such as a bedroom where I slept with different wives. There was also a kitchen and dining area, as well as other sleeping areas for those who weren’t with me that night. There wasn’t a specific area for Robbie, though, since he slept with either his mother or one of his aunties each night. Something made me grin, thinking about the life my son would have in the future.

	
	I headed for the area where I sensed Lina. She was reading a book to Robbie, but it seemed that he had either already fallen asleep, or was on the cusp of sleep. I walked over and sat on the bed next to her, slipping my arm around her shoulders. 

	
	She snuggled into me but continued to read softly out loud for another minute before closing the book and setting it to the side. Moving around her, I pulled the blanket up a bit more to tuck Robbie in properly, and then kissed his forehead. When I looked up, I saw adoration in Lina’s eyes. 

	
	I stood up and took her hands, pulling her away from the bed. I felt like speaking out loud, rather than using telepathy, but didn’t want to wake the sleeping toddler. “You’re an amazing mother, you know that right?” I whispered.

	
	She pressed herself into me and whispered back, “Well, you made me a mother.”

	
	“Nah, you did that all on your own. I put a baby in you, but doing what you do requires more than simple biology. It is a matter of character. Robbie is lucky to have you as his mother.”

	
	“He has more than just me,” Lina replied. “Each of my sister-wives dote on him.” 

	
	She pressed herself into me. “I love you, but I also truly love the family you are building for me. I feel like I finally belong in a way that I haven’t felt since I was a newborn in the warren. Oh, and don’t think I’ve failed to notice what a good father you are. You truly love your children, rather than seeing them as a duty.”

	
	I sighed. “I just hope I can be that attentive with all my children.”

	
	She waved her hand, as though dismissing my statement. “You only got a couple days with Sarah, but I saw how you looked at her. Daria noticed it, too. We all did. We like to talk about your potential to be a great father as much or more than we talk about… your other, uh… assets.”

	
	I grinned. “I didn’t know I wanted to be a father, but now I couldn’t imagine anything else. If for no reason other than my wives and children, I’m going to build Yonderton up into a safe and prosperous place for them to grow up in.”

	
	We shared a kiss. It was more tender and loving, less passionate, than what I normally got from Lina. When it broke, she must have noticed the look on my face. “What? Can’t a woman just appreciate her husband’s touch without it always being sexual?”

	
	I almost burst into laughter at the sheer irony of that question—coming from her. It sounds like something a guy might say back on Earth, if he was trying to earn brownie points with his significant other. But here, the women were often just as aggressive as the men. Actually, if I was honest, there were women like that on Earth, too. 

	
	Anyway, Lina was always firmly in the camp that sex—at least good sex—can cure all that ails you. To hear that statement from her was humorous, to say the least.

	
	She blushed as she must have tracked what I was thinking. “Alright, so maybe I just don’t want to get myself all worked up. Tonight, isn’t my night. And while I love sleeping and cuddling with my son, it isn’t the same thing at all.”

	
	“Obviously,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

	
	“Anyways,” she poked me in the chest, “don’t you have a new clerk waiting on you?”

	
	“Yeah, I suppose you were in on the discussion with Josie about this, then?”

	
	She nodded. 

	
	“And you agree with her?”

	
	“Not entirely…” Lina pursed her lips. “But when it comes to security, I defer to your Mistress of the Wall. It isn’t like you are going to have to suffer here, though.”

	
	“You know me…”

	
	She nodded, running her fingers over my chest. “Yes, I do. But do you remember what I told you the first time that we were together?”

	
	I thought back and a smile crossed my lips. I nodded.

	
	“Well, what did I say?”

	
	“You said that bunnygirls don’t make love; Bunnygirls fuck.” I smiled and then added, “And you’ve proven that many times over—although I never hear you complain when I take my time with you and make sure you get there, too—repeatedly, I might add.”

	
	“Of course not. But you’re missing the point. Every woman has a bit of a bunnygirl inside of her. Some don't know it’s there and some are ashamed when they realize it. But it is entirely possible for a woman to enjoy just being taken by a man—especially one she cares about. Think on that and go do your duty, Sheriff.” 

	
	She pushed me away. 

	
	I stepped back, but my mind was racing. I could do this. 

	
	Hell, I’d enjoy this. Sometimes a guy just has to do what a guy has to do. But I’d remember what Lina had said: Every woman has a little bunnygirl in her. 

	
	I have to admit I liked the sound of that—I liked it a lot.

	 


Chapter 13 - Just Letting Go

	
	
	 I walked into the section of the tent where my bed was by pushing past the sheets of cloth which served as dividers. There wasn’t any true privacy in here, yet for some reason that hadn’t bothered me over the past few days. There was something freeing about camping like this. 

	
	A smile crossed my lips as I wondered why Indomitable didn’t kick in. My universal trait was supposed to be about me never giving up, never quitting before a challenge. Why, I wondered, was the naked catgirl on my bed such a big challenge for me? I’d wanted to see her naked. The sway of her hips and swish of her tail definitely did it for me. 

	
	Yet, I was feeling constrained, here. I kept telling myself this wasn’t cheating. Nimeera was my sworn clerk, and here that meant something far more than back on Earth. I smiled as I realized that I no longer really thought of Earth as my home—it was just the place I came from. Olimero was my home, now. 

	
	None of that answered the question of why this was so hard for me… or why, if it was this hard, Indomitable wasn’t kicking in. Maybe, I wasn’t as in- tune with the concept as I thought I was. The battle in Mensor’s temple had convinced me that I was, yet I was more nervous about the shapely curves before me than I had been about going toe to toe with a dragon. 

	
	This was what my wives wanted. It was part of a deal I’d made with the god of shadows. And the way little Rob pushed against the inside of my pants told me that my body wanted it. 

	
	Damn, the way that catkin smiled at me; she knew what she did to me.

	
	“I won’t bite… unless you’re into that sort of thing,” she murmured.

	
	At least I didn’t break down and say something like, ‘you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.’ She did. 

	
	One doesn’t make a deal with gods and back out. Then it hit me. Indomitable. 

	
	My mind couldn’t get past that, despite the gorgeous and very open treasure laying right before me. I knew now what it was—I was Indomitable when I was doing what I believed was right. When I was fighting for those I cared about, or putting down an enemy that threatened my family. Nothing would stop me in moments like that. 

	
	But something was off about this, and I understood exactly what it was. Lina had pointed it out to me. I’d been trained in a dozen different ways back on Earth that a man should never enjoy a woman, sexually that is, without her getting the same enjoyment in return. A real man was one who put his lover’s needs before his own. A real man made sure his woman had her needs addressed first. 

	
	As I thought about it, I realized, I really did believe those things. So much so, that I’d concluded that it was wrong for me just to seek my own pleasure. Fuck, here I was married to five gorgeous women with a line of clerks eager to warm my bed, and I was skittish about seeking my own pleasure. 

	
	No, that wasn’t it. I ALWAYS enjoyed my wives—but I did it in the context of making love to them. Even with the clerks, I took great pride in showing them a good time.

	
	“Is something wrong?” the naked woman before me asked. “If you’re tired, I can… I can do all the work. Just lay down and let me relieve your stress, Sheriff.” 

	
	There was a hint of nervousness in Nimeera’s voice. I was taking too long. Dammit, why was I so messed up in the head? A real man did think about his woman, but he also could enjoy what was freely offered. 

	
	I pushed the words out of my mouth. “No.” I saw the doubt rise on her face with that first word but I kept going. “I’ve been staring at that ass of yours for months. I just wanna grab your hips and fuck you, hard.”

	
	There I’d said it. It was freeing—but better than that freedom, was the delight I saw reflected in her eyes. Nimeera wasn’t offended. She didn’t think I was trampling over her. In fact, she seemed to love the desire she heard heavy in my voice. A desire which I imagine was mirrored on my face. 

	
	She quickly flipped herself around until she was on all fours, her feet hanging just over the edge of the bed and her tail swishing delightfully back and forth. She looked back at me over her shoulder and gave me a perfect, ‘fuck me’ look. 

	
	Lina was right. Acknowledging that, all my repressed ideals fell away. It wasn’t like I was being asked to stop caring about my wives—it was just that it was okay for me to enjoy myself. I walked right up behind Nimeera and grabbed her hips.

	
	No, something still wasn’t quite right. Then I realized what it was. When I’d imagined fucking her, it was with her standing up and bent over. So, I yanked her off the bed, not hard, but forcefully. 

	
	She weighed nothing to my Strength. I quickly pulled her up and her feet hit the floor with perfect balance, despite the sudden, surprising motion. I guess it was true what they said—cats always land on their feet. 

	
	I pushed on her lower back till she leaned forward with her hands against the bed. She got the idea and pushed that sweet ass back at me, wiggling her hips in invitation. No more words were spoken. Maybe it would have been hotter if there were, but I was unleashing my inner desire. I dropped my pants and didn’t even bother to step out of them before I began rubbing the head of my cock up against her. 

	
	Damn, she was wet. She even purred as I teased my shaft through her thigh gap. Her netherlips were swollen and puffy, glistening with a wetness that spread over me as I rubbed up against her. Any concern about me taking advantage of her fled. I pulled on her dirty blond hair just enough to get her to look back at me over her shoulder again. 

	
	As she did, I growled, “You’re mine.” Then I thrust forward. 

	
	It was raw and primal. A guttural groan escaped my lips as I plunged deep into her. My fingers pressed into the flesh of her hips as I brought our bodies together. With one forceful thrust, I buried myself completely in her. 

	
	She gasped. “They weren’t lying about your size.”

	
	I laughed and felt my tension melt away. “There’s a bit of a story behind that, but it seems alchemy can have some unintended consequences.”

	
	Then I pulled back. Her slick tunnel grasped at me, like it didn’t want to let me go. I pushed back in again. I felt her body stretch, trying to conform to my shape. When it seemed she was comfortable, I simply let loose and began fucking her with abandon. 

	
	This wasn’t lovemaking. This was me fucking her senseless. This was my body pounding repeatedly into hers, all so I could enjoy her. 

	
	My cock swelled and started twitching within a dozen strokes. I didn’t want it to end, but I wanted to claim my prize. Then I smiled as I realized I could have my cake, and eat it to. The refractory period for my B rank body was essentially between zero and ten seconds. 

	
	With that thought, I unloaded, emptying myself inside of her. Jets of my cum filled her waiting pussy as she fulfilled the duty of a clerk. When I came, I felt something break in her—not physically, but at a deeper level. I hoped it was the god of shadows restoring her power, but then I pulled back my senses. 

	
	I didn’t care about that. All I cared about in this moment was fucking the woman beneath me—repeatedly.

	
	I flipped her over, devoured her breasts and went for round two with her legs wrapped around my hips. I was pretty certain that Nimeera climaxed around me—and more than once—proving that Lina was right. Sometimes a woman just wanted to be taken. 

	
	What made this different from the times I’d fucked my bunnykin senseless, was that I was lost in enjoying her body, without a worry about the emotional side of things. The third and fourth times, we flipped around in different positions, but by the time I sprayed all over her breasts, the poor catgirl’s legs were trembling with exhaustion. 

	
	A few minutes before that, I’d sensed Josie walk into the bedroom and start undressing. She hadn’t said anything; she had simply watched. After that fourth time, though, she came forward and tapped me on my shoulder. “You better let the poor girl get some rest.”

	
	I smiled back at her, feeling a freedom that surprised me. When I pulled an exhausted Nimeera up to her feet, I said, “I needed that more than I knew.”

	
	She just smiled. Then Josie grabbed the other woman’s arm and led her to the side of the bed. “Thanks for warming my husband up for me.” She had a wicked look on her face, but it softened as she added, “Or maybe, I should say, taking his edge off so that I can enjoy his tender side. Lina set out a snack for you on the table, because we knew Rob would give you a thorough work-out.”

	
	I couldn’t tell if Nimeera was sad to be so casually dismissed, but my wife was here now. And she was right, I was ready for some intimacy, not just more wild fucking. I heard the cat-girl leave, but my focus was already on Josie as our kissing began. 

	
	After a moment she pulled away and said, “You made a mess of the sheets.” She yanked them away and threw them to the side, leaving just the bare mattress below us. 

	
	I guess that was better. I didn’t want to lay in the wet spot, after all. We collapsed down beside one another and spent the next hour slowly enjoying ourselves. It was so different from what I’d just done with Nimeera, but equally fulfilling. 

	
	I truly loved this fiery woman in my arms, and I realized that once again she’d been looking out for me. They all seemed to know what I needed—even before I did, at times. 

	
	I was a damn lucky man.

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 14 - Something Stupid and Reckless

	
	
	I actually fell asleep in Josie’s arms. Not needing sleep to exist, and not needing sleep to thrive, were clearly different things. It made me wonder what else I was getting wrong about the transformation I was undergoing as my cultivation level increased. 

	
	In general, I thought of myself as less human than I’d been before coming to Olimero. I didn’t have the same needs or weaknesses—at least in a physical sense. Yet for all that, I still had the same psychological idiosyncrasies. Perhaps that was an indicator that this transformation was not quite what I thought it was. 

	
	The question might be as simple as deciding if power in and of itself was a defining trait of a being’s nature. Then again, this morning was not the time to wax philosophical. Hopefully there’d be a period of calm when I’d have the luxury of studying the lint in my bellybutton—but we weren’t there yet.

	
	I’d done some light sparring with Josie up to this point and whatever one would call the training I’d led with the guards. Hopefully, now the curse on Nimeera had been lifted, she would be strong enough to spar with us, as well. But even if she did, I couldn’t neglect the other aspects of my training. 

	
	I needed to regroup with Rava about the alchemical properties of trolls. It would be a good way to learn in the field. We might not get a chance to do much brewing while the caravan was on the move, but whatever place we rented in Centrum for the tournament—and maybe even while we stopped over in Westerton for Rava and the merchants to do their business—would need to have space for her to brew and for me to learn. 

	
	There was also the matter of my internal growth—cultivation, mastery of my body, development of my mind core, and gaining a greater understanding of my universal concept—INDOMITABLE. But that wasn’t all.

	
	I needed to figure out a way to grow my soul stat without having to consume the souls of living beings. I also had a few new types of mana byproducts stored within my channels to check out. And I needed to test how different types of mana could be combined to synergistic effect. 

	
	One interesting development, that had come as quite the surprise, was the understanding I’d gained last night about Indomitable. Clearly, the trait was related to what I believed strongly about. It wouldn’t trigger or apply to anything that I wasn’t firmly convinced about. 

	
	I would have to explore that some more, but for now, I was interested in the little bit of Aura Mana I still had in my system. I hoped it would be enough to complete my mind core—but even if it wasn’t, I needed to make more progress. I wished I had the mana chamber from back home, it would be eminently useful. Even having Mursha here to increase the gravity for me might help me reach a breakthrough. 

	
	Hmm… that made me wonder. Were there ways that the mana from the others could benefit me? Maybe I had been short sighted when it came to how the others could help me. Clearly, Josie could create an environment which would test my body’s durability, even if it would be difficult to talk her into doing so. 

	
	But what about the others? Healing Mana had helped me in the past but was there another way I could use it? Or Research Mana? Or even Nimeera’s Emotion Mana? 

	
	It was something I’d consider, right after I got done doing something stupid and reckless. The fact that Josie wasn’t still in bed with me—or even in the tent, as far as I could sense—was evidence of how worried she was about the fairies. But it also meant that there was no one here to stop me from feeding the final point of Aura Mana into my mind core. 

	
	I sat up in the middle of my bed and began focusing. Lina was outside the tent, cooking breakfast, and I could hear Robbie toddling around. I wasn’t sure where Nimeera was, but she wasn’t anywhere near the tent. For a brief moment, I felt bad about last night and hoped she wouldn’t be angry with me, but then I pushed the thought aside. I knew she wasn’t. She had been perfectly fine with it being what it was—and I had to accept that sometimes it was okay for me to enjoy good things.

	
	I smiled. Really good things. 

	
	Then, I refocused and pushed my senses inward. There hadn’t been any notifications after sealing the deal with Korkanis, but I guess it called for me to keep Nimeera around as a clerk for a full year. It seemed it wasn’t a simple wham, bam, thank you ma’am. Well, it had been last night—but it wasn’t just a one off.

	
	Inside me, I saw that my channels were becoming cluttered with different types of mana byproducts. It felt like when I had first evolved in my cultivation and had needed to purge junk out of my body. I would need to consider whether or not I could do that again. My core itself was suffused with ki and, overall, I felt healthier than I had… well… ever, I guess. 

	
	I turned my focus to my Mind Core. It was still only sixty-one percent formed. There was a definitive, round shape to it. It wobbled and couldn’t be spun. It was only partially connected to my channels, and was currently fed exclusively through my mind meridian. 

	
	I needed to finish forming it and see what I could do with it. 

	
	I was feeling unstoppable, and I knew my time was limited this morning. I knew that soon, Josie or one of the others would come to get me. I had to deal with the fairies today, and we needed to get this caravan moving. 

	
	I let that push me into a reckless decision. No—not a reckless decision, I realized. It was a decision consistent with who I was. I didn’t honestly contemplate failing, not for a single moment. 

	
	In one swift motion, I pushed all the remaining Aura Mana in my system into my mind core. The power surged through me, and my Mind Core began pulsing. The pain in my head was intense, but somehow it seemed distant from me. It was like someone else was experiencing the pain. Then I saw what the buffer was; it was my conviction. 

	
	A notification popped up.

	
	You have advanced your understanding of INDOMITABLE. This tiny sliver of eternity fills you and is activated by your convictions. You have said you are a man who does what he says he will do, but this must become a constant in your life. Your belief in the justice of your actions must be constant. To be truly INDOMITABLE, you must turn that certainty inward as well as outward.

	
	Time passed. I read the notification. I pondered it. 

	
	I felt the pain of my transforming mind core, but it was so different from the past. I never came close to passing out, nor did I feel like I was being ripped apart—although I did feel a reordering within myself. It tingled and made me feel a bit uncomfortable.

	
	At least I wasn’t screaming in pain. I could get used to this. Eventually, I felt a hand shake my shoulder. 

	
	“Rob, wake up.”

	
	I recognized the voice, but I had been lost in the pleasant place of finding myself. I really didn’t want to leave just yet. It was like I was coming to understand who I was—for the first time in my life. 

	
	“I know how to wake him,” a second voice said. I knew it too, but it seemed so very distant. 

	
	“No, this isn’t the time for that,” the first voice said.

	
	“What guy doesn’t like to wake up like that?” the second voice asked. 

	
	Then a third voice, which was just as familiar said, “Step out of the way. This isn’t a game. I can’t tell what’s happening inside him, but there is something happening inside of him. He is changing, and even my mana can’t explain it.” 

	
	The second voice gasped.

	
	“Maybe that’s good… and maybe it’s bad,” the first voice muttered. 

	
	I heard a sound, like a cork being removed from a bottle. 

	
	“I just know that I don’t want my husband to lose himself,” the third voice said. “I like who he is, so I’m gonna wake him up the hard way.”

	
	A second later, I smelled something… to say that it was awful would have been an understatement of epic proportions. It wasn’t the stench, so much as it was the potency. I’d always wondered what smelling salts were like and how they worked when I saw them in the movies, but whatever this was, it put those imaginings to shame. 

	
	I sprang to my feet, backing away and shaking my head; anything to get away from that pungent odor. 

	
	As I opened my eyes, I saw Rava waving a capless vial of some black sludge right where my nose had been but moments before. Behind her, Josie and Lina both had huge grins on their faces. 

	
	I shook my head. “Ugh, that was awful. What was it?”

	
	My elven wife smiled. “Why, you made it. I haven’t been able to find any use for the black sludge you secreted that one time in the courtyard. Well, no use other than to wake the dead. It has a powerful odor which seems to assault all the senses.”

	
	“Uggh,” I groaned. “For the record, my vote is that you try Lina’s suggestion first, if this should happen again.”

	
	The bunnygirl squealed and then leaped into my arms. I caught her reflexively and pulled her in for a kiss. 

	
	Josie grinned, but was still shaking her head as she said, “No time for that. Nimeera is keeping an eye on the fairy, but Jasper is going crazy, worrying about what to do with it. You are gonna need to take charge.”

	
	 “One second,” Rava said, holding up a delicate hand. “I know that is important, but I want to know what you were doing, husband.”

	
	I then explained about what I’d done, and how I’d felt myself connecting with INDOMITABLE at a deeper level. 

	
	None of my wives were happy about it, but they all forgave me, since it seemed that I was fine. I had to remind Rava that she said she liked me the way that I was. Which prompted them to ask me how much I’d heard of what they had been saying. Again, I had to explain how everything outside of me had felt oddly distant.

	
	Rava got a concerned look on her face, but then asked, “And was it worth it?”

	
	“Hmm… I haven’t looked to see if there were any notifications, but I feel…  different?” I frowned, trying to put this feeling into words. “Give me a second to check my notifications.”

	
	Moderate progress has been made towards INDOMITABLE. 

	 

	Mind Core Formation: +34% (Currently at 95%)

	 

	You have exhausted all supplies of Aura Mana. You will need to develop a new method in order to bring your mind core to completion. Only then will you be able to reach the next stage.

	
	You have reached cultivation grade B-2 (+10 to all stats). 

	 

	Remaining objectives necessary for A rank:

	 

	1)  Reach cultivation grade B-0 for your body cultivation. Further progress will result from combining the body and the mind.

	2)  Complete your Mind Core and circulate ki through it

	3)  Finish syncing with your universal concept: INDOMITABLE. 

	

	I smiled. “It seems I jumped two cultivation grades.” 

	
	Lina, who was still in my arms, ran her fingers over my biceps. “I thought my man got stronger.”

	
	Josie shook her head. “As if it worked like that.”

	
	I smiled. “Just let her have it. I certainly didn’t hear you complaining last night.”

	
	Then I explained to them about the progress I had made with my universal trait, and how I’d even been given a listing of what was necessary to reach the next rank. There still wasn’t any gauge to tell me exactly how close I was towards synching with INDOMITABLE, but I assumed that was probably nebulous at best. 

	
	It would be one of those things that I’d know it when I reached it, but not until then. We talked a bit about how they wanted to make sure this didn’t change me, and I let each of them express their concerns—even setting Lina down so that I could hug my other wives. 

	
	The notification gave me a great deal to think about. I had to figure out what it meant, combining my mind and my body. That one had me stumped—but I did have some ideas about how I might be able to finish my mind core. I just needed to think it though a bit more. I kept what that was to myself—for now—although I hinted that I hoped Rava would be able to help me with it.

	
	By the time we were done, I figured we had kept Nimeera and Jasper waiting long enough. Truth be told, I wasn’t in any hurry to deal with the fairies, but I was anxious to talk to Nimeera and find out if there had been any changes with her curse after last night’s events. 

	
	So many things to do and so little time. At least I still felt rested and refreshed. 

	
	
	 


Chapter 15 – Shadow Blessed

	
	
	Just a couple minutes later, I walked into the tent holding the possessed Stan. The cowkin was no longer calmly sitting on the floor, but instead was pacing. The fairy possessing his body looked at me when I entered and spoke. I had to bite back a laugh—it was comical to hear such a high-pitched voice coming out of the cowkin’s beefy frame. 

	
	“How dare you leave me waiting this long. Don’t you realize I am a royal princess? I hold your fate in my hands.”

	
	I walked right up to Stan. Even as wide as his shoulders were, I towered over him by several inches and knew that my body was significantly stronger than anything the cowkin could do. Placing my palm against his chest, I maneuvered him into position where I could push him back into a chair. 

	
	“I’ve had literal gods and demons threaten me, princess. Nothing that a yappy little hummingbird says is going to make me change my mind. The only reason that you’re still here, is because I had been hoping to save Stan.”

	
	Her eyes bulged and the Stan thing’s face turned bright red. “Hummingbird? Hummingbird?! How dare…”

	
	I spun my core and sent a pulse of ki right into his face. The chair toppled over, and the fairy screeched as I interrupted her complaint. It wasn’t a ki slice—just a simple projection of ki outside my body. It seemed to come easier with the extra cultivation levels, or maybe it was something else. Either way, I liked how quickly it happened.

	
	The fairy possessed cowkin stumbled around, trying to get back up, but I growled, “Stay down and don’t move.” 

	
	His eyes bulged again, but she heeded my words. 

	
	Kneeling next to him, I put my hand on his head. I reached out with my senses— trying to look into him like I did myself. I pushed with my Soul stat, hoping that it would produce something, but there was nothing inside this body. I could detect neither a cowkin soul nor a fairy soul.

	
	I contemplated triggering Soul Eater and then cutting it off, if I determined that Stan’s soul was intact, but eventually opted against doing so because of the risk. At this point, I didn’t care if the fairy was killed. Princess or no, I was tired of her dictatorial rants. Fortunately, I had an ‘ah ha’ moment. 

	
	I realized that when I felt my soul, it was never in my head. That was where my mind core was situated, at least as I looked inside. The strange, warm fuzzy feeling I associated with my soul was lower down—in my lower abdomen, just above my groin. 

	
	I put my other hand down there, being sure not to let it slide too low. I simply had no desire to grope cowkin junk. Then again, I couldn’t imagine how anyone wanted to feel a guy’s junk. I was just happy that my wives seemed to enjoy it so much. 

	
	As I pushed with my senses, I felt a resonance inside what I considered to be my soul. I definitely needed to find a way to raise this stat—other than by simply raising my cultivation level. It was annoying to have to be making guesses like this—poking around in the dark. I felt around and eventually decided that there was most definitely only one soul in the cowkin’s body. 

	
	To my senses it appeared radiant, like air that had a color. This was definitely the fairy princess, and not Stan. I would have been hard pressed to explain how I was so certain, but I simply knew this was the case. 

	
	“Gamia, I’m going to give you one chance to be honest with me. If you lie to me, then you will die—and not just your body. I will destroy your very soul. Don’t test me on this.” 

	
	I stared into those wide eyes and saw that she knew that I meant every word. 

	
	“How are you doing this? Only the most powerful of beings can affect souls and how did you move me without touching me? It wasn’t magic. I would have sensed the mana.”

	
	“You aren’t listening Gamia. You aren’t asking the questions—I am. Or rather, I will ask you one question. Think carefully before you answer me. Is Stan still alive, or was he completely destroyed when you possessed his body?”

	
	She opened his mouth, once, twice, three times, but each time closed it again before speaking. Finally, with a big sigh, she said, “When we possess a lesser race, it forces their soul from their body. Stan is dead and gone from Olimero, until he reincarnates. There is no lasting harm, because only the gods can permanently destroy a soul. For what it’s worth, it was painless, and his last moments were of bliss as some of the commoner fairies tried mating with him.”

	
	“And Sheriffs,” Josie said from behind me.

	
	The Stan thing looked up at my deputy. “Sheriffs? What?”

	
	Josie stared down at the fairy in a cowkin’s body with as much intensity as I was feeling. “Sheriffs can destroy souls, too. Remember, the Law of Blood is an authority given by Sativa to the Sheriffs she places over each district.”

	
	What Josie meant finally must have sunk in. “No, please… no. You wouldn’t! Reincarnation is the right of every being on Olimero. The gods already cursed us so that no fairy souls would be reborn as male fairies, but surely you wouldn’t destroy me like that.”

	
	“If the punishment fits the crime,” I said, slowly.

	
	“What do you want?”

	
	“That’s simple. I want to meet with your leader, I think you said her name was Delicia? I want to meet with her face to face. Then, we will negotiate an agreement which will include the price to be paid for killing Stan. When you return to her, tell her that no one dictates terms to me.”

	
	The cowkin tried to stand, but I held him down. 

	
	Confusion crossed his flat face. “Am I not to return now?”

	
	“Oh, you are going to return, but not with that stolen body.” 

	
	I infused ki into my hand and drove my fist right through the cowkin’s skull. The aura of ki around me kept any of the blood and gray matter which splattered the side of the tent from getting on me. I made sure that the spray would hit the wall of the tent, because I didn’t want it on my wives any more than on me.

	
	Jasper seemed strangely calm, but Vemilla was gasping and even turned around and threw up in the corner. 

	
	The old orc asked me, “Was that a bluff, or can you really destroy souls?”

	
	I nodded, but then said, “Pray you never need to find out, but one thing you should know about me, I don’t bluff.”

	
	Rava and Josie were both silent. I felt both of them understood why I had done what I did, but I still sent telepathically, “Sorry, but I had to send a message.”

	
	Josie sent back, “She killed one of our guards. I have no problem with that punishment. As far as I’m concerned, you could have invoked the Law of Blood. We haven’t crossed the mountains yet, so technically this is still Yonder and your district.” 

	
	I sent back, “I know this isn’t what you were saying, but I’m starting to worry about how slowly this caravan is moving. Part of me wants to leave it behind and head to Westerton, right now.”

	
	Josie teased, “That wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain skunkkin who is supposed to be meeting us there would it?”

	
	“C’mon, you know she’s really a monster. Besides, isn’t it Lina’s job to tease me? I thought you were jealous of me looking at other women.”

	
	The foxkin scrunched up her nose and her tail shook just a bit. If not for our bond, I would have thought she was furious with me, but as it was, I knew she was being playful. “I’m just filling in for my sister-wife, but your point is taken. I realized too late, that I was being too hard on Nimeera because of… personal reasons.”

	
	I heard the equivalent of a mental sigh.

	
	“She really is trying to prove herself loyal. I just didn’t… well never mind. We can talk about that later. As for Rose being a monster, look who’s talking. You just punched your fist through a guy’s head, husband.”

	
	Rava cut in then. “Surprisingly, I like hearing this banter as much as anyone, but we do need to discuss the ramifications of this action. It was justifiable, but now you may have made an enemy of the fairy queen.”

	
	I shook my head. “I’ve got you for diplomacy, Rava. As far as I’m concerned, Delicia already made an enemy out of me, but I at least gave her a second chance. Now we’ll see what she does with it. I believe we need to get the caravan moving and then wait behind to see what she does.”

	
	Jasper interrupted our telepathic conversation then. “Um, M’lord? What are your orders?”

	
	I turned to the orc captain. “Get the caravan moving. I want to put more distance between us and wherever the fairies are hiding. I’m going to give them a bit of time to digest this message and then see if I can find them. I’m sorry for the loss of your guard. Make sure you get information about his family, if he had one, to my wife and we’ll pay them a death benefit.”

	
	“He wasn’t married, but I appreciate the gesture, M’lord. Not everyone treats their guards with that much respect.”

	
	With that, I left the tent followed by my two wives. I figured I’d see if Lina needed any help with packing up. I was pretty certain she’d insist that I’d only get in her way, but if nothing else, I could take Robbie off her hands. I was learning that there was nothing quite as life affirming as children and after such a grisly matter, it would be nice to take my son out for a bit. 

	
	When we neared the tent, I felt a surge of shadow mana just the tiniest fraction of a second before Nimeera stepped out of a shadow and right into our path. 

	
	She bowed. “Thank you for restoring me to communion with my god. I’m back in his good graces—for the moment.”

	
	It felt weird to be having this conversation right out in the middle of the camp, but everyone was bustling around so much to get ready to move, that I didn’t feel like they were paying us much attention. 

	
	“Uh… you’re thanking me for last night?” I asked, and then chuckled. “I think, I’m supposed to be the one thanking you. That wasn’t exactly suffering on my part.”

	
	She winked at me. “Your clerk was happy to oblige and, for the record, it was far from torture for me, too.”

	
	Josie started to say something, but Nimeera cut her off. “We should talk on our own later, but I do need to share one more thing.” 

	
	The catgirl looked back at me, “I don’t want there to be any secrets between us. I’m yours. You can have me like last night, anytime you want.”

	
	I was going to interrupt her profession of loyalty, but Rava gently pushed her elbow into my side. If my elven wife thought I needed to listen, then I would. 

	
	“I’ll be loyal to you, but I don’t want you to think that I’ve abandoned Korkanis. The Cult of the Raven and the shadow god saved me when I was a child. I still want you to agree to be his herald, but I will never try to force you to bend the knee. I’ll just try to show you all the benefits of serving the Raven.” She looked at Josie. “And I expect others to do the same, with regard to the gods or goddesses they follow. For now, though, I wanted to share with you the notification I woke up to this morning, as evidence of that transparency and trust through which I hope you will see that I remain loyal.”

	
	You are restored to favor, my daughter. The sheriff of Yonder represents a significant opportunity and you are instructed to do anything you can to bind him to yourself and through you to me. 

	 

	All negative status conditions are removed, and you receive the condition: Shadow Blessed as well as the restoration of your titles: Daughter of Shadow and Heart of Shadow.

	 

	Daughter of Shadow: Access to Shadow Mana including Shadow Manipulation and the Shadow Step ability. You may also command shadow creatures as an emissary of Korkanis. 

	 

	I am returning the four shadow knights to your service. They will be with you by the time the sun sets today. Use them well in your quest.

	 

	Heart of Shadow: Your emotion mana is condensed and becomes three times as effective. +10 to Seduction skill. 

	 

	Shadow Blessed: Your body is now partially shadow. Your race is changed from catkin to shadow catkin. New racial stat caps apply which are 20% higher than catkin stats. All stats have been boosted by 20%. Shadow flesh regenerates faster than normal. Healing increased by 1000%. Vulnerability to light-based attack: +100%. Resistance to darkness or shadow-based attacks: +50%. +10 to Shadow Manipulation skill; +10 to Shadow Step skill.

	 

	 

	Renewed Quest: Convert the Sheriff

	Difficulty: Very Hard to Nearly Impossible

	Time Limit: On going

	 

	Rewards: 

	Full Shadow Flesh with near immortality

	Upgrade of Shadow Blessed to Shadow Paladin

	Significant rewards for your chosen lover

	 

	Description: You have chosen your side. Gods can be petty too, but the shadow is patient and always waiting. Light will fade. You are forgiven and instructed to demonstrate the benefits of serving the god of shadows. 

	 

	Objectives: 

	1.  Establish yourself as invaluable to the Sheriff of Yonder

	2.  Bind the Sheriff to you

	3.  Develop a connection with the Sheriff’s cultivation and learn how this can be applied to shadow flesh. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 16 - Travel and Play

	
	
	We talked about it for a few minutes. It was refreshing for me to see all Nimeera’s cards laid out like that on the table. 

	
	Nimeera did say one thing, though, which made Josie pause. “You know you can love Rob and be faithful to Sativa too. I’m proof of that. Maybe you’d be less angry with me, if you were less angry with yourself.”

	
	I half expected Josie to go off on the catkin at that moment, but surprisingly she kept it all inside. When she nodded and mumbled something about checking in with the guards, I didn’t stop her. As she wandered off, I did send her a private telepathic, “I love you.” 

	
	She didn’t reply, but thanks to my enhanced hearing, I could tell when her heart skipped a beat. The surge I felt through the bond was a combination of gratitude and confusion. I’d always protect my family, but knew that some things people had to work through on their own. 

	
	As Rava left to take care of various management tasks, I gave her a kiss. When she started to pull away from me, protesting that she was going to be late, I said, “I know you do so much with this caravan. Thanks for finding time for me. I really do rely heavily upon your wisdom.”

	
	“And don’t you forget it,” she quipped, squeezing me tight.

	
	Then, just so things didn’t get too heavy, I groped her ass and she giggled. It was nice to see a woman who was more than a hundred years old being able to laugh and enjoy life. It was even better to see it in my wife, who I loved.

	
	That left me and Nimeera staring at one another. She started to say something, but I held up a hand to interrupt her. 

	
	“Nope, I just decided something. This isn’t going to be awkward. Last night was fun and something we both needed. Now, I would like you to work out things with Josie—because I’d like to explore what could grow between us, but wait for her to say that is allowed. Until then, you better go help Lina. You don’t want her thinking that her clerks are getting lazy.”

	
	Nimeera gave me a wink and then fell in behind me as I headed to our tent. When I got there, I saw Lina directing the two girls who Rava had hired to help with packing things up. She had a bit of an exasperated expression on her face. 

	
	I knew that our tent and camp baggage took up three wagons worth of space and that it was a big task to handle, even with two helpers. It was a good reminder that while I thought of the fighting I did as doing the ‘big’ things, none of that was possible without what Lina was struggling to do right now. 

	
	I’d heard many people over the years declare that they would die for something. That was noble, as far as it went. I knew without a shadow of a doubt, that I’d die for my wives and children. This family meant everything to me—but more important than dying for them, I wanted to live for them. They needed me invested every day, and not just in the ‘big’ things, but in the little things, too. 

	
	Of course, part of Lina’s exasperation might have had something to do with the toddler who seemed intent on crawling all over her like she was a jungle gym. Robbie was cute, but he was a handful. In fact, I finally understood in part what my dad had meant when he said that cuteness was a baby’s best self-defense mechanism. 

	
	Walking up next to her, I bent over and picked Robbie up off her leg. Then I pulled her in tight with my other arm and kissed her cheek. “I probably don’t say it often enough, Lina, but thank you. You really are the heart of this family and nothing we do could happen without all of your hard work.”

	
	She looked back at me and didn’t say anything for a moment. Our soul-bond overflowed with positive emotions, and I kept getting the sense that she felt thrilled to be ‘seen’—even if I wasn’t really sure what that meant. 

	
	“What can I do to help?” I asked, as I noticed Nimeera jump right in to help with packing everything up. 

	
	Lina stood up on her tippy toes and I felt her foot thumping against the ground as she kissed my lips. “It’s so cute that you want to help, but you’d just get in our way. If you can keep your son out of our hair, I’d appreciate it.”

	
	“Consider it done.” I returned the kiss before stepping back. 

	
	Then, I plucked Robbie off of where he had perched on my shoulder. He was far stronger than a child his age had any right to be, so I didn’t worry about him falling. I spun him around till he was dangling at arm’s length in front of me. 

	
	Then, remembering something my dad used to do with us, I just kept spinning while I held him out by one arm and one leg. 

	
	He squealed as he got the sense of flying as I spun around. When I set him down, he stumbled around like a drunken sailor. As a toddler, his balance wasn’t the greatest—even at the best of times—but this time, his stumbles didn’t stop his infectious laughter. 

	
	Lina looked at me with a bit of a scowl. “I meant for you to occupy him somewhere else—not add a second toddler for me to watch.”

	
	Her admonishment was playful, so I didn’t take it too hard. Instead, I pinched her fluffy tail and then picked up Robbie as he started to regain his balance. “Wanna ride Rock?” I asked my son.

	
	Robbie squealed in delight. I hadn’t yet allowed him to ride the elemental horse by himself, but he still delighted in the times I’d hold him in my lap as I rode my companion. Apparently that was enough for Rock, because I felt the ground under my feet swell. He headed for the nearest open space. It seems he enjoyed carrying me and Robbie around, so it was a win-win.

	
	On the far side of the tent, I leaped onto Rock’s back and Robbie squealed again. Everything delighted him, and it was a joy to make him laugh. Then, Rock was running. He surged up from the ground with the might of his elemental legs and launched himself over the heads of the caravan, soaring through the air for three hundred feet and landing off to the side of the caravan. 

	
	I grinned as I considered how well Rock would have done at puissance. Hmm… I think that was the name for the high jumping event that horses did back on Earth. Oh well. It didn’t matter. That was a thing from my past, and Rock would never have been allowed to compete. He wasn’t even a horse. 

	
	We spent the next hour racing around the hills. In the distance, I could see the mountains and knew that we needed to get past those soon. At one point, I got down and let Robbie ride on Rock by himself, with me walking next to them. The boy must have thought he was king of the world then, because his joy was obvious. 

	
	A couple of times, I caught a flash of magic off to the side, but whenever I looked it was gone. It seemed the fairies were still here, but hadn’t decided what they were going to do. I didn’t let that make me cut my time with my son short, though, and kept playing with him until the caravan started moving. 

	
	When we rejoined them, I returned him to his mother. It was time for him to eat, anyway, and that wasn’t something I was properly equipped for. What I had to figure out now, though, was exactly what I might be able to do to get the caravan moving faster. 

	
	I rode Rock around the edge of the caravan. There were dozens of wagons, and though—if he was willing—I could have Rock pull a few of the wagons much faster than the horses or oxen could, that wouldn’t fix the problem. Heck, I could probably jog while hauling one of the wagons behind me faster than we were going. It wouldn’t work for the entire caravan, though. 

	
	I snorted. All this power, and I couldn’t make the wheels on the wagons that passed us as I watched them turn any faster. I considered going and working on some of my own development, but felt lazy doing only that. I really wanted to speed up the caravan. I could push Vemilla to travel longer, but Rava had warned against doing that too often. It had to be something else. 

	
	I had an idea. It might not work… yet, but it would provide me with an opportunity to train and perhaps a way to speed up the caravan. I explained my plan to Rock, and he seemed willing to try it out—which was good, because I couldn’t do it without him. 

	
	We rode out in front of the caravan and stayed a dozen feet or so in front of the lead wagon. I telepathically informed Rava about my plan and asked her to let Vemilla and all the drivers know to just go with it. Then I began cycling my ki. 

	
	I pulled the ambient mana in from around me and converted it as I began to condense my ki. My core was nearly full, and my channels looked healthier than ever after the good night’s sleep I’d gotten last night, so this phase didn’t take long. 

	
	Once I could no longer hold any more ki in my core, I focused on Rock and our connection. I began to pour ki into him, solidifying the connection between us. The elemental was likewise cycling ki and Earth Mana, which suffused his core. Cultivation came naturally to him, but it was as an extension of our connection. He didn’t have the same intentionality with it that I did.

	
	As our cores began to spin in sync, I felt the power build. I didn’t know if this was going to be enough, but figured it was still a good way of pushing myself. Our connection was important, but so, too, was this type of work to expand our cores. I still had gods to deal with—and I would need all the power I could muster when push came to shove.

	
	Then, when the looping power had reached a point where I felt like it was going to explode out of us, I pushed it down into the ground beneath us. This power infused the ground, flavoring our combined ki with Rock’s Earth Mana. 

	
	The power poured into the trail we were traveling along. It felt like my consciousness spread out to cover the third of a mile over which the caravan stretched on the road. It was the strangest sensation, to feel like my mind wasn’t in my body... Or maybe that was my soul.

	
	Rock was used to merging with the ground, but it was a new experience for me. I had briefly experienced something like this when I’d fought my first earth elemental, but that had ended in my first death, so I wasn’t exactly eager for a repeat. 

	
	Instead, I maintained a firm hold on my concept of self, while still allowing my power to spread out over the road—or rather, under the road. Nothing happened for several minutes as I began to adapt to this strange new sensation. 

	
	Mind Core Formation +1% (Current 96%)

	
	The notification caught me off guard, but was very welcome. 

	
	Connection with Rock increased by +12%

	 

	Soul: +1

	
	Various other notifications continued to pop up. Some of them made sense to me and others not so much. 

	
	Mana Fusion: +2

	 

	Ki Infusion: +3

	 

	Telepathy: +3

	
	Still, I paid attention to the notifications, if for no other reason than they let me know what parts of myself were being pushed to create the desired effect. Not that it seemed to have done anything yet. 

	
	New Skill Gained: Soul Projection +1

	 

	Soul: +2

	
	When I felt like I couldn’t stretch myself any further, I pushed for the road to move—just a bit, just in a way that would make the wagons move slightly faster. I pictured one of those flat walkways like an escalator at the airports. Some people just stand there and let it carry them, but many people walk like they are on a mission while on it. It pushed them along slightly faster than they might have walked on their own. That was what I was trying to accomplish. 

	
	The strain was tremendous. I felt all my ki being drained from my core. It felt like my body was being stretched, and a pressure started to build within my gut as I felt myself emptied out. 

	
	Rock was faring a little better, but I didn’t know how much. Still, I wouldn’t let go. I was determined to get the caravan moving faster. INDOMITABLE wouldn’t allow me to do anything less; I kept pushing. 

	
	Time seemed to lose all meaning as it was a continual struggle to stretch my awareness along the road and move everything forward. I felt the horses get skittish and people shout, but didn’t have sufficient mental capacity to do more than note it happened. It took all I had to do just this. The road moved. It was working but felt pitifully slow, if only because of the massive scale. 

	
	When things started to get fuzzy, I was forced to release it. Pushing was good, but I wasn’t going to get yelled at for almost dying again. As soon as I broke the cycle of our circulation, Rock dissolved beneath my feet, dumping me unceremoniously onto the road. I barely managed to roll out of the way of the first wagon before its oxen trampled me. 

	
	Moments later, Lina was standing over me. 

	
	I blinked as I looked up at her and saw that the sun was setting behind her head. That couldn’t be right. I had started doing this only a few hours past sunrise. 

	
	“He’s okay,” the bunny girl announced. “Just exhausted.”

	
	“I’d say so,” Rava said, “he kept it up for over eight hours. We must have gained an entire day’s travel.”

	
	“We’ll see how okay he is after I tell him what I think about him doing something like this,” Josie growled.

	
	Nimeera chimed in, “He was doing it mostly for you. He wants you to get to the tournament in plenty of time.”

	
	“I know, and that makes me feel all the more angry with him. I want him safe more than I want to get to the tournament.”

	
	I’m sure their conversation continued after that, but I was so exhausted that I must have lost consciousness. My final thought, before slipping into the sweet embrace of sleep, was that my women were never going to let me hear the end of this.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 17 - Not a Silly Bunnygirl at All

	
	
	When I woke up, the sun had nearly set, but I was on my bed and the tent was set up. They’d done that quickly. None of my wives were sitting by me, which was honestly a bit of a relief. I needed a minute to look inward before having them yell at me. 

	
	I checked, and my channels and core all seemed good. In fact, they were larger than before. I had gained a few more levels in various skills once I was past the point of being able to take note of the notifications. That level of focus was a bit scary, but I thought back on it. 

	
	This was what I was learning about INDOMITABLE. I had to strongly believe in what I was doing. I’d let myself get fixated on finding a way to move the caravan faster and… here I was. My body felt like I’d been through the ringer, but I was definitely recovering. The more my ki began to build back up the stronger I felt.

	
	I glanced at the rest of the skill ups to note them.

	
	Soul Projection: +5

	Telepathy: +4

	Soul: +2

	Durability: +1

	

	Identification with INDOMITIABLE has minimally improved.

	
	All good stuff. I sighed, then sat up. I felt fine, no weakness or dizziness. In fact, moving was making me feel better. My core spun a bit faster and the ambient mana around me was converted to ki, at a subconscious level. 

	
	I stood up and stretched before walking out of the tent. My three wives, Nimeera, and Robbie were all at the table eating. Hmm… maybe this wasn’t so bad. They had gone ahead and started without me—or at least they were getting ready to. 

	
	I gave them my most winning smile. “Hey, so what’s for dinner?”

	
	“Just trail bread and rations tonight,” Nimeera replied. 

	
	I tried to hide my disappointment. Lina’s cooking was one of the reasons I’d so quickly grown to love life in Olimero. And I knew she loved cooking for me as much as I loved eating what she cooked. 

	
	“And don’t go giving Lina a complex about it. If you hadn’t gone and passed out, she might have had time to cook,” Josie said.

	
	“Oh, don’t blame Rob…,” Lina began.

	
	Rava cut my bunnykin off. “This time, I agree with Josie. Pushing oneself to one’s limits is important, but so is knowing when to stop. What if we’d been attacked by fairies while Rob was exhausted? We would have been compromised—and while the rest of us might have been able to fight them off, we’d be down our best fighter. Whereas, if he had stopped an hour earlier, he might not have been so completely exhausted.”

	
	She was right. I knew it to my core. INDOMITABLE was all well and good, but it should be reserved for when it was needed. Even the importance of training didn’t overcome the necessity of being able to defend my family.

	
	I came over and sat down next to Lina. “Whatever we have will be a wonderful meal with you lovely ladies for company.” I dipped my head. “And you are correct, I need to learn how to train without overdoing things. Maybe we can work on that tomorrow.”

	
	My wives seemed skeptical about my ability to make good on my offer, which I suppose was reasonable, but then Robbie stole the scene, and I was forgotten. He pushed up from where he sat on Lina’s lap and leaned over to me, his arms spread wide. “Dada!”

	
	The table exploded into a flurry of conversation. 

	
	“Did he just say what I think he did?”

	
	“Oh, that’s adorable.”

	
	“Can he say anything else?”

	
	“Great, he spends all day with me, but then his first word is ‘dada.’ Go figure.”

	
	I grabbed him and his outstretched arms became a hug. Apparently, if my son was fine with me, then they all were, too. They took turns hugging him—I’m not sure if a toddler ever got more affection. Then again, he essentially had five mothers—as each of my wives treated him as though he was their son. They, of course, deferred to Lina, but were all open arms when it came to the little guy. 

	
	Even Nimeera had clearly warmed up to him. 

	
	It made me miss my wives back home and my daughter, Sarah, who I had barely gotten to spend any time with. Seeing them all try to get Robbie to repeat ‘dada’, or to say other things, was hilarious. Josie was trying to get him to say ‘JoJo’, while Lina tried for ‘mama’. And while Rava sat back with an inscrutable look on her face for a while, she eventually tried to get him to make an ‘rrrr’ sound. 

	
	Eventually I spoke up. “Tell me about what I missed today, and I’ll tell you about the new skill I gained.”

	
	Rava groaned, “I swear you’re the luckiest man alive. Of course, you got a new skill. You probably even gained more than one level in it.”

	
	“Uh…” I ducked my head, afraid I’d get smacked, “six levels… actually.”

	
	They all just stared at me. 

	
	I decided I’d better go first, so I explained what I had done and what the results had been. As they told me what it had felt like from their perspective—less like the ground was moving and more like somehow everything became easier as long as you were moving in that direction. Whether it was the horses, people walking, or the wagon wheels, everything just moved better. 

	
	“That is,” Rava added, “unless you tried to move in the opposite direction. Then, it felt like you were trying to swim upstream. If you weren’t the Sheriff, I’d tell you that you could make a fortune moving caravans that way. We made it all the way to the mountain pass, and I was starting to worry that you were going to try and take the wagons up the pass at night.”

	
	“I ran out of steam… err… ki I guess.”

	
	“That’s fine. It would be better if you didn’t try it again tomorrow. We need to move slower through the pass, so we don’t break any wheels or axles.”

	
	Nimeera spoke up, “And there is the fort to consider. They likely would be up in arms if an entire caravan started streaking across the ground toward them at the insane pace we must have kept yesterday.”

	
	“Was there any word from the fairies today?”

	
	Josie shook her head. 

	
	“Okay. Well, I want to visit Yonderton. I’m missing Mursha and Daria and seeing Robbie like this makes me want to see how much baby Sarah has grown. As I understand it, the pass is one of the safest parts of this journey, because it is patrolled by forces from Westerton. I’ll use the flight potions to get home, and then fly back, linking up with the caravan on the other side of the mountain.”

	
	I paused, knowing my next statement would go over like a turd in the punchbowl. “But, because of the threat from the fairies, I want to take Lina and Robbie back with me.”

	
	Lina looked at me. She tilted her head to the side with a glare and asked, “You’re planning on leaving me and Robbie in Yonderton, aren’t you?”

	
	“Not a silly bunnygirl at all, are you? I know you aren’t happy about it, but I want Robbie to be safe. So even if you don’t want to, do it because I ask you to—do it for our son.”

	
	“That isn’t fair!” Lina pouted.

	
	“He does have a point, sister,” Rava said.

	
	“I’ll spend tonight with just you, and we can leave in the morning. And I’ll still come back to visit you and the others every week. It isn’t like you won’t get time with me.”

	
	I could tell that she still wanted to argue against it, but knew that it was the wise decision. “Only because you asked it of me, husband. But you are gonna need to work extra hard to make it up to me tonight.”

	
	I threw my hands up in the air in mock fear. “Arghh… please, say it isn’t so.”

	
	She smiled and then we all ate, the conversation devolving into small talk about what trouble Lina could get into in Yonderton while I was away, or what Josie planned to do once we finally reached Centrum. They even teased me about meeting up with Rose in Westerton. 

	
	We talked late into the night, long after Rava had to leave to go take care of caravan business. Eventually, Auntie JoJo took a sleeping Robbie from his mother and let him cuddle with her for the night, and Lina dragged me off to the bedroom. 

	
	I loved it. Of course, any guy would have. And not needing to sleep made it a long night, although I finally let Lina get a couple hours of rest, right before dawn. I even let her sleep through the others tearing down the tent. She woke up with all the extra noise, but the gesture was still appreciated. 

	
	After the caravan started moving, I pulled out a potion and examined it. 

	
	Potion of Flight      

	Quality: Exquisite                   

	Duration: 30 minutes

	Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

	Agility: + 20%

	Max Speed: 300 mph

	 

	Description: This suspension will cause the imbiber to fly. It will be impossible for them to touch the ground, except in a crash—and even then, only briefly. They may maintain a height from 3’ off the ground to 1000’ feet in the air and travel without any physical effort at up to the maximum speed listed, for the duration listed. When the duration ends, all abilities will immediately cease. 

	 

	CAUTION: There will be no warning. 

	
	It was still potent, and the reminder was a good one—thirty minutes and no more. According to the map, the entrance to the mountain pass was a little less than one hundred and seventy-five miles from Yonderton. It seems a single potion wouldn’t get us back, but I could carry both Lina and Robbie in my arms, and we’d only have to use two potions to make it all the way back to Yonderton. 

	
	I launched into the air with Lina and Robbie in my arms and it was fun. Robbie seemed to like flying even more than riding on Rock. And who could blame him? It was exhilarating. The miles flew by and soon I was downing the second potion. 

	
	As Yonderton started to come into sight, I could already see that there were a number of new buildings, houses and shops. Rozelle, my city manager, was worth her weight in gold. Then we saw a figure rise up from the city on russet-colored wings, heading straight for us. 

	
	I sent out a telepathic message to Daria and she squealed for joy. 

	
	I couldn’t embrace her when we met in the air, but Daria took Robbie and flew with him. “He’s gotten so big, Lina, you must be so proud.” Then she showered the toddler with kisses.

	
	Lina told her about how he was saying ‘dada’ now, and they caught up for the rest of our flight. When we made it back, the potion was still in effect, so I couldn’t actually touch the ground. I set Lina down and she took Robbie from Daria. Then, the hawkgirl and I flew up into the air.

	
	We talked for a minute, but she pulled me in close and shushed me. “Less talk, more action.” 

	
	I laughed, as she was very handsy with me, but I didn’t resist. This was something unique that we had. None of my other wives were able to join the mile high club with me, and Daria clearly wanted to share that experience with me again. I still had enough time on my potion, if we were quick about it, so we launched ourselves upward. 

	
	Yes, indeed, this was the good life.

	
	
	 


Chapter 18 – Back to Yonder

	
	
	I spent the next two days in Yonderton. During that time, there were a few administrative things I had to attend to—but for the most part, I frustrated Rozelle by insisting that she handle it herself. With only two days, I wanted to spend as much time as possible with Mursha, Daria, and because I would be leaving her behind, Lina. 

	
	My reunion with Mursha ended up being just as passionate as being reinitiated into the mile-high club with Daria, but in her own way. I found her in the forge and soon it wasn’t just the furnace that was heating things up in there. I’d only been away from her for a little more than a week, but she already seemed to be showing more than before. I was finding myself more and more fascinated with my children, including the one who was on the way. 

	
	I passed the time listening to her talk about what projects she was working on to build up crafters in Yonderton. While I would listen, she leaned against me, and I absently rubbed my hand over her stomach. I could just barely make out a heartbeat if I enhanced my hearing, but my growing Soul Stat seemed to make another type of detection more obvious—I could feel the growing seed of a soul within her. 

	
	My daughter, Sarah was another delight. She was growing even faster than Robbie. Barely more than two weeks old, at least if you counted her hatching day as her birthday, she easily appeared to be at least nine-months-old. 

	
	I learned that hawkkin babies are usually born able to walk. Of course, their eggs are supposed to take much longer to hatch than ours did. Sarah looked far more like her mother than Robbie looked like a bunnykin; she had some notable differences from her brother. One of them was how she was having to try to learn to crawl—with wings.

	
	It was something I never would have considered, but it seemed to throw her balance off. On the other hand, they made it easier for her to stabilize herself when she pulled herself up against something. She was already very active and keeping Daria busier than she had expected. Of course, my hawkgirl wife had expected her baby to be born far more self-sufficient than the child we’d had, so this was all new to her. 

	
	Sarah giggled when I bounced her on my knee and loved it when I held her above my head and let her ‘fly’ around the room. She and Robbie quickly became fast friends, which was a relief to me. I truly wanted my children to be close, to have all that I’d had with my siblings, and more. 

	
	I got in a bit of ranged weapon training with Daria and even spent some time scouting with her. She introduced me to the scouts she was training, while Denne walked me through the patrol schedule for the deputies in town. Both were doing a great job and I knew for sure that I wouldn’t be taking back any part of their excellent management of things when I got back. 

	
	They might not like it, but it was good to be the king, or rather, the Sheriff. 

	
	There was another reason that I had wanted to come back to Yonderton, although I wouldn’t mention it to any of my wives. Not because I was hiding it, but because I didn’t want any of them to think they were anything less than the most important things in my life. 

	
	I finally was able to get an hour all by myself, my second afternoon in Yonderton. Shortly after I passed Sarah back to her mother for a meal, I made a beeline for the mana chamber. No one thought anything of it, because they all knew I’d made some great progress in that room before. 

	
	This time, however, my purpose was to gain knowledge rather than to train—not that I would turn down training. Two of my encounters with Telmorra, the goddess of mana, had been in that chamber and I hoped to draw her attention my way a third time. In preparation for this, I had asked Mursha, Denne, Daria, and Lina to each add as much of their mana into the chamber as they could spare. 

	
	Experience had showed me that gravity mana in there on its own could be dangerous, but I hoped to balance its effects with each of the other types. My plan was that by adding Life, Air, and Space mana in as well, that the balance would not become a life and death struggle simply to avoid being crushed. 

	
	There was also the fact that I was much more resilient than I had been the last time I’d done something foolish in the Mana Chamber—like bring in multiple Gravity Mana charged crystals in here with me. 

	
	When I climbed into the chamber, I could feel the density of the mana already inside. This was not only due to what my wives and deputy had contributed, it was also because the only thing I’d spent much time discussing with Rozelle was potential upgrades that we could purchase with our merits. I’d authorized her to make a few expenditures that she felt were essential for the growth of the town, but also used a big chunk myself to upgrade the mana chamber. I’d actually purchased two upgrades—upgrading the Mana Chamber from Tier 2 to Tier 4.

	
	Tier 4 Mana Chamber: 1200 merits – just as all the earlier iterations of this room, it will focus the spirit of Telmorra, goddess of mana. With this upgrade, the density of mana in this room will automatically be set to 35x normal and has an upper cap of 50x normal. 

	 

	Adjacent areas in the basement—which include the training range, black smithy, alchemy lab, and any other additions you make—will have their mana density increased by an even greater percent than previous iterations. The maximum increase for adjacent rooms will now be 7x normal mana density. 

	 

	With this upgrade, venting will also be run which can be pumped into any two rooms within the sheriff’s office/home. Those rooms will enjoy an increased mana density of 5x. 

	
	Increased mana density has a number of positive effects, including improving the growth of mana related skills and mana regeneration. It also makes crafts related to mana easier to use. It is hypothesized that denser mana may have other purposes, but there is little known about that—or if there is, it is a closely guarded secret of Telmorra.

	
	I opted to have the piping run into the kitchen. I had visions of Lina learning to cook dishes which would provide boosts because of the amount of mana in them. The second vent I wanted to place so that it would go to the outside training area. Before I clicked approve, however, I got a warning that the mana density for such a large area would only be 3x not the 5x of a smaller room. Hearing that, I changed my mind and routed it into the master bedroom. Maybe that exposure would be beneficial while we slept—or did other things in there. 

	
	As to the last part of the description, I was pretty sure that one of the those closely guarded secrets about denser mana was that it made it easier for Telmorra to manifest and directly interact with events and people on Olimero. The notification about the upgrade also reminded me of something 

	
	At first, it might have seemed like a difference without distinction, but I had learned that the wording of notifications could be significant—even more so, the titles of beings. I had started thinking of Telmorra as the goddess of magic, but that wasn’t really true. 

	
	She was the goddess of mana. I needed to remember that. It was something that bore some thoughtful consideration. 

	
	For now, though, I just wanted to draw her attention. I climbed into the mana chamber and sealed it behind me—setting the door for a single hour. I simply didn’t have all that much time to spare, and what I hoped to do was probably a long shot. The chamber was already loaded up with mana, which was automatically condensed and multiplied, but I could knew I could improve upon it.

	
	I sat down and started cycling the mana through my core, making it even denser. The chamber responded by distilling still more mana—or as the description had called it, the spirit of Telmorra. The mana congealed, but rather than trying to hold it all in my core, I sent it back out into the chamber. I kept working at it until the mana density had reached 50x normal density, as close as I could estimate. 

	
	Then, I focused on cycling it through me faster and faster—even though I didn’t seem to be able to increase its density any further. I did push out any of the less dense mana in my channels and soaked up this more potent version. It was going to be interesting to see how much more effective the byproducts from this mana would be. 

	
	A half-hour passed and nothing happened. No little voice in my head appeared and nothing prompted me to do anything. I was used to staying laser focused for long periods of time on a single task like this, so my mind had no trouble staying on task. But I’d also found that the more solid my mind core became, the easier it was to multi-task. A portion of my mind started throwing out wild idea of what I might be able to do to attract the attention of a certain goddess of mana.

	
	One of those stuck and I decided to try it. This room condensed mana, but I wondered what it would do to my ki. Ki was the result of my unique body composition taking in the mana of Olimero and converting it to a new form of energy which I could use. In many ways, ki was far simpler than mana—mostly because it wasn’t typed. It either was or it wasn’t. 

	
	I started pushing ki out of my body. I started just by creating a ki-aura around my body, but it didn’t break down in the air and simply surrounded me without dissipating. Apparently, without anything acting on the aura, I could maintain it indefinitely without any further expenditure of ki. 

	
	My next idea was to do some simple punches and project the ki out several inches into the room. I had to be careful, though, because I didn’t want to break my newly upgraded and very expensive mana chamber. 

	
	I thrust my arm forward and focused on projecting the ki out a single foot from my hand. With a little practice I got it to work smoothly. That was a gain, in and of itself. I even got one skill up.

	
	Ki Slice: +1

	
	What it didn’t do, was leave any ki lingering in the room. It all seemed to disappear with nothing left to show that it had ever been there. 

	
	Growing frustrated, I was down to only fifteen minutes left on my allotted hour. I should have known better than to allow that type of frustration to build up within me. It always led to me trying something stupid.

	
	Before I knew what I was doing, I had placed my hands against the floor of the mana chamber and began to infuse them with ki. My hands were instantly glowing and soon my arms were, too, up to my elbows. I could feel the power packed into my body and knew just how deadly a punch with this level of ki infusion could be. 

	
	Then, for no better reason than I could and I wanted to see what would happen, I tried to push that infusion into the mana chamber. It was stupid. I should have known better. 

	
	 A moment later, a siren started going off and a flashing red notification popped up. 

	
	Error. Incompatible energy introduced into framework of mana chamber. 

	 

	Adaptation of raw energy is not possible. 

	 

	Integration impossible. 

	
	I felt the air around me ripple and suddenly Telmorra was yelling at me inside my head. 

	
	“What sort of stupid, motherless, slug for brains are you? Even you should know better than to try and combine mana and ki like that. The systems here are built upon a mana-based world. That is why I was included in the creation of this world.”

	
	“Hello, Telmorra.”

	
	“Ugh, be careful, mortal. I’m half tempted to part the veil to come and teach you a lesson—no matter the price.”

	
	“I just said hello.”

	
	“Yes, and ignored all my ranting and instructions before acting like we are old drinking buddies who just reconnected.” She snorted.

	
	I almost couldn’t contain the urge to laugh at her righteous anger. The gods were always trying to push me around, so I took a certain delight in pissing her off. Still, there were limits to my suicidal tendencies, so I refrained from intentionally provoking the goddess any further. 

	
	“I was trying to speak to you. It isn’t like I can just shoot you a text.”

	
	“Hmm… a text… ah yes, a form of technology-based communication on your world. And of course, you can’t reach out to me. I’m a goddess and you are… not.”

	
	I bit back my comment about her being the one who wanted me to devote myself to her, but I managed to restrain myself, if only barely. 

	
	“I still need to know something, and it seems like you might be the most trustworthy source. But now, I’m curious. Why can’t I blend ki and mana?”

	
	“Damn your curiosity. I swear! I don’t know why I let a mortal talk to me like you do, but fine. You can’t use mana, only the twisted by-products that come from your breaking it down and converting it into what you call ki—an ugly and uniquely simple type of energy, if an admittedly useful one.”

	
	“I thought you wanted to experiment on me, to learn how my cultivation and ki works. Surely, you must think that there is some way to make it compatible with this world’s mana.”

	
	“You’ve already proven that you can make new hybrid races. I believe your children will have the potential to use either ki or mana—but I don’t yet know if they will have the ability to use both. And then your soul-bonding and repeated condensing of mana for your foxkin and hawkkin wives created nascent cores in them. But what I want to know, is if there is a way to use your ki systems of advancement without a reliance upon the physical connections you have established. Not all of us are fixated on rutting like animals."

	
	“Korkanis sure seems to think it has its place—he uses it as a reward quite a bit.”

	
	“Yes,” the goddess rolled her eyes, “he knows how mortals work and it suits his uniquely twisted sensibilities to play on those tendencies.”

	
	“And what about Sativa offering to turn me into her consort?”

	
	Telmorra’s voice erupted in my mind then. “What?! Oh… you are… no, you aren’t jesting. She did. I can see it in your mind. Ah… she tried to hide that particular offer from the rest of us.”

	
	“Why?” I asked, “Is it against some rule?”

	
	“No, but remember what I told you. If you are close to advancing to immortality, it will likely cause some of the other gods to want to strike you down. Some gods make it their purpose not to allow any new gods to arise. Sativa is taking a risk, but not breaking any rules. She is betting a lot on the hope that you are worth more than what she puts at risk. Perhaps I need to pay more attention to her little breeding experiments.”

	
	“I’ll thank you not to refer to my wives and children as breeding experiments. You may be a goddess, but trust me—if you say that in my hearing again, you will regret it.”

	
	I felt a flicker of amusement from Telmorra at my threat, but she didn’t say anything. She likely wasn’t going to stick around and answer my questions for long, so I jumped right to it. “I’ve had a run in with fairies sent by someone calling herself Delicia, the fairy queen. Did you have anything to do with that?”

	
	The goddess laughed. “You still don’t believe me that I really want less from you than any of the others do—even Mensor wants you to change the world. I just want to understand what you represent. But to answer your question… no, it wasn’t me. It was Mensor who drew the fairies’ attention to your little merchant caravan.”

	
	“What?! Why… no, never mind. I have my own ideas about what he wants. I thought the fairies were your creatures. Can you do anything to help with them?”

	
	There was a moment of silence. I felt something churning around me and then she replied, “That isn’t the right question.”

	
	I thought for a second. Of course, everything with these immortal beings was about what I could do for them. That was the way it seemed to be with all these so-called gods. “Fine, what do you want in order to help me deal with the fairies?”

	
	“Much better. You need to understand the pecking order. I am more than willing to help you, and would gladly do so if you would simply pledge yourself to me. We can iron out the details later, if you want.”

	
	“Pass.”

	
	“As I suspected. Well, then I guess you’re on your own.”

	
	I wanted to scream in frustration at her, but somehow I knew that she was already gone. This had been a colossal waste of time. I performed deep breathing exercises for a full minute and focused on cycling my ki. 

	
	I didn’t actually need to breathe, but it was still a useful way to calm myself. My wives deserved a calm husband. There had to be more than one way to pull the wings off a fairy. 

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 19 – Time to Hunt

	
	
	The rest of the day, and definitely that night, went much better. By the next morning, when I downed the potion of flight and started back to the caravan, I felt ready to handle the fairy problem on my own. I was tired of monsters hunting me; it was time for me to hunt the monsters. 

	
	It annoyed me that Mensor would have smiled at that thought, but maybe he was right. Maybe, in order to keep my family safe, I needed to become more of a monster than a man. I certainly wasn’t human any longer. 

	
	Streaking through the air, I downed the second potion right after I passed the twenty-nine minute mark. A short time later, I was flying past the area where Stan had been taken. I thought about going on the offensive, but decided that it could wait. I wanted to check on the caravan first. We had plenty of ingredients after the hunt with Rose to make more potions of flight, so I wasn’t worried about traveling. 

	
	I looked forward and saw that I was approaching the mountains. Before I could start to climb, though, I caught a sparkle out of the corner of my eye. An instant later, I felt a surge of mana unlike any I had ever felt—then suddenly, I wasn’t flying any longer. The magic of my potion failed, and a flashing notification appeared. 

	
	I was only a thousand feet up, so I ignored the notification for now and focused on the fact that the ground was approaching much faster than I wanted. A part of me told me I could survive the impact, but there was no Lina here to heal me. No, I shook my head, that would be a stupid risk for not enough gain.

	
	My core had already started spinning faster, on reflex. I pushed and the ki formed a barrier around me. Then, I realized what I needed to do. It would be risky to send a ki slice into the ground, hoping that it would generate enough force to slow my fall. That would require me reshaping the skill—because, frankly, it didn’t work like that. 

	
	I had an easier way to deal with this. As I got close to the ground, I burned some of the Space Mana byproduct which I had stored up. With it, I suddenly appeared fifty feet higher than I had been just a moment before, and moving in the opposite direction. It would have been tricky to try and teleport directly to the ground because my momentum stayed with me. 

	
	Instead, I’d reversed that momentum and made it work for me. I used the jumping power to move upward, the momentum of my fall causing me to shoot up even higher. At one hundred feet above the ground, my upward motion stalled out and I started to fall again. 

	
	Once again, when I was within ten feet of the round, I burned more Space Mana byproduct and appeared twenty feet above the ground, but again falling upwards. My upward momentum succumbed to gravity when I was still thirty-five feet up in the air. Now, though, I had no doubts about falling from this height, so I simply let myself drop until I blasted into the ground. 

	
	I immediately started looking around for whatever had attacked me. I had a good idea that it was a fairy, but all I’d seen was the brief sparkle. There was still the notification waiting for me, but I held off on checking it as I expanded my senses. 

	
	Ah… there it was. I sensed a tiny figure with rapidly beating wings in the air about three hundred feet above the ground, five hundred feet away from me. I pushed off against the ground, empowering my legs with ki. The ground behind me buckled as I streaked forward faster than anything else should have been able to react, yet somehow, I slammed into a wall of sparkling light. 

	
	The rainbow cracked as I bounced off it, giving off a sound somewhere between crunching metal and shattering glass. Behind the wall, I saw a striking woman no taller than six inches with rapidly fluttering translucent wings. Her eyes widened in shock when her magical barrier cracked. 

	
	It felt almost like a net as the power of my leaping surge pushed me several inches into it before it ultimately held and flung me back towards the ground once again. The impact hurt, but not significantly—my body was simply too durable and the ki barrier around me provided an additional layer of protection. This falling to the ground was getting old. But thanks to the condensing of the mana chamber, I still had plenty of Space Mana byproduct to burn. 

	
	I allowed my speed to build as I fell almost to the ground before twisting in space to appear just above the tiny fairy. This time, however, I maintained the downward angle of my body so that the momentum of my fall drove me into the fairy. As I’d hoped, she didn’t have a shield up behind her. 

	
	I slammed into her at nearly terminal velocity. 

	
	I may never win a prize for the best decision making, but fortunately for me, my hard head sat atop an equally tough body. This made me the perfect wrecking ball. Well, that, and the fact that my mass was something like three hundred times her own. 

	
	As I slammed into her, I flared the ki around my body and watched as she let out a loud oomph. Her tiny wings were trapped against my body, but the force of our now combined fall allowed her to get away from me. 

	
	I managed to grab her with one hand, only to experience a powerful electrical shock which left my entire arm numb. As the blue current danced along my arm, I lost my hold on her, and she flitted away but by this point our impact was all but assured. I lost track of her but managed to pull off my spatial stepping trick one more time so that when I did fall to the ground it was from a manageable height above the ground. 

	
	She wasn’t so lucky, as her wings weren’t able to slow her fall before she struck the ground like a bullet. I expected she was dead at that point, but as I shook out my right arm, I was reminded just how powerful and varied her magic was. It would be foolish of me to count her out of the fight without confirming it. 

	
	I streaked across the ground toward where she had impacted and, sure enough, just as I was closing with her, she gave off a brilliant pulse of light. It was like a tiny sun just exploded in front of me, though with all of the light and none of the heat. My heightened vision went black for a moment, but with my mind moving faster than ever, I shifted automatically to my other senses. My expanded sense of touch felt the beat of her wings as she tried to take to the air—somewhat unsteadily, I might add. 

	
	I lashed out, trying to grab her again, but this time she wasn’t pinned to me mid-fall and it turned out she was quite agile. I don’t have any idea what a fairy’s racial stat caps were, but her Agility had to be well above one hundred. Luckily it wasn’t so much that I couldn’t keep pressure on her, especially since one of her wings wasn’t beating as well as the other. 

	
	She shrieked at me, “How dare you touch me uninvited!”

	
	Oh? This must be another of the princesses, or possibly—judging from her power—it might even be the queen herself.”

	
	 I didn’t bother to banter with her but instead acted as though I was reaching for her again. She managed to jump back out of my grasp, but I hadn’t just been grabbing for her. Instead, I channeled ki out of my hand to extend the force of my thrusting arm by a full foot. The solidified ki slammed into her and her small body doubled over with another oomph. 

	
	That bought me a second to send more ki to my eyes and clear them up. Then, I pounced on the fairy, grabbing her—or at least I attempted to. Her body grew before my eyes and soon she was more like 5’6”, rather than 6” tall. She was still properly proportioned, with a body to make any man swoon and an ethereal beauty to make even elves jealous. 

	
	She snapped out a kick with a foot wrapped in a sandal type contraption that laced halfway up her very shapely calf. The impact of the kick was laughable, but not as much as her reaction. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like something broke in her foot when it impacted under my chin. 

	
	I wasn’t knocked back at all, but she howled in pain, flipping backwards only to catch herself midair a few feet away as she hovered on furiously beating wings. I took this opportunity to get a better look at her. She had a body built for sin, but her face was alien—even more so than an elf’s. 

	
	It was perfect in its dimensions, other than her cartoonishly large eyes. Her chin, nose, and cheeks had sharp angles—almost like someone had combined the beauty of a super model with certain insect like qualities. 

	
	Not wanting her to get too much of a break, I surged forward again. This time, I was met by Ice Mana which formed into a blizzard in less than a second. Her power was so far beyond anything I’d seen Melossi do, that I almost didn’t know what to make of it. Ice formed in the air faster than I could cross the distance between us. The rapid temperature change producing a dramatic shift in air pressure which pushed me backwards, even if only for a few feet. 

	
	The ice which formed along my body streamed off of me like icicles, demonstrating the force which had just been directed against me. Her eyes widened again, and I tried to force a smile, but my face was covered by a thin layer of ice which muted the desired effect. Once again, I surged my ki with a pulse from my core and the ice covering me shattered. 

	
	I took a forceful step forward and, rather than slipping as she might have hoped, my foot shattered the ice on the ground. Then, just as I was pushing forward again, I felt a wave of magic hit me. This time it wasn’t anything physical, but rather something akin to Emotion Mana. 

	
	Suddenly, thoughts about how beautiful she was filled my mind. I was supposed to think that I was in love with her. The weight of this magic was more like a compulsion, compared to the gentle nudges which Nimeera had used on me before, but my resistance to the catgirl had prepared me to shake off the effects, now. 

	
	That, and I was now INDOMITABLE. I wasn’t going to be swayed by her magic. 

	
	The physical gesture of shaking my head wasn’t necessary as I pushed off her attempt to influence me, but it still felt satisfying. I hadn’t thought her eyes could get any larger, but now they were full-blown Powerpuff Girls wide. 

	
	“What are you?” she gasped.

	
	I didn’t answer once again because I was torn between just wanting to kill her for attacking me, and thinking that if I had to negotiate with her, I wanted to be able to do it from a position of power. 

	
	She held up a hand, and I saw the air shimmer as a prismatic barrier appeared between us once again. She gasped for a second, catching her breath. We eyed each other through the barrier, but just as I was getting ready to press my attack, she raised her hand again, waving off someone or something else. 

	
	I glanced up and saw that there were at least a dozen more fairies behind her. Shit, my bargaining position just got much weaker. Now, I’d have only one chance to take her down before the others literally swarmed me. 

	
	I held up, though, when she asked, “How are you possibly this dense?”

	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 20 - You Want to Talk?

	
	
	“Is that an insult, or a compliment?” I grumbled. 

	
	For just a moment, I thought she was calling me stupid. Maybe my recent conversation with Telmorra could be blamed for that, but then I realized she was talking about my actual physical density. I had been getting heavy and denser as my level of body cultivation advanced. 

	
	“Somehow,” I continued, “such a backhanded compliment seems almost as rude as if I were to ask you what you weigh.”

	
	I heard trilling snickers come from some of the tiny fairies who were hovering around us. The fairy I had battled was almost certainly their queen. The small tiara-like crown on her head was something of a give-away. 

	
	One of the rings on her finger flashed, and suddenly the strained look of pain on her face intensified briefly before disappearing. I heard the sound of bone grinding against bone and saw her injured foot suddenly take on a more natural shape. I had been too caught up in the battle to really take note, but apparently it had been twisted around at an awkward angle. She likely had broken it when she’d tried to kick me. Her bad wing likewise shimmered and seemed to be back to its proper shape. 

	
	The expression on my face grew grim. Not only was she powerful, but she also had powerful magical items to aid her. Then, there was also the fact that she had brought reinforcements. I felt it was reasonable to assume that none of the others would be as strong as she was, but I couldn’t pin all my hope on small blessings like that. There were twelve of them, after all. 

	
	So, I swallowed my pride and extended an olive branch. “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. Err… maybe that’s a poor choice of words, given what happened—but then again, diplomacy isn’t really my thing. Anyway, I’m Rob Case, the Sheriff of Yonder. To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

	
	She flashed me a smile. She knew the deck was stacked in her favor but seemed willing to play the game. 

	
	“I’m Delicia, queen of all fairies. And perhaps you’re right. Perhaps we did get off on the wrong wing. My people are not accustomed to dealing with the lesser races. Then again, you are the man from another world who the gods have been whispering about.”

	
	“I take it Mensor dropped some clues for you? He was upset when I didn’t accept his offer to become the king of monsters and escaped from his temple.”

	
	Her face was alien enough that it was hard to be sure, but for a moment, she looked confused. Then a light seemed to flick on. 

	
	“Ah, yes, that would make sense. The god of monsters might try to manipulate us. That makes things add up better. I had wondered how my daughters learned some of what they had gleaned.”

	
	“Still, did you have to attack my caravan?”

	
	“Oh, if we had wanted to truly attack it with our power, all of your people would be dead now. No, you have likely heard one side of the history of fairies on Olimero. If you’d like, I’d be willing to tell you the truth of it.”

	
	“From your perspective.”

	
	She smiled. “Yes, but then all truth is only the truth as it is seen by the one speaking. I’ve never understood the expression, ‘in my opinion’. Of course, it is your opinion or hopefully you wouldn’t spout it out. You may not choose to believe my story, but you aren’t from this world, so you should try to come at it with an open mind. My side of things is entitled to at least as much of a hearing as whatever your wives may have told you about us.”

	
	“And you want to have this discussion here?”

	
	“It would be far more comfortable in our grove, but you are oddly powerful, and I’d hate to have you damage our grove while you were being subdued. And have no doubt, that is the only outcome that would be possible.”

	
	I felt that piece of me which was INDOMITABLE surge up at her words. I wanted to shove them in her face and prove that no one could overcome me. But I restrained myself, mostly. I had to make this trait work for me not control me. 

	
	“I’d invite you to join me with my caravan on the other side of the mountains, but I would hate for your daughters to kill any of my people before I was able to squish all of them.”

	
	We locked eyes as each of us stared at the another, locked in a battle of wills. Perhaps it was more a battle of wills than I even knew, as shortly after this started, I got a notification. I still had others that needed viewing from combat, but this one I allowed to fill my vision. 

	
	Soul Resistance: +1

	
	She shook her head as she stared at me as though confused by something. 

	
	I simply smiled and said, “It isn’t very polite to do something like that after you say that you want to have a peaceful conversation. How am I ever going to trust you?”

	
	“You continue to be a mystery. Luckily for you when one is as old as I am you tend to crave mysteries and new things more than anything else. Eternal life is a burden in many ways. Perhaps you can bring something of a respite to my boredom.”

	
	“Well more than one of my wives has said that I’m their favorite form of entertainment.”

	
	She giggled. It was almost girlish, and seemed out of place with the power of the aura I was now able to sense from her, particularly when combined with her alien features. “Now look who’s being unfair. It isn’t nice to flirt with a woman who’s been sexually deprived as long as I have, but then again—that is part of our story.”

	
	Then she looked upward. “Daughters, create a small grove and prepare tea service.”

	
	The twelve fairies overhead all began to flit about. I felt numerous strands of mana being tossed out. Earth Mana, Nature Mana, Plant Mana, Summoning Mana, there were simply too many for me to track even though my still forming mind core made the task easier than it would have been before. 

	
	As the ground sprouted up trees and a table shaped from a tree, complete with chairs woven from branches, I took a second and glanced at my other notifications in the hope that some of them would give me a leg up against my opponents. 

	
	You have been struck by Null-Magic. All active magical effects have been negated. The duration of your Potion of Flight has been forcibly ended, immediately. 

	
	Well, that explained the initial attack. That was likely a powerful ability. I ran through my mind thinking about how it might affect my strategy. I didn’t know if it would stop my guns from being shot. The powder was, after all, an alchemical composition— even if the rounds were just solid metal slugs. 

	
	Most of my gear was magical—from my sword, to the armor Sativa had given me when I was transported here. I didn’t know if it would affect a sentient weapon but then again, the blade would still be a sharp piece of metal even if it did. As for the armor, I didn’t really depend on it for protection now. My body was likely more durable than the armor now, but I wore it out of habit. 

	
	My bow would definitely be effective, but I likely wouldn’t have used it in this situation anyway. I wondered if she could cancel my use of mana by-products. They weren’t really magic. They were the waste product created when I converted mana to ki—waste products that I had learned were not such a waste after all. 

	
	Thinking about my ki, I doubted that her power would affect it at all. She had seemed completely unprepared for it. If I had to guess she had powerful sensory ability which allowed her to detect mana but my ki was essentially invisible to those senses. All of this simply helped me focus on what strategies would work. 

	
	She might actually be stronger than me, but I didn’t think she was beyond me because she didn’t have a good counter for my cultivation-based abilities. I just had to remember that I couldn’t count on my gear to work for me including the gravity powers in my shield which would have been useful against a flying foe or the mana draining powers of my gloves. Fortunately, I could still drain mana on my own, just not as quickly. 

	
	I looked at the next couple of notifications. Nothing was really odd but them, but they were all welcome. 

	
	By-Product Manipulation: +3% (current 92%)

	Metallic Body +1

	Mind Core +1% (current 97%)

	Toxic Resistance: +2

	
	Hmm… I didn’t recall her trying to poison me, but it was a good warning. Actually, a really good warning if she was expecting me to drink tea with her.

	
	As I read the last of the notifications, I looked around and saw that the grassy hillside we had been standing on, or that I had been standing on and she was hovering above, was now a perfect little forest grove. A ring of thirty-foot-tall willow trees had sprung up around us. Various flowers grew all around the trees creating a colorful backdrop. In the center of the grove was what appeared to be a table carved from a tree stump, but I could still sense life in it. There were even green sprigs budding from its sides. Two chairs were set on either side of the stump. They were made of woven branches or rather vines which had sprung up from the ground. 

	
	It wasn’t lost on me that someone who could create a chair like that could also use those vines as a weapon or more likely a type of restraint. Sitting on such a chair was going to open me up to that. If I was going to listen to her, I was going to have to count on my superior stats to get me through. 

	
	Delicia descended fully to the ground and then took a step to the chair on the far side of the table. She sat down gracefully, no sexily. I checked myself for any sense that she was influencing me, but no this was just the simple fact that she was an attractive woman and the way she sat pulled her gown up to expose more of her shapely legs. 

	
	“Won’t you join me? Or is a chair like that too tough for you to sit in? I would have thought with your density, that it wouldn’t matter if a tiny thorn or two poked into your back.”

	
	She was taunting me. Ugh, how I would have preferred to simply fight, but I was trying to act like how Rava might in this situation. That gave me the idea to reach out, but I wasn’t able to make contact. Either they were still too far away, or the mountain between us was blocking my attempts to reach her. 

	
	I stepped up and took my seat across from her. The chair was surprisingly comfortable with just enough support while also shifting to accommodate my form. In front of me on the table was a tea pot, two cups, what looked like sugar cubes, and perhaps cream. 

	
	She waved her hand and another of the fairies grew to be the size of a regular human woman. She was just as alien in her appearance as the queen, but not quite as beautiful. 

	
	Delicia said, “Sema, please serve our guest.”

	
	The fairies eyes lit up and she said, “I’d be happy to serve him in anyway which you’d allow, my queen.”

	
	Ugh, so we were back to that. 

	
	“Not really sure how to address a queen, but since I call gods and goddesses by their names, I’m gonna follow the same policy with you. Delicia you can cut out the little games. We need to reach an agreement of non-aggression, or this is just going to devolve back into a fight considering your people attacked my caravan and then you attacked me.”

	
	“Well truthfully, I was a bit upset by how you handled Princess Gamia, but my attack was more of a test. One which you passed with flying colors.”

	
	“Whatever, I like training as much as anyone.” Then I chuckled. “I suppose my wives would say I like it more than is healthy but any offer you make is going to have to be convincing given how our relationship started off.”

	
	“I suppose so, hmm, now if only there were something I could offer you as a gesture of good faith.” Then she got a wicked grin on her face.

	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 21 – Verbal Sparring

	
	
	“If I must take it on faith, what—if anything—that has come from you or yours has been good?” 

	
	Her smile grew even wider. “Oh, I knew there was one way you could be fun, and then fighting with you was quite exhilarating, too. I don’t think I’ve been this worked up in a couple hundred years. I never would have guessed that the verbal sparring would be so entertaining.”

	
	I made a flourishing gesture with my hand and a half bow while staying seated. “Glad to be so entertaining, your majesty.”

	
	She made a show of fanning herself. “Oh, don’t start using honorifics now. I thought we were getting intimate and those ‘your majesties’ ruin the mood.”

	
	I grinned. “Really, one of my wives sorta likes it when I call her Mistress. She is my alchemy teacher after all. Then she likes it even more when I turn the tables on her, and the mistress finds herself on the receiving end of a spanking.”

	
	She winked. “Playful indeed. But yes, you were asking for a non-aggression pact. Suitably wise. I doubt you’ll want to drink my tea without some assurances. So here we go: I, Delicia, queen of all fairies, pledge that you will be entirely safe from harm…”

	
	“As defined by me,” I interjected.

	
	She frowned but then continued. “You will be entirely safe from harm, as defined by you, from myself or any of my people for the duration of this conversation and for one hour thereafter. As gesture of good faith, I offer you this token.” 

	
	Then she made a quick circular motion in the air with her hand and suddenly a slender rod with a clear crystal atop it appeared in her hand. It was perhaps ten inches long, not including the crystal, and an inch in diameter. In her delicate hand, though, it looked much larger.

	
	She held it out for me to inspect but rather than touching it, I simply assessed it. 

	
	Null Magic Rod - single use item.    

	 

	Wt: 1.2 lbs. 

	 

	Effect: This rod will trigger a single use of null magic on any target within 300 feet. The target and everything around them within a 5-foot sphere will be affected by null magic. Duration: 15 seconds give or take 10 seconds depending upon the power of the affected target.

	 

	Null magic temporarily shuts down any mana-based effect, including enchantments, potions, and personally created effects. Duration may vary but never exceeds a few seconds. Mages will suffer headaches and nausea, which may be debilitating, when subjected to null magic. 

	
	Hmm… was it possible that she was truly trying to negotiate in good faith. Now, I was halfway curious to see what she wanted from me, although given what my wives had told me about the situation the fairies were in made me pretty sure I knew.

	
	“And what do you desire in exchange?”

	
	“Why, simply for you to listen to my side of the story and a subsequent proposal I shall make with an open mind. You can stop listening at any time, but as soon as you do, the one hour of non-aggression begins. Of course, if you accept my proposal then this won’t be an issue.”

	
	Oh yeah, I knew where this was going, but fighting my way out of here was probably only a 50/50 proposition, given their apparent ability to negate my Potions of Flight. 

	
	“Okay,” I nodded, “I agree to your offer and accept your gift given as a sign of good faith.”

	
	I reached out and grabbed the rod from her hand. There was a tingle as my gloved hand brushed against her skin. She was brimming full of mana, a practical smorgasbord. I almost got hungry, just from that touch. 

	
	I slipped the rod under my belt rather than in a spatial pouch, as I didn’t know if it would be compatible with a magical container. I figured the best thing, would be to allow Rava to take a look at it. For that to happen, though, I needed to get safely away from here. 

	
	“Okay, I’m listening,” I said. 

	
	To prove my point, I added a couple of sugar cubes to my tea and took a sip. My stomach clenched up for just a moment as I braced myself for poison, but I didn’t feel a thing. It turned out the tea was actually quite good, if you liked that sort of thing. 

	
	“My people are ones who exist on other worlds—although I was born here on Olimero and any of the fairies who were brought here by Telmorra and Sativa have long since died. We were only modified in one way by Sativa, and that was to strip us of our ability to travel across dimensions. Thus, all the fairies of Olimero are trapped here, and no other fairies can travel to this world.”

	
	I nodded. “That sounds like Sativa, alright. She didn’t exactly give me all the details before she brought me here, either.”

	
	“My people are bastions of magic, and any world we live on has a higher grade of mana. We are connected to Telmorra as she was once a member of a related race—you could say we are distant cousins—but we revere her like an honored older sister, not like a goddess.”

	
	“I bet she loves that.”

	
	Delicia smiled at my sarcasm. “I can see that you’ve met Telmorra, then. When she is in a good mood, she can be quite helpful… but when she feels disrespected or gets upset, she is a full-on bitch.”

	
	I didn’t say anything but grinned to hear Delicia’s assessment. 

	
	“So much so, that when Sativa became angry with us for subjugating the lesser races, it was Telmorra who helped her to curse us. Keep in mind that my people didn’t ask to be brought to Olimero. To us, the beastkin, orcs, and even the elves—who we somewhat related to—were crude in their understanding of magic.” 

	
	She  paused, sighing. “Although, sadly, we too have lost much of what we once had. Having fallen far from the pinnacle of our power, even here.”

	
	An uneasy quiet settled between us, as the fairy queen pensively stared off into nowhere, obviously thinking about the past. Hell, depending on how ancient she really was, possibly even remembering it.

	
	She shook her head to bring herself back to the present. “We can hardly be blamed for trying to bring order to this chaotic world. We went to war with all the other races and, despite being greatly outnumbered, our leaders thought we had a decent chance of winning.”

	
	She took a sip of her own tea before continuing. “I was not yet born when the war started and was quite young when it ended.”

	
	“Dare I ask why your people lost?” I ventured, brows raised. 

	
	“The problem for those who are magically strong but physically weak, is much like what you saw while we were battling. Magic is a powerful tool and can wreak great destruction—but if we slip up even once, we can be physically overwhelmed. Add to that the fact that virtually all of my people have to sleep to recover our mana—well, we couldn’t be perpetually vigilant.”

	
	“I can see where this is going,” I said. “You fairies were overwhelmed by the superior numbers of the other races. I’m not going to agree with your characterization of them as lesser, though, just because they were different from you.”

	
	She shrugged. “Perhaps you’re right, but it is hard to reverse hundreds of years of thinking a particular way all at once. Suffice it to say, that we were defeated and then cursed by the gods as a punishment. The last of our males died during the war and no new ones would be born. We had the magic to entrap males from other races and due to the way Sativa made Olimero, all of our children are born as fairies—but the curse makes it so that any fairy who is born, is female.” 

	
	I winced. “That is rough, but I’m sure some directors of questionable films back home would love a set up like that.”

	
	She seemed confused by my comment, so I waved it away and said, “Never mind. Sometimes I make references to things from the world I came from which make absolutely no sense here.”

	
	She smiled then. “You really are quite entertaining. But, ever since the curse, my people are a dying race. We can capture males and have more fairy girls, but it has become more and more dangerous to get close to any of the populated areas. Thus, you find us living near the frontier, but not so close to the truly wild parts that we have to deal with monsters—the irony, of course, being that we are no longer considered a race of Olimero, but instead are considered monsters.”

	
	“What makes you unique, then?” I asked. “Unless that is rude of me to ask... I mean, it is obvious that you are powerful—perhaps even to the point of what might be considered A-rank. If there were more than a few fairies as powerful as you, then I would have to think that even the cities wouldn’t stand a chance against you.”

	
	“No, you are not wrong.” The look she gave me was a mix of self-pity and self-loathing. “I am fully considered an A ranked monster on Olimero, now. But the gods get nervous about monsters as powerful as me. I think they fear that we might find a way to ascend beyond mortality. Thus, both the elder dragons and fairies have each been smited by the gods—just in different ways.”

	
	“If you are that powerful, how is it that you couldn’t easily defeat me?”

	
	“First off, you’re assuming that I couldn’t have if I wanted to, but being fair, you are not a weakling yourself. Your path of power is completely different from my own—which is what gives me some hope, but if I had to guess, you are nearing A rank yourself. Just know that the final jump is quite significant. As for our fight, your type is a perfect counter to me, but with enough preparation I could overcome that.” A grin tugged at the corners of her lips as she took another sip of tea. “So, don’t think yourself too safe.”

	
	When she smiled this time, her teeth had grown sharp, and it was a bit terrifying. 

	
	“So essentially your story is the same as what I was told but you paint yourselves as the victims because you didn’t ask to be brought to Olimero and somehow that justified you subjugating or was it going to be exterminating all the other races?”

	
	“Yes, but it sounds harsh when you say it like that. Yet, I can’t explain the decisions of those who came before me. They had their own motivations. Honestly, until encountering you, the lack of soul based abilities for all but a few monsters truly make the other races seem lesser.”

	
	“So, you did try to possess me?”

	
	She leaned forward on her elbows and stared directly into my eyes. “No. I did not try to possess you, but I did attack your soul. It wasn’t a particularly powerful attack, but it at least confirmed that you do have abilities beyond just the Law of Blood.”

	
	“Fair enough. Now you said you have a proposal?”

	
	“Somehow, I’m fairly certain that you know at least part of what I’m going to propose. I’m also confident that you are a man used to being propositioned by women. Your status as a chosen of Sativa, along with the other… peculiarities about you must make you quite unique.”

	
	Now it was my turn to lean forward. “Getting propositioned by beautiful women never gets old, even with five gorgeous wives. But we do have an agreement and they have a strict look but no touching policy, which only seems fair to me.”

	
	She made that odd giggling sound again. “Oh? That’s too bad… touching is where all the fun is.”

	
	“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Anticipation can be potent, as well. But I am willing to listen to your proposal.”

	
	She set down her cup of tea. “Will you answer a question for me, first?”

	
	I stared at her for a moment, trying to get a sense of what she might be after. I had to assume she wanted to know about my cultivation, or just in general what made me something she had never encountered before. “Possibly,” I eventually said, “but I make no promises to answer blind questions.”

	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 22 - Indecently Decent Proposals

	
	
	She stared at me for a moment, her face too difficult to read. I made a mental note to never play poker with a fairy. 

	
	She let out an exaggerated huff. “Fine if you want to be that way. No being could have reached your level of power if they weren’t a cultivator, yet I’ve always been told that humans are completely unable to use mana. So please explain how you exist as you do—or, as I asked earlier, how you are so dense?”

	
	“I know it’s rude to answer a question with a question, but I can’t help myself. Who told you that about humans?”

	
	“Oh, it’s something I picked up over the years. When you’ve been around as long as I have, you hear a little something here and a little something there. Well… that, and I occasionally have conversations with Telmorra. Despite her strained past with my race, she is a useful friend to have. According to her, there is absolutely no mana on Earth—or perhaps whatever mana used to be there, has been gone for thousands of years.”

	
	“I can say that magic is just a story on Earth, but then again so are fairies.”

	
	She perked up and almost acted like she was preening herself. “Oh really, and what do your legends say about fairies?”

	
	I smirked. “That’s a loaded question. In the world I came from, there are probably four different takes on fairies. The least common is one which simply fuels the sexual fantasies of men. Then there is the one which describes fairies as beings who steal human babies, replacing them with their own to be raised by the unsuspecting human parents. 

	
	“But probably the two most common takes on fairies are that they are ancient and somewhat dark beings who make compacts with mortals, often tricking them into making horrible deals. They are seen as capricious and somewhat cruel, rather than outright evil. The last view is more from the perspective of children, and is that of cute little winged women who go around spreading wonder and whose fairy dust can fulfill dreams.”

	
	She frowned. “Children… spreading wonder… my, my, that is disappointing to hear. But I guess the rest all have a grain of truth to them, although I suppose that fairy dust is an alchemical ingredient. Now, will you answer my question?”

	
	“Again,” I said, “that depends on the question. I’ll make you no promises and tell you no lies.” 

	
	“How is it that you cultivate mana?”

	
	“I don’t cultivate mana, but that’s all I’ll say for now.”

	
	She stared at me, and this time I felt her eyes piercing into me. It seemed like she was trying to dig out some secret from deep inside me. After a few seconds of this scrutiny, I asked, “And your proposal?”

	
	“It is difficult to negotiate fairly, when I can’t gauge your true value…” She shook her head, then took things in an unexpected direction. 

	
	“That small boy who was in your tent, was he your son?”

	
	I nodded, but then added, “Our deal wasn’t for endless questions.”

	
	“Just one more, then. And your bunnykin wife is his mother?”

	
	“It seems that you already have a great deal of information about me, so why ask?”

	
	“Just confirming what I’ve been told.”

	
	I gave a curt nod and left it at that. 

	
	“Then we should simply kidnap you and take you to breed. It would be quite pleasant for you, at least it will be for as long as you last.”

	
	“Death by snu-snu? No thanks.” I snorted. “Hard pass.”

	
	“Not exactly sure what snu-snu is, although I can reason it out from the context. Your world truly has some unique expressions.” Her grin didn’t meet her eyes. “But no, that wasn’t my proposal.”

	
	She shifted in her seat, recrossing her legs, drawing my attention to her sculpted calves. 

	
	“My proposal,” she continued, “is that you marry me. If you can create a fairy-human hybrid who is free of the curse the gods placed upon us, then you would save our race. I wouldn’t demand that you mate with any of my daughters, but if you decided you wanted to, that would be fine. And,” she held a hand up to stop my almost automatic response, “before you protest, many of them are distantly removed from me so they are more like great grandchildren but with ten or more greats in front of it, than my direct descendants.”

	
	“And?” I asked.

	
	“And… what?” she asked, tilting her head to the side in obvious confusion. 

	
	“Well, if you have a proposal, that implies, you’re going to ask for something from me and in turn, offer me something back. I will confess, that our introduction hasn’t inclined me to helping you and yours, and I’m not sure if it’s a good thing for Olimero if I save your race… but I’m still listening.” I put extra emphasis upon the last word to remind her of our current non-aggression deal.

	
	“True,” she admitted, “but you can’t blame a girl for trying to get something for nothing. And you know, it isn’t like you won’t be getting something out of the deal.” A seductive smile played over her full lips. “You’ve never had a fairy, have you?”

	
	“Happily married,” I admitted, “and not hard up in that area, at all. You’ll have to do better than that.”

	
	“Fine, fine. So, if you agree to this deal, no fairy will attack you, your wives, your assets, or your city. We will become trading partners with you, and I can offer several additional benefits. 

	
	“For your bunnykin wife, I’d be willing to invite her to share our bed. I’ve learned a thing or two about making love to women over the past few centuries. For your foxkin wife, we can teach her a way to use fire mana which has been lost to the world at large. For the elf, I would be willing to share alchemy knowledge with her, and can guarantee to give her at least three recipes for epic level potions she has never heard of. For your orcish wife, I can provide her with mithril for crafting and will make our enchanters available to enchant a piece of gear which she crafts for you and each of your other wives. Finally, for you hawkkin wife, fairies are the undisputed masters of flight, and we can teach her ways to use Air Mana that will dramatically increase her speed and maneuverability.”

	
	I was immediately struck by two things—one of which interested me, though the other terrified me. The first thing, was that Delicia knew that I would be more inclined to respond favorably if the agreement benefited my wives, and it demonstrated that she knew she would need each of their blessings before I’d agree. 

	
	The second thing scared me. Somehow, she had a great deal of information about my family. I expected that she had spies who had been watching the caravan, but that wouldn’t have given her any information about Mursha or Daria. 

	
	Obviously, she had sent some of her people to Yonderton. If she could do that, then what was to keep her from harming my family while I was away? My heart quickened and I once again tried to calculate the odds of killing her and getting away from here if I moved right now.

	
	What I needed most, was time to think this over. “Let me think for a minute,” I said. ”You must understand, I have offers from the gods as well.”

	
	“I can give you a few minutes, I suppose,” Delicia said, “but don’t think on it too long, or I might start to feel slighted.”

	
	With a nod, I pulled up the relevant quests from the gods. The first was the offer from Korkanis. It appeared to have been modified from what I remembered, but I don’t think I’d received a notification about any changes. 

	
	Sunglasses at Night III—You must willingly choose to follow Korkanis to obtain great rewards. At this stage, you have only to make the decision. If you do so, you will receive the following rewards: 

	 

	1) 10% shadow flesh. Your body will be converted, so that it is 10% shadow. Shadow flesh is immune to physical damage and can only be completely destroyed by specific magical means. Shadow flesh is immortal, as it is made of both light and darkness—between which the shadows dance. Stealth is increased by 10%. Regeneration is quadrupled over your base. 

	 

	2) You are already bonded with Rava, a former adherent of the shadow. If you willingly choose to pledge to me, I will also grant her 10% shadow flesh so that she may live on with you.

	 

	3) I will teach you how to form a one-sided bond with Nimeera. That way you can enjoy her as a plaything, which you obviously did once already. But with such a bond, you will gain power without having to share with her. 

	
	Ugh, I wanted to groan. Korkanis still didn’t understand me—not at all. It probably wasn’t his fault, though. He saw the world through his own darkly shaded lens. 

	
	When I looked further, I found that there was a pending quest from Sativa, as well.

	
	Divine Consort—You must willingly pledge your loyalty to Sativa and agree to become her consort. You will be allowed to keep mortal wives and concubines, but Sativa will be your one and only divine bond.

	 

	Rewards: 

	1)  Sativa will assist you in reaching A rank immediately. 

	2)  Sativa will help to protect you from other gods and provide you a path for reaching the immortality of S rank. 

	3)  You will still be allowed to complete the quests to create new hybrid races on Olimero, but your rewards will be doubled. 

	
	There were no quests from Mensor, which wasn’t a shock. The god of monsters claimed he simply wanted me to become who I was meant to be. Telmorra, interestingly, didn’t have an official offer. I shook my head. Maybe, I shouldn’t have been so rude to her. 

	
	More flies with honey and all that jazz.

	
	Then, I looked at the joint quest, which was from Sativa, Korkanis, and Telmorra. Even it had been updated.

	
	New Quest: Herald of the Triune- Updated to Herald of Olimero’s Pantheon

	Difficulty: Variable

	Time Limit: Variable

	 

	Description: The gods are not good at sharing, but they have accepted your proposal. 

	 

	Current Requirements: 

	1) You must destroy the center of rebellion within the Untamed Lands in the name of Sativa. 

	2) You must keep Nimeera as your clerk for one year and listen to all her proposals with an open mind.

	3) You must complete one task, as yet to be named, for Telmorra.

	4) You must assemble a monster horde and destroy any one city of Olimero which is outside of the Untamed Lands OR you must defeat an elder dragon in single combat within the sight of any of the cities in the Old East.

	5) You must remain free of the influence of Old Scratch

	 

	Rewards:

	 

	1)  Immediate elevation to A rank and protection from other gods who would seek to destroy you. If you have reached A rank on your own before the time you complete this quest, you will be granted 4x S-grade magical items—one to symbolize your service to each of the gods of the pantheon.

	2) A path to S rank will be provided. 

	3) 10% shadow flesh

	
	NOTE: As a herald of the pantheon, any of the gods may assign you tasks. If any of those tasks conflict, then it will be up to you to find a middle ground. 

	

	That quest had definitely become far less appealing. I had only ever suggested it as a way to buy myself some time before I had to make a decision. I didn’t know how long I could keep the gods at bay, though. It looked like I would need to reach S rank before I even had a realistic chance to do so. 

	
	Of course, as bad as this quest was, the final offer was even less enticing. It remained the same—other than that the amount of immediate stat increases had been bumped from +25 per stat to +100 per stat. 

	
	Faustian Bargain

	Difficulty: Easy but complicated

	Duration: Sooner is better

	 

	Description: It is never all stick… sometimes the carrot works the best. Faust had the right of it. Don’t believe the lies they tell you. Spending what you can’t use to gain what you can is never a fool’s errand. 

	 

	Objective: Trade your soul for rewards beyond your fondest dreams.

	 

	Rewards:

	1.  Your lifespan extended to 1000 years

	2.  Aid in furthering your cultivation to help you ascend beyond mortality

	3.  Immediate boosts of +100 to each of your stats

	4.  S grade item designed specifically for your needs

	5.  An irresistible drive with limitless libido—and my minion will become your plaything for the rest of your life.

	
	It must have taken me longer to review the offers from the gods than I thought, because Delicia coughed to get my attention. “Am I really so boring that you zone out so easily?”

	
	“No.” I chuckled. “I was just comparing your offer with that made to me by the gods. Their offers include some amazing rewards.”

	
	“Of course they do, but they also come with far more strings attached, don’t they? All I’m asking to do is to become your wife—and not even your only wife. I’m not asking you to pledge your soul to me or to come live forever with me. Just to treat me fairly, like you do all your wives. I’ve watched you enough to know how you treat them.”

	
	“There is nothing in your offer directly for me, though. All of it is intended to get my other wives to agree with your proposal.”

	
	“Caught that, did you?” She picked up her teacup, but only played with it—turning it this way and that in her hands. “I like a man who sees what he wants and pushes for it. I will teach you what only gods, fairies, and a few monsters who would sooner feast upon your marrow than speak to you can do. I’ve heard that you have some ability with soul powers—I can teach you far more about them than anyone else. And will share everything I know about such skills, if you agree to my proposal.”

	
	 


Interlude 3 - Opportunities

	
	
	Josie was struggling. It was far more than the work of getting the caravan up the mountain pass. The pass was narrow but not that bad. Sheer walls rose up fairly high on either side, and Jasper had assured them that the forces from Weston made sure the tops of the cliff walls were free of any areas where bandits could set up ambushes. 

	
	No, most of that work was done by the teamsters and of course the horses who pulled the wagons. She occasionally went on patrol—mostly to give herself something to do—but to her it felt like Jasper didn’t want help, either from her or from Nimeera. Maybe the old orc was simply nervous about putting women attached to the Sheriff in potential danger, no matter how unlikely. 

	
	She really wished she had something more to keep her mind busy. As it was, she was left stewing about two questions, both of which were related. First, she kept asking herself if she had been unfair to Nimeera. The catgirl’s first time with Rob hadn’t really seemed that bad—in fact, she probably would have enjoyed it, had she been in the catkin’s shoes, not that she’d worn shoes. She wasn’t stupid enough, though, to deny that she much preferred Rob when he was his usual attentive self.

	
	No, it was less about the experience and more about how Josie knew she had treated the shadow adherent. Nimeera had betrayed them once. But since then, time and again, she had done things for them—including helping to protect Lina and the others. She had played a big role in ending the slave trade in Yonderton. She had warned them about various attacks, and had been instrumental in their escape from Mensor. 

	
	Rob seemed to trust the catkin, or at least he was starting to trust Nimeera. 

	
	Lina, bless her innocent heart, had already completely forgiven the woman—and even the normally cynical elf was ready to accept her. Rava had made the point that the pull of a god was powerful and seductive, yet Nimeera had boldly stood up to Korkanis—even though it had resulted in her being cursed. 

	
	Maybe it was all some elaborate trap to sucker Rob in, but Nimeera had truly suffered under that curse. And she’d been very open with Rob about her intentions. No, that wasn’t it, and Josie knew it. She just didn’t want to admit it to herself. 

	
	Now, with Rob back in Yonderton, and with no pending danger, she was stuck with only her own churning thoughts for company. She didn’t even have Robbie to distract her with his cuteness. The toddler was a joy to have around, even if seeing the joy her husband found in the son her sister-wife had given him raised within her strange urges she had never expected to have. Still, that was the least of her concerns now. 

	
	No, the real problem was the offer which Sativa had made to her. The goddess had been silent since then, but Josie could almost feel her watching, waiting for an opening. So it was, that on the second day after Rob’s departure, as they were going through the gates past the fort which guarded the pass, that Josie was sitting beside the trail, lost in her thoughts. With Rava taking care of things with the fort, she didn’t have any pressing responsibilities to occupy her.

	
	Josie knew she loved Rob—fiercely. It had started out as something different, though. At first, it had been about simply being a good deputy, a faithful servant of Sativa. Rob was the embodiment of Sativa’s will on Olimero, even if he didn’t admit it. The very fact that he was here was proof that Sativa wanted better things for her people; proof that the goddess had given good things to Josie, personally. 

	
	Initially, her respect for how hard the man pushed himself had grown. That was followed by desire, the better she came to know him. And finally, it blossomed into true love when Josie let down her walls. 

	
	She loved being Rob’s wife. She loved being part of his family. But she still worshipped Sativa, and Rob had not yet chosen to bend his knee to her goddess. It created such a conflict in her mind. 

	
	Which was further complicated by the offer Sativa had made to Rob. Josie finally came to an understanding that Rob was a man who had the potential to become… more. She would love the man, but she couldn’t elevate him higher. She didn’t want to hold him back, though. And if her husband became the consort to a goddess, then that would only make her family that much stronger. 

	
	It was that understanding—and watching how Nimeera acted—which enabled Josie to decide that, if given a chance she would accept Sativa’s offer and work to get Rob to see that the nature goddess was the one he should pledge his allegiance to. None of the other gods offered even close to that much of a benefit to their family. 

	
	This was a path she could walk and stay true—to both her man and to her goddess.

	
	With that realization, there came a spark inside her head. It was like the first time she had used her Fire Mana. Something inside her became… alive. She heard the voice of her goddess and smiled. 

	
	Your trial of faith has been noted and your faithfulness shall be rewarded. Your blessing is increased. You have earned the title: Nature’s Handmaiden.

	
	Nature’s Handmaiden—You are a chosen of Sativa. Within you, she has placed a small fragment of her nature. You will receive the following benefits as a result:

	 

	Manipulation Resistance: +20

	 

	Formation of a Dual Mana Core: Fire and Growth – boosted to E Rank 2

	 

	The ability to use Growth Mana (Nature Mana would be incompatible with your flames so a close equivalent has been selected)

	 

	With each grade of cultivation in the E rank you will gain +1 to your lowest stat. (Durability +8)

	

	Welcome to the path of a mana cultivator. You are one of only a fraction of a percentage of such on all of Olimero. Stat gains made through cultivation may exceed racial stat caps. 

	 

	NOTE: Your abilities are increased to ensure that you stay ahead of the servants of other gods. Work hard to make the most of this gift. 

	
	Josie sat there in wonder. She felt so different. This was truly what it meant to be blessed by a goddess. 

	
	_____________________________

	
	Delicia, queen of the fairies, sat at the small wooden table. She was still stunned. No man had ever told her no. It was unthinkable. 

	
	She fumed. She wanted to cry, but that would have betrayed a weakness she couldn’t permit in front of her daughters. No, her people were already teetering on the brink of extinction, numbering less than one hundred in the entire world. 

	
	To be fair, Rob hadn’t actually said no. He had listened to her offer and then told her that he would have to ‘run it by’ his wives. Arghh… like she was a topic of interest, to be discussed amongst the lesser races. It was intolerable—yet what one must tolerate, one learns to tolerate. 

	
	Rob simply couldn’t be allowed to deny her. She wouldn’t let that happen. It was the only chance at a future for her people which she had seen in all her years searching for a solution to their dilemma. 

	
	She could be honest with herself. As far as lesser races went, he was quite attractive. He had none of the brutishness of the beastkin or the orcs, and was far more muscular than the elven males she had been with over the years. 

	
	Since when had a fairy cared about muscles? Yet here she was, fondly remembering the width of his shoulders and the shape of his biceps. It made her shudder. She was willing to put up with almost anything to save her people—and this wouldn’t be a burden at all. He simply couldn’t be allowed to say no. 

	
	Delicia’s daughters still flitted around her head. None of them dared to speak to her, though—not after she had blasted a tree in half with a bolt of concentrated light the last time one had the temerity to ask what troubled her. Her powers were far beyond those of even her daughters who she had named princesses. 

	
	Now, though, the man had claimed his hour head start then streaked away faster than she’d ever seen anything run. He was so different from her. His power was the exact opposite of hers—she was all refinement and magic, whereas he was raw, brutal power. It was strangely attractive, and she could only imagine what sort of children they might produce. She lifted herself into the air, straightened her dress and ended her pouting. 

	
	“Daughter’s,” she called out, “listen to me. Heed my commands upon pain of death.” 

	
	Her daughters quickly assembled, heads bowed, and knees bent in respect.

	
	“Princess Gamia, you are to take two of your sisters and head to Yonderton. Do not reveal yourselves, but be ready to act against his wives there, in the event we need leverage over him. If he returns to Yonderton, don’t allow him to know you are there. 

	
	“Princess Sema, I want you to take Princess Natalie and trail the caravan. From what we hear, their eventual destination is the city of Centrum. Report back to me daily on what he does. It is okay if you let him know that you are there, but do not act against him or his without my personal instructions. 

	
	“As for the rest of you, tear down this glade and then rejoin me in the sanctuary. We have much we need to prepare. It may be that, once again, the fairies go to war.”

	
	_____________________________

	
	Nimeera was pacing around the wagons. People avoided her—mostly because they knew she was attached to the Sheriff, but weren’t quite sure what her status was. Lina had been kind to her and helping the bunnykin watch Robbie had been fun, but they were gone now. It was her task, along with the two girls Rava had hired, to put the Sheriff’s tent up and down. 

	
	Not that it had been necessary to do since Rob had left. Everyone simply slept in the back of their wagons as they made their way through the mountain pass. Now, the caravan was stopped, and she needed to find something to do. They were waiting to be cleared by Weston’s guards at the fort that guarded the far end of the pass. 

	
	So annoying. If she were alone, she would have simply snuck past the fools. It would have been child’s play. 

	
	Inside her, she felt the presence of her god once more. She was doing as he asked. She would show Rob the benefits of following Korkanis. If Nimeera was honest with herself, she didn’t believe Rob would ever choose to follow the shadow, though. If he chose one of the other gods, then Nimeera would have another decision to make, yet she knew it was already made. If Rob asked her, she would gladly stay with him—even swear her allegiance to another god. 

	
	She would always be thankful to the cult of the raven for saving her from the streets, but the past didn’t own her future and, gods help her, she had the hope of a future with that man. Even Josie seemed to be warming up to her, but she knew it was still going to take some time for the foxkin to come around. 

	
	Not that she minded. When Rob had taken her the other night, she had been prepared for him to be rough—brutal, even. She had been protected from such, but many girls from the streets endured such lovers. He was nothing like that, though. Despite using her to satisfy himself, he’d brought her immense pleasure. And feeling his desire for her had been intoxicating. 

	
	No. She’d gladly ‘suffer’ through a few more sessions like that. If it earned her Josie’s trust, or helped dissipate the foxkin’s animosity, then all the better. Thinking of Josie caused Nimeera to look towards the wagon where the chief deputy was hiding. She didn’t seem to be able to face the dilemma she had created in her own head. 

	
	Nimeera wasn’t about to judge her. It was a difficult path to walk. 

	
	When she looked, though, she saw a figure moving in the shadows between two of the wagons. His body language screamed that he was up to no good. She had seen it far too many times to doubt her first assessment. 

	
	She smiled and watched to see just what he was up to. No… wait, there were two of them—a wolfkin and a monkeykin. They each wore light armor and had swords at their belts, though neither had drawn a weapon.  

	
	They crept closer to the wagon Josie was in. Nimeera wondered if it was possible. Did Josie have enemies who she was unaware of? Had someone sent assassins to off the fire mage? 

	
	Soon, the two were listening just outside the wagon. Nimeera wondered if they knew what they were dealing with. It seemed unlikely that these two could kill Josie, but she knew well the value of surprise. It was a possibility. 

	
	Which raised another question for Nimeera. Should she let this play out? If they killed Josie, then it wouldn’t be her fault and the biggest obstacle to making Rob hers would be out of the way. If it looked like Josie was going to win, then she could jump in and earn the foxkin’s gratitude. 

	
	It was a win-win situation for her, yet it didn’t sit well with her for some reason. Being around Rob was making her soft. She was starting to care about these people. The idea of a family appealed to her. 

	
	No, she decided. She couldn’t wait. So it was, that she activated her ability and stepped through the shadows. The hunters had just become the hunted.

	 


Chapter 23 - Oh No You Didn’t

	
	
	I was flying at full speed over the mountains. I needed to reach the caravan before the potion ran out, but I still had about five minutes. In the distance, I could see the fort. As I raced forward, I saw the line of the caravan. The front of it was starting to slowly move through the gates set in a large wall which blocked the entire end of the passage. 

	
	I channeled ki to enhance my sight, pushing it to an almost telescopic power. A telepathic message could easily have alerted JoJo and Rava that I was almost back, but I wanted to surprise them. Actually, I was hoping to surprise Josie, because Rava was likely busy dealing with the officials at the fort to get the caravan through. 

	
	Surprising my foxkin beauty would have to be enough. But then, I caught a sight no man wants to see. Two strange men I didn’t know were sneaking up on the wagon Josie was in. The bond gave me enough knowledge of where she was to pinpoint her, although something felt a bit off about her. 

	
	The two men drew blades, and I screamed in frustration, wishing I could make myself go faster. But the potion had a limit, and I was at that limit; it would still be a good thirty seconds till I was there. I was just about to cry out telepathically and warn Josie, surprise be damned, when I saw Nimeera leap out of a shadow. 

	
	Her blade punched into the back of one of the men. Assuming monkeykin anatomy was similar to a human’s, she had just destroyed his kidney. She seemed shocked when he managed to get his blade out and knocked her backward. I knew the servant of the shadow god was a skilled fighter, so for this man to do that meant he had some talent. 

	
	The wolfkin in front of him was distracted by the sound and turned to attack Nimeera, but his blade cut through empty air as she had already regained her footing. Josie burst out of the back of the wagon with her blades drawn. 

	
	I was only seconds away now, but it was looking less and less like I’d be needed. Josie and the wolfkin locked blades. She was faster than him, but he was still very good. I’d seen her fight many times and had been on the receiving end of sparring matches with her. She was much more skilled than I was, but in terms of raw stats I always outclassed her. 

	
	This time, I couldn’t tell which of them was better. Then again, I was flying through the air and was filled with worry. What I could say for sure, was that Josie was much faster than this man. The wolfkin quickly had dozens of small cuts all over his body. 

	
	“I’m only asking you one more time,” Josie shouted. “What are you doing here?”

	
	I still couldn’t land, because the potion wouldn’t let me touch the ground, but I could pull out my rifle. I stopped and hovered in the air, covering them with the rifle. Josie must have felt my apprehension through the bond, but she never took her eyes off the man.

	
	“We were sent by Master Dalcon of the Twin Blades Academy. He wants us to bring you back to him, as he has some idea that you might be a talented swordfighter. I didn’t ask more than that; I only obeyed my Master.”

	
	Nimeera had the monkeykin, who was bleeding profusely on the ground, bound up in Shadow Tendrils. I might not like her god very much, but it was good to see the beautiful catgirl back at full power. 

	
	The catkin said, “He is telling me the same story. Oh… and hi, Rob. Good timing.”

	
	“I can shoot them, if you want, but the two of you seem to have things well in hand.”

	
	Josie’s smile was worth all the fear I’d just suffered. “The sentiment is still appreciated. We can’t kill them if they are from Master Dalcon, though. He was my father’s Master, and the one who sent me the invitation to seek him out if I came to the tournament.”

	
	Nimeera jerked her thumb at the monkeykin and said, “This one may not make it without some healing.”

	
	I agreed with her assessment. At least the man wasn’t shaming himself by begging or crying out in pain. Then again people on Olimero were much tougher than those on Earth. A regular human might have already been dead from that wound.

	
	“If you want to save him Josie, give him a sip from a potion. But honestly, I don’t care who sent them. They just attacked you. If I hadn’t been worried about intruding, I would have killed them already.”

	
	Nimeera shrugged. “He isn’t wrong. I understand not wanting to upset someone you want as a teacher—but then again, if he sent them to take you by force, is he really someone you want to trainer under?”

	
	Josie’s expression grew grim. “True. Besides, I guess we only need one of them alive. That’s the sort of compromise Rob would make.”

	
	I chuckled, but didn’t move to give her a hug, though I wanted to. The wolfkin still had a sword in his hand—as did the monkeykin, although his limbs were all bound. “I guess the important question is, which one of them is going to talk the most.”

	
	Suddenly the wolfkin looked panicked. “You can’t kill me. I’m Taez, my uncle is one of the founding members of One Direction. Surely even out in this backwater end of the world, you’ve heard of One Direction.”

	
	I growled as I stepped forward. Josie slid between me and the wolfkin as she spoke to him. “You shouldn’t have said that. We had a bit of a problem with One Direction in Yonderton, until my husband killed them all.”

	
	Nimeera chimed in, “Not to steal all of Rob’s glory, but I killed quite a few of them myself.”

	
	“Fine, we all killed some of them. Point is, I’m not sure I could plead for and save your life if I tried, but I can give you an honest duel. If you can kill me, then you may go free—I swear that my husband will honor my oath and he will not kill you if you win. But if you lose, then you’re dead.”

	
	I bristled with anger. “You’ll do… what?” I had to pause to finish my explanation as my potion chose that moment to run out. I managed not to stumble as I landed nimbly on my feet.

	
	She didn’t turn to look at me. “Rob, how many times have I supported you when you’ve done stupid things? This is something I need to do. It is who I am.”

	
	Ugh, she was using my own words against me. “Fine, whatever you want. You’ve got my support. We can’t invoke the Law of Blood, though, because we are officially outside of Yonder. But if you are going to do this, it is going to be all out because he is a criminal—no fancy tournament rules or anything like that.”

	
	“As you wish, husband.” She paused. “Or is this an order from the Sheriff? No, never mind. I have some new abilities I want to try out, anyway.”

	
	The wolfkin begged a couple more times. Josie simply repeated that he could either be executed by the Sheriff, or he could at least have a fighting chance in a duel with her. Halfway through the second time she was repeating herself, he leaped at her with his sword extended. 

	
	He must have hoped she was distracted but she responded with a quick flourish of her blade that left a deep cut on the meaty part of his hand and sent his sword flying to the ground. He scrambled backwards, trying to make a rolling dive for his sword, but then I felt a surge of mana from Josie. 

	
	The strange thing was, it wasn’t Fire Mana. This was something I'd never felt before, although it did remind me of Sativa. 

	
	As the wolfkin tried to pick the sword up, it appeared the blade was different from the one he had been using. This one was a great sword. Actually, it was like an anime great sword—which is to say that it was larger than any normal person could use. 

	
	It had to be a good seven feet long and the blade was thick and wide. In fact, as I looked at it, the proportions were the same as a normal blade. It was just that all of those proportions were now larger. He managed to lift it, because people were stronger here, but that didn’t make it any less unwieldly to use. 

	
	He screamed in outrage, “What kind of magic is this? And I thought you said this would be an honest duel. It can’t be a duel, if there is magic.”

	
	“You heard my husband—I have to go all out. And since Sativa officially made me her handmaiden less than an hour ago, I have some new abilities that I need to try out. One of these is Growth Mana. Turns out that I can make things get bigger. Hmm… maybe I should try something else.”

	
	A moment later there was another flair of mana and then Taez’s pants were suddenly something which would have only fit a six-hundred-pound man. They fell down around his ankles exposing him to the world. Apparently, he was the type who preferred to free-ball it.

	
	Nimeera burst into laughter. “Oh my, it looks like he really does need your Growth Mana, Josie. Not sure that I’ve ever seen one that small. Or is that just an oddly shaped clit?”

	
	The wolfkin’s face grew red. He knew he was outmatched. He had to be scared for his life, but the insult to his honor was enough that he stumbled around trying to swing the massive blade at the catgirl. 

	
	Josie flashed forward and scissored his head with twin crossing slashes of her blades. In a single instant, his head separated from his neck. There was barely any blood, as she had sent surges of Fire Mana through her blades as she had done so, cauterizing the wounds almost as quickly as she made them. 

	
	I walked over to the monkeykin who was still held in shadows and bleeding out all over the ground. I stepped on the wrist of his hand which was holding a sword and he screamed as the bone cracked, but he finally let go of the blade which I promptly picked up, keeping it out of his reach. 

	
	“I’ll give you one chance. Do you have anything to do with One Direction?”

	
	He shook his head vigorously as he said, “No.”

	
	“Okay, then what were you doing with him?” I nodded at the headless corpse.

	
	“I’m Simeon. My family didn’t have money to pay for my training fees, but Taez offered to pay for me. We were friends, growing up. I mean, I knew he was a jerk, but he told me we weren’t going to really hurt your deputy. He just thought it would be faster to take her captive, as then we wouldn’t have to argue with her. Master Dalcon was going to give us spots in the tournament if we brought her back to him, but the tournament is only five weeks away now.”

	
	I looked first at Josie and then at Nimeera. “Do you believe him?”

	
	Josie shrugged and Nimeera nodded, “It sounds believable.”

	
	“Is there anything else you want to tell us?” I growled down at the man.

	
	“Uh… that’s all I know…”

	
	He never finished his sentence as I stomped his head in with a ki empowered foot. His skull was crushed flat, and nothing was left of him. At least it had been a quick death—which, in my opinion, was better than the brown-noser who had attacked my wife and meant to take her captive had deserved.

	
	Josie gasped. “I thought you were going to let him live?!”

	
	“I never promised him a thing—and honestly, we have enough problems without having to worry about another prisoner.” Then I pulled Josie to me and, after a tight hug, our lips met in a passionate kiss. 

	
	It went on long enough that Nimeera must have gotten uncomfortable, though she had certainly seen me being affectionate with my wives before. I had long since decided that life was so short that, if I felt affectionate, I was going to express it—whether that was in public, or not.

	
	Nimeera finally coughed and said, “Maybe you too should take that to the back of the wagon. There are kids around.”

	
	I broke off the kiss and grinned at the catkin. “You stabbed a guy in the back, she just cut off someone’s head, and I smashed a skull like a grape. But now you’re worried about what the kids might see?”

	
	“Actually, she probably wants a kiss of her own,” Josie interjected.

	
	I immediately felt bad for Nimeera. Apparently, Josie wasn’t done lording her position over my newest clerk. I even tried to show my sympathy on my face as I looked at her. 

	
	Then Josie surprised me.

	
	“Well,” she said, pushing me towards that catkin, “what are you waiting for? She likes you. You like her. Kiss the girl already. You’ve got my permission.”

	
	I did a double take, but Nimeera apparently didn’t need to be told again. She pounced into my arms and was soon smothering me with kisses. 

	
	After a minute of this Josie laughed and said, “Oh, wait, there could be kids watching this.”

	
	We all laughed. I pulled them both close and hugged them to me. “It looks like you both have some things to tell me. Nimeera clearly has the blessing of her god once more. I know she showed me the notification, but seeing her in action with her full skillset was impressive.” 

	
	I smiled down at my foxkin. “But what was that about you being a handmaiden of Sativa?”

	
	Josie looked a bit bashful, but then met my curious gaze. “It’s a long story. Nothing of import happened while you were gone, but then in the last hour a bunch of things happened.” She leaned her head against my shoulder and sighed. “But its gonna take a bit to explain. I wanna hear about your trip first. How were Mursha, Daria, and the others? Was your trip a boring one?”

	
	“Uh…” I winced, “not boring at all. I can fill you in about your sister-wives and the progress in Yonderton, and will even tell you about my conversation with the goddess of mana—but there is one little thing I should confess first.”

	
	She arched her eyebrow, and her tail went stiff. “Oh?”

	
	“Yeah, I… umm… I sorta got another marriage proposition.”

	
	 


Chapter 24 - What’d you do now?

	
	
	That proclamation eventually led to a much longer conversation—but in the end, we had to deal with practical matters first. We disposed of the bodies, cleaned ourselves up, and even ate some trail rations. By that time, all the wagons of our caravan were on the far side of the wall. 

	
	I didn’t know what the etiquette was here. Maybe, as the ruler of one district, I was supposed to announce myself when I passed into another, but Rava hadn’t mentioned anything, so I just kept quiet and played the part of a caravan guard. The caravan kept moving with the remaining daylight, and we ended up making it down the backside of the mountain pass as the sun went down. Fortunately, the trip down was much shorter than the trek up had been.

	
	Camp didn’t get set till well after dark, but it was worth it to be back onto relatively flat ground. Even the teamsters didn’t seem to mind. It was only then, that I was able to meet with Rava, as well. 

	
	After an exchange of affection, she asked, “What’d you do now?”

	
	Josie and Nimeera both snickered. 

	
	“Am I really that obvious?” Evidently I completely failed to portray the epitome of innocence I was aiming for.

	
	The elf shook her head. “Not really, though there was a tension around you that made me think you have some unresolved news to reveal. The soul bond told me that something important happened with Josie, earlier, but I couldn’t get to her to ask what that was about. Maybe what I’m feeling now is just about that…” She frowned, tapping one finger on her cheek. “But knowing my husband as well as I do, I simply assumed you’d done something, too.”

	
	She poked me in the arm. “Thanks to your admission, I know I was correct.”

	
	I had to laugh. “You know, I don’t always go looking for trouble. Sometimes it finds me.”

	
	“Yeah, because you have a bull’s eye painted on your back,” Nimeera mumbled at the same time that Josie said, “Yeah, because you put yourself in stupid positions.”

	
	The two women looked at each other after this shared sentiment. They both got sly smiles and then nodded at one another with respect. A part of me wasn’t sure that I was better off with them not fighting. At least when they were at odds with each other, I knew they weren’t going to gang up on me. From there, we launched into a conversation about the changes that had happened. 

	
	Nimeera went first, repeating all of the changes that had happened, including her upgraded titles. She ended by saying, “The god of shadows will welcome you with open arms—as do I—but you have to decide if his path is the path for you. I have seen you make very brutal and pragmatic decisions, so perhaps there are more similarities between you and him than you think. But I won’t force it on you. I’ll only model for you what it means to walk in the shadow.”

	
	“That, and she’ll keep welcoming you with open legs, err… open arms,” Josie added.

	
	Rava looked at me and then to the two women, as though she expected some type of reaction, but Nimeera didn’t seem bothered. The catkin replied with a shrug, “As long as I’m allowed to do so. Besides, after seeing M’lord here in action, and comparing him to that wolfkin earlier, I figure I’m a pretty lucky girl.”

	
	Josie scooted over and put her arm around Nimeera’s shoulders. “That was classic timing on your delivery, by the way—but seriously, I’ve heard of showers and growers. He obviously wasn’t a shower, but with what he was working with, I wonder if growing would have been enough.”

	
	They giggled a bit and then I said, “If we’re done laughing at the dead man’s pecker, maybe you should tell us about your new mastery of Growth Mana?”

	
	Josie nodded and launched into a pretty long-winded explanation of how she had been beating herself up, and how Nimeera’s comments had created a crisis of conscience within her. She apologized to the catgirl no less than three times during her explanation, which told me how profound this was for my second wife. Josephine wasn’t the type to go around saying she was sorry unless she meant it. 

	
	In the end, Rava hugged my foxkin and expressed how happy she was for Josie to have received this blessing. Nimeera just stood there, awkwardly looking on until I pushed her in to join the other two. They opened their arms to welcome her and all three shared a hug. 

	
	After a minute, all three of them looked at me, and Josie said, “Your turn.”

	
	“To talk, or get a hug?”

	
	“If you need a hug, husband, you have but to ask,” was Rava’s quick reply.

	
	Before I took her up on the offer, I passed messages on to them from Mursha and Daria. I told them about how quickly Sarah was growing and talked about the developments in town. Then, I got to the part about my trip back. 

	
	I gave them a blow by blow of the battle with Delicia. There was something flattering about seeing them hanging on my every word while having both my wives run their hands over my chest or biceps. I tried not to embellish what I’d done, and focused instead on explaining just how powerful Delicia was. 

	
	Then I talked about having tea with her, as well as the questions she asked. When I told them about the things she offered them, both Josie and Rava perked up. They kept smiling, until I told them about her proposal that I marry her and find a way to save their race.

	
	“One of the things which concerns me the most,” I concluded, “is all the information she had about Yonderton. She clearly sent spies there. I don’t know if she was watching us before or if this is just because of what Mensor did. Telmorra insists that it was Mensor who drew the fairies’ attention to us, but only as a way to further test me.”

	
	“Should you have left Lina and the kids at Yonderton?” Rava asked.

	
	“She was more than a little agitated with me when I told her I needed time to consider her offer and then ran off on her. I believe she is going to send spies to track us, at a minimum, or perhaps even make things awkward. But her focus is going to be on us until she gets a firm answer one way or the other.

	
	“Which is why, I believe that Josie and I should leave the caravan and travel straight to Westerton. We need to meet up with Rose to at least collect the rest of our pay, and then head to Centrum for the tournament. I, for one, would like to find out the truth behind this Master Dalcon. But mostly, I believe that if I’m moving fast, it will be harder for the fairies to keep tabs on me. And if I’m not near the rest of my wives, then only Josie and I will be in danger.”

	
	“You realize that they could take one of your less combat oriented wives hostage?” Rava asked.

	
	“Of course, but I can’t be everywhere all the time. All of you are capable. Even Lina is tougher than we give her credit for. It’s only because she is standing next to the likes of Josie that she doesn’t seem like much of a fighter. The same might be said of a certain elven alchemist.”

	
	“I concur,” Rava agreed, “but I wanted to make sure you’d thought it through and didn’t have regrets later. It’s a rational decision and drawing their attention to you is likely the best choice.”

	
	I nodded. “Now, I know you won’t like this, but I need you to stay here, Nimeera.” 

	
	She sat up and frowned. 

	
	“I want you to be Rava’s shadow. She is highly capable, but she isn’t a frontline fighter. Then, once her responsibilities with the caravan are complete, you can each make the decision about whether to head back to Yonderton to wait for me or to stay in Centrum.”

	
	“That is assuming we don’t sell everything in Westerton,” Rava said, brows raised. “The officials at the fort seemed very excited with some of what we had to offer.”

	
	“Yes, assuming that.”

	
	Josie said, “We are all forgetting one thing. We haven’t discussed what Rob’s counteroffer to Delicia should be.”

	
	I shrugged. “I don’t trust her; well, let me change that. I trust that she wants to save her people. I just don’t know that I trust her to accept no for an answer.”

	
	“Then, wouldn’t the simplest answer be to simply say yes? You did say she wasn’t going to insist on you living in her little grove, and wasn’t going to pass you around to the other fairies. You even said she was rather alluring. Wouldn’t it be better to have her as an ally, than as an enemy?” Rava asked. 

	
	“Maybe. But if she’d try to force this on me, how could I agree to be with someone like that? Besides, as far as I’m concerned, if I understood Josie earlier, I’ve already got a woman to court.”

	
	Nimeera blushed but Josie said, “I meant it. I gave my blessing. If it works out, then we’ll all welcome her to the family. If not, then I hope she will remain a close friend.”

	
	“Focusing on the fairy queen,” Nimeera said, “I agree with Rob. If she can’t be trusted to accept a ‘no’, then how can she be trusted as a partner? Even if he doesn’t soul-bond her, do we want someone like that for a sister-wife? Someone who is going to continually call us and our children ‘lesser races’?”

	
	Josie and Rava looked at each other and then started laughing. 

	
	It took her a second, but Nimeera eventually realized that she had spoken as though she were one of my wives. She buried her head in her hands while trying to shrink down as small as possible. 

	
	I slid over next to the catgirl. “We all laugh at one another every now and then. It’s part of being family. What we won’t tolerate, is anyone from the outside laughing at our family. Then, our claws come out—so to speak—and we kick ass.”

	
	Nimeera slowly looked up and got reassuring smiles from Rava and Josie. With a sigh, she leaned her head against my chest. “Thank you. I’ll prove that I’m worthy.”

	
	“But not tonight,” Rava said. “Tonight, is my turn.”

	
	“Bah, Rob can go all night. I’ll step in after he wears you out,” Josie said playfully.

	
	The elf pulled herself up a bit taller and said, “It’s only a few hours till sunrise. What makes you think I can’t last that long?”

	
	Josie winked and said, “It depends on how easy Rob goes on you, but my money is on you being out cold in two hours.”

	
	I coughed. “You do realize I’m sitting right here. Don’t I get a say in this?”

	
	Josie shook her head. “Nope, Lina isn’t here, so Rava and I are filling in for her—filling your dance card, so to speak.”

	
	I shook my head. “Oh, the indignity and suffering I have to endure.”

	
	Rava stood up and grabbed my hand. “Oh, stop being dramatic or I’m going to think that I need to have you call me Mistress tonight.” Then she dragged me off to bed.

	
	It was a rough life, indeed.

	 


Chapter 25 – the Porcelain Mug

	
	
	I hadn’t slept come morning, though Rava did end up getting a bit of shut-eye—much to Josie’s delight. When the three of us came out of the section of the tents where our bed was, Nimeera was already up and had apparently tried her hand at cooking.

	
	Tried her hand at it was a much better way to describe the result than making breakfast. Bacon could be tricky to get just right, but I’d never seen someone who could do to eggs what she did. It was more like she’d assassinated them than cooked them. None-the-less, I choked it down and thanked her for her efforts, making a mental note never to leave Lina behind again. 

	
	“Do you have any more Potions of Flight for me, Rava?” I asked. 

	
	The elf hadn’t eaten, saying she was feeling a bit sick this morning. Josie had immediately asked if it was because she was pregnant—which caused Rava to get a bit teary eyed, so the subject had been quickly changed. 

	
	“Yes,” she replied and pulled out a pouch with two dozen potions. “This should serve to get you back and forth for the next month or so. The full potions have a duration of one hour now because they get a bonus from my skill level, while a half potion will have the same effect as you are used to. Unfortunately, the maximum speed is still the same.”

	
	I shrugged, “Three hundred miles per hour is still damn good. I would have loved to have had a cruiser that could travel that fast.” I knew they didn’t get my reference, but it was true. A hotrod like that would have made chasing down speeders into child’s play. 

	
	After that, we made sure we had some supplies, but mostly we were just going to buy what we would need in Westerton. It was a little less than a hundred miles to the city from here. If the caravan did well, they’d make it in four or five days—but at the pace they’d been making, and without me to pester them to keep going, it would most likely be closer to eight days. 

	
	Maybe that wasn’t being charitable enough. I figured Rava might push them a bit harder than before. She was not excited to be left behind. Nimeera didn’t like it, either, but did as I instructed.

	
	With a few goodbye kisses, I downed a potion and picked Josie up. There was no reason for both of us to take one when I could easily carry her. My independent minded foxkin wife didn’t even complain. It seems she had developed a taste for cuddling. 

	
	Less than an hour later, we saw the city and decided to land about a mile outside of town. It would probably be better if we appeared on foot. For now, our story was simply that she was a swordswoman who had heard about the tournament and wanted to test herself. I was her husband and had decided to accompany her, while the rest of our family stayed back on the ranch. 

	
	It was close enough to the truth that it didn’t feel like an outright lie, but still concealed my identity. I had to wear a hood and gloves to cover my face and skin, but hopefully most people would mistake me for an orc or an elf, although I was more than a little bit too beefy for the latter. 

	
	When we got to the gate, Josie did the talking for us.  I had wondered if that would raise an eyebrow or two, but after she said she was going to be competing in the tournament they seemed to stop wondering why I wasn’t the one speaking and began to cast sympathetic glances my way. Maybe they thought I was a whipped husband with a very strong wife who kept him under her thumb. 

	
	Once through the gate, I marveled at the city. It had been obvious from the air that Westerton was much larger than Yonderton. The press of people inside the walls, however, made the differences stick out all that much more. 

	
	I had become accustomed to wide open spaces. It made me wonder what Centrum might be like, since this was still considered the frontier. Being the frontier, the city even had a large wall built around it to keep out monsters. 

	
	Heck, from what Rava had told us, for people in the Old East, Centrum was the very edge of the civilized world—and that was if they were being generous. Everything beyond Centrum was considered a wasteland and not fit for people to live in. 

	
	Though a frontier city, Westerton’s population exceeded well over a hundred thousand souls—and maybe as many as twice that. More people also meant more opportunities. We ended up having to ask for directions twice to find the Porcelain Mug, the inn where Rose was supposedly waiting for us. 

	
	I was conflicted about this meeting. The amount of money she owed us was significant, and would go a long way towards securing my family’s future. But I knew she wasn’t actually an outcast skunkkin. 

	
	No. I knew the truth about Rose. She was actually a monster—something called a gray slaad—which could change its shape. She was also a servant of Mensor, the god of monsters. 

	
	Worse than that, she had it in her head that I was the King of Monsters, and would bring about some kind of balance between the intelligent monsters and Olimer’s ‘civilized’ races which had pushed them out to the Untamed Lands. It awkwardly reminded me of the proposition the fairy queen had given me. The desires for freedom or to save one’s race were powerful motivators. 

	
	When we finally found it, we pulled up to the bar. 

	
	It was an odd place. There were some rather rough looking fellows—Miners, adventurers, and ranch workers mostly. But there were also several ladies dressed in more finery than I had seen in Yonderton. I asked Josie about it, but she didn’t have a clue, either. 

	
	In fact, when the bartender saw her in armor with her swords strapped to her back, he snorted before bringing us our drinks. We ended up waiting for a couple of hours, and I was just about to give up for the day, when Rose came in through the front door. My expanded senses had picked her up just outside the entrance. 

	
	She still moved with that same deadly grace. If anything, it was even more potent than before. Something about her felt off, though—but maybe that was just my increased Soul Stat reacting to her true identity as a gray slaad. 

	
	Her attire was just as odd. She wore a long dress with lace and frills done in pastel colors. It made her already striking features stand out that much more. Several of the men stood to offer her a seat at their table, but she didn’t bother to respond to them. 

	
	Instead, she made a beeline right for where we sat at the bar. Or, more to the point, she headed right for me. She never took her eyes off of me once, after we’d made eye contact.

	
	Stopping right beside me, she put her hands together and squealed. “You came! I was beginning to get worried.”

	
	Josie snorted. “Well, you do owe us money.”

	
	Rose looked confused for a moment, but then said, “Oh… that, of course. I was just more excited to have you here, my king. If you’d like to come to my room, I’d be happy to give you what I owe you.”

	
	People had started to stare, and it felt strangely awkward. Something was definitely wrong. I had long since stopped caring if people gawked at me. Gloves covered my hands, and my hood was still up, so no one could tell that I was a human— which raised an interesting question that I didn’t hesitate to ask. 

	
	“How’d you know it was me? I am all covered up.”

	
	“I could never miss the Monster King; besides, I recognized Josie—and who else could be sitting with her, but you?”

	
	There was nothing technically wrong with her words, but it still didn’t hit me as being right. 

	
	“You need to stop calling me that,” I said softy, though forcefully, “especially where others can hear. I think we should go and find someplace a bit quieter.”

	
	“Stop calling you ‘my king’? But why? It’s true.” Rose asked this, while seeming almost distraught. “I’ve waited so long for this, and I can tell you’ve become even stronger. This really should be quite fun.”

	
	A burly orc pushed up to the bar, forcing his way between me and Josie. I saw the foxkin’s hand go to the pommel of a blade at her shoulder, but I sent her a telepathic, “No.”

	
	“What’s the matter Rose?” the orc asked. “Is this guy bothering you? You know we’ve got a spot for you at our table, if you want to spend some time with real men.”

	
	Rose gushed. Her mannerisms seemed a bit forced, but I assumed it was just because I was remembering her incorrectly. “Oh, honey, you could never measure up to my king. He is a man above all men.”

	
	The orc took a step back, taking another look at me. Then he snorted. “Must be damn ugly if he has to wear a hood in a place like the Porcelain Mug. But a king? Hmmm… he should have announced himself when he came in. Then we could all have bowed, proper like. Didn’t even know that we had kings out here on the frontier, but I wouldn’t want to dishonor one.”

	
	Rose smiled wickedly; it seemed she was enjoying this.

	
	“Oh, he is the king of monsters. I once saw him kill a dragon with his bare hands,” she gushed, squeezing my arm.

	
	That really got the orc laughing. He called back to his table and said, “You hear that, boys? He convinced our sweet Rose that he’s a dragon slayer.”

	
	There were a few jeering responses, but I ignored them and simply stood up. “Rose, you can come with us… or don’t, but Josie and I won’t be staying.”

	
	Then I turned to move. I sensed the hand reaching out for me even as the orc went to grab my hood. But with my Agility, it was child’s play to catch his wrist and twist it sharply. I wanted to break his arm, but that might have led to an escalation. What I didn’t sense quick enough, though, was Rose’s tail shifting around to knock my hood back. 

	
	The room was instantly filled with gasps and the sound of chairs scraping against the floor when they were pushed back, as men rapidly stood up. Every man there—and some of the women—all had weapons in hand. I even felt magic gathering between the hands of two of the finely dressed ladies, but didn’t spare the time to process what that meant.

	
	The orc burst out laughing. “Ugh… no wonder you wear a hood. You are one ugly orc. No tusks. I’ve heard of albino orcs, but usually thems mothers do the merciful thing and ends them on the first day. But I ain’t never heard of a tuskless orc.” 

	
	He peered up at me. “Wait. Are you an elf?” He tilted his head at that question, looking at the side of my head. “No, I don’t see no pointy ears.” 

	
	He turned to Rose. “I don’t know who this snake oil salesman was, Miss Rose, but you’re entirely too much of a woman for a freak like him.”

	
	One of the women at the back of the room who was holding a ball of mana between her hands called out, “I can tell you what he is. I just don’t know what he’s doing here. There haven’t been any notifications and I would have known if a new one had been sent.”

	
	The orc looked back at her. “You knows this guy, Serilla?”

	
	She snapped at him. “No, Kelvin. I didn’t say I knew him, I said I know what he is. And right now, it’s Deputy Serilla—no matter what games I may like to play in my off-time. His presence here puts us back on duty.”

	
	Now, I paid more attention to the woman than I had before.

	
	Josie was frowning at the woman, too. She was a monkey-kin, surprisingly good looking, despite her boxy ears and a tail that she held wrapped around her waist. 

	
	I held out my hand towards her, intending to ask her if we could go somewhere at bit more private to discuss things, but it wasn’t meant to be.

	
	Rose had slid to the side of the room. There was a wicked smile on her lips, and it dawned on me that this was probably one of those moments where Mensor was testing me to see what kind of monster I could be. 

	
	Rose’s faith in me was as disturbing as it was misguided. I had no intention of being any type of king, certainly not of monsters—not that I was above being monstrous, if that’s what was necessary to protect my family. 

	
	The woman saw my hand, but dismissed it. “Rules are rules,” she said. “So folks, you might as well know that this man is a human. I don’t know why Sativa has sent us another one after more than thirty years without one, but I’ve read enough descriptions to be certain. It appears that, after all this time, the goddess has given us another Sheriff.”

	
	Her words hung heavy in the air. I half expected her to drag me off for my own good to protect me, if she thought I was the new Sheriff in Weston. Instead, she pointed at me and said, “Say howdy, boys.”  

	
	There was some grumbling and a few weapons were waved at me, but what struck me as odd was that she’d continued gathering mana between her palms in front of her. 

	
	Paying closer attention, I determined that it was Ice Mana. I’d seen Melossi form an attack like this. Something was definitely off in this place, and it was more than just Rose. 

	
	Deputy Serilla smiled at me and said, “Now kill him, boys.”

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 26 – Bar Fight!

	
	
	Two words roared through my mind: Bar fight!

	
	I knew I should be pissed that this so-called deputy was trying to kill me. Hell, I didn’t have an idea about why she would want to kill me—but she was, and she was inciting a mob to get it done.

	
	Despite that, I couldn’t work up the energy to be upset with her. There was essentially nothing more quintessential to a tabletop role-playing-game, like the ones I played back as a kid before I had discovered girls and forgotten all about RPGs in the pursuit of pussy, than a tavern room brawl. 

	
	Heck, many of the fantasy novels I used to read had great scenes centered around a bar fight.

	
	And yet, I’d never been in one. That didn’t count the times I had to go in and break one up, back home. Tearing trust fund babies off of each other and having one puke on my shirt was definitely not as much fun as the bar fights in my games. Here, though, I was in a magical world—and I’d never been in a proper bar fight. 

	
	Quelling the orcs outside the tavern in Yonderton came close, but once again I’d been acting as the Sheriff, and not a combatant. I suppose I had gotten close to one in the Untamed Lands, but Rose had intervened. This time, I thought to myself, I wasn’t gonna hold back. 

	
	I glanced at Rose to ask if she was gonna help but she was already sliding behind me. Then I looked over at Josie and said, “Try not to kill any of them if you can. I’ll be the tank you can just pick off the stragglers.” 

	
	I said it out loud because I wanted them to hear. They’d either get nervous at the absolute confidence in my voice, or more likely they’d think I was a brash fool and underestimate me. Either way worked for me. 

	
	Without waiting for a response and with ki pumping through all my channels, amping my Agility up to ridiculous levels, I moved. Everyone else in the room might as well have been standing still. I didn’t dare increase my Strength any further against normal people and a ki barrier automatically formed around my skin. 

	
	A flash of cold moved past me but I was long gone when the deputy’s ice burst froze over half the bar, sending ice blasting into the barkeep. I had already broken Kelvin’s arm and then struck his chest with the flat of my palm which doubled him over and sent him flying across the room. He didn’t even have a chance to cry out, as the explosion of air from his lungs robbed him of that capability. 

	
	Then, I was amongst the tables and their armed attendants. I stomped kneecaps, broke wrists to cause weapons to drop and caused several heads to whip back and forth, rattling the brains—or lack thereof—inside them. Wolfkin, cowkin, foxkin, orcs, and others, they all were blasted to the ground by my fists, or sent spinning around the room. 

	
	Within just a few seconds, eighty percent of the men in the room were down and the first faint sound of groans were coming as a few of them had managed to hold onto their breath. I looked around and saw that only the two female mages, including the deputy, two well armored orcs, and a whip slender elf still stood. 

	

	I was a bit surprised that I hadn’t felt any heat from Josie behind me, and I spared an instant to glance back at her. My blood boiled at what I saw. She was unconscious, being held up by Rose with an aura of Gas Mana around her. 

	
	I took a step towards the faux-skunkkin, but she waved a finger back and forth at me and said, “Don’t be angry with me, my king—I’m just following orders. I couldn’t let your wife interfere. Besides, it’s more fun to see you cut loose. You have to admit, it feels pretty damn good, doesn’t it?”

	
	When I didn’t reply, she added, “Just give in and enjoy it. It’ll be so much more fun.”

	
	I was pissed, but then again, I knew who she served. 

	
	It was more that I was pissed at myself. I had no chance to respond, though, as a sword was descending toward my shoulder. My ki aura might very well have been able to handle it, but there was no reason for me to take the chance. 

	
	I spun around the orc, or had started to, when I was hit by a field of mana. The world kept moving at the same speed, but I seemed to slow down. If I hadn’t already been moving several times faster than the orc attacking me, I likely would have gotten a chance to test out how durable my aura really was. 

	
	Instead, I dodged the attack—but only by an inch instead of making a fool of the orc. He slashed at me a couple more times, and each time I was able to dodge the strike without taking out my sword, but not by nearly as wide a margin as I wished. I noticed the dolled up foxkin across the room wrinkling her nose as she strained. Holding this field on me must be taking a toll on her mana reserves. 

	
	Then, I did the last thing she expected. I paused for a second and began to pull at her mana as quickly as I could, using my gloves to accelerate the process. Her Slow Mana which clung to me cracked and then slipped. By keeping it so tightly pressed around me, the mage had displayed admirable skill—but that made the effect more vulnerable to my counter than if it had been a larger bubble. 

	
	Mana Fusion +1

	
	That was enough to allow me to push extra strength to my legs and push off against the floor. The thick wooden planks beneath me cracked and then splintered, sending shards of wood everywhere in a Matrix-like ripple of force outward, causing tables to bounce around and sending the injured rolling away from me.

	
	I was on the foxkin mage in an instant. Her Slow Mana was starting to wrap around me again, but wasn’t yet back to full strength. There was no way she would be able to dodge my blow. 

	
	I still held myself back and pulled my punch, as killing people here might have unforeseen consequences. A blow to the side of the head should be enough to knock her out. Instead, that anorexically thin elf moved at a speed that made him faster than me—well, faster than I was while affected by this magic. 

	
	He performed his block in a circular motion and I suddenly found myself staring up at him from the floor. It happened so quickly, that I didn’t realize it until he had already flipped me. Impacting the floor didn’t cause me any pain and he couldn’t even touch my skin. But somehow, he had managed to redirect my momentum. 

	
	Melee Combat +1

	
	I looked up at the ceiling and smiled. I probably should be pissed about it, but at least I was getting a decent challenge. The second orc warrior leaped across the room and slammed his warhammer down at my head while I lay there. 

	
	I simply lifted my hand and surged ki into my arm and hand. The smile never left my face as I caught the descending weapon in my hand. 

	
	The orc’s battle cry shifted into a simple expression of disbelief: “Impossible!”

	
	I grabbed the shaft of the warhammer with my other hand and ripped it from his grip, throwing it across the room before kipping back up to my feet. Just as I did, I felt a surge of Ice Mana. Deputy Serilla was sending another blast my way. She had to know that it was going to hit her allies, too, but she didn’t seem to care. 

	
	I focused. Infusing ki into my hand, I then activated Ki Slice with as narrow of a blade of ki as I could manage. The strain was intense as the power surged, wanting to run wild. But instead of spreading out in an arc, the narrow slice split the mage’s forming frost bubble in two before her frost burst could trigger. Shards of ice and hurricane force winds exploded outward from the disrupted spell. 

	
	Ki Slice +1

	
	The resulting blast of ice, wind, and force broke the foxkin mage’s concentration and smashed her elven guard into the wall. I surged across the space to hit the foxkin mage with what I hoped was enough force to knock her unconscious without killing her. 

	
	Looking around the inside of the Porcelain Mug was a shattered version of a winter wonderland. Ice was everywhere amongst the broken tables, chairs, and even cracked walls. This building wasn’t going to be stable for long. 

	
	The two armored orcs were the first to get up. I was having fun, but it was time to get serious. I called Bargon’s Slice out of my spatial bag, then looked at the orcs. 

	
	“This is a one-time offer. You can stand down, or you can die. Unless you work for the deputy, you don’t have any obligation of honor to her.”

	
	The weaponless orc nodded and said, “I owe her nothing, but you are strong. I would learn from you.”

	
	“Maybe another time. I’m only passing through town on my way to Centrum, but I can always use skilled warriors…” I cut my response short, as the orc with the sword thrust at me. 

	
	Without the foxkin’s Slow Mana to affect me, it felt like he was moving in slow motion. Bargon’s Slice parried the lunge and then I pulled it into a backhand strike which rose till it removed the orc’s head from his shoulders. The soul inside the sword trembled with the taste of blood, but I shut its eagerness out. 

	
	The monkeykin deputy still stood, cradling her arm close to her body. A twelve-inch piece of wood had impaled her shoulder when her attack had backfired. I turned from her and looked for the elf, but he was gone. My enhanced sense of touch assured me that he wasn’t invisible or simply hiding. He must have run off, which again spoke to his extreme skill—not because he ran, because he did so without me noticing it. 

	
	I would have liked to practice unarmed combat with someone like him. 

	
	I glanced over at Josie, who seemed to be coming around. She was on her feet and conscious, but clearly groggy from whatever Rose had done to her. As for the skunkkin, she was propping Josie up as my wife regained her bearings. 

	
	I was furious with Rose, but decided she wasn’t an immediate threat. That only left Serilla. “Explain yourself, deputy,” I growled.

	
	She glared at me defiantly. “I don’t answer to you. I serve the Lord Sheriff of Weston.”

	
	“I thought that Sativa only brought humans here to be her Sheriffs? But you said there hadn’t been a human here for thirty years.”

	
	Serilla maintained her glare but didn’t respond. She was a woman and the dress she was in made it that much harder for me to overcome my natural instincts to go easy on her. I had to remind myself that she was also a mage, and an enemy combatant. 

	
	I had questions, and she had the answers I needed. Two steps crossed the distance which separated us in a blur and my hands were on her shoulders before she could react. 

	
	“This can go easy,” I hissed, “or this can be hard. I want to give the benefit of the doubt to a fellow officer of the law, but a corrupt deputy turns my stomach. Tell me, why are you doing this?”

	
	Serilla still didn’t answer, but Rose did. 

	
	“I can explain that. I’ve been here for almost three weeks now and have learned a few things. A coalition of several gangs is basically running the entire district now. They still have a sheriff, but he’s an elf—and he has deputies as well as soldiers. They are turning this district into a little kingdom, paying off the larger gangs to let them be.”

	
	“And what about the Sheriffs Sativa has sent?”

	
	Rose shook her head. “You aren’t going to like this, but the deputies kill them. None of those pretending to uphold the Four Laws have Sativa’s blessing, but they still use the titles.”

	
	I thought about how hard it had been for me when I first arrived on Olimero. Sativa hadn’t properly prepared me at all. I was lucky to have been blessed with Josie and Lina as my deputy and clerk. If they hadn’t been true believers, I likely would have died before the end of my first full day. 

	
	Now, I had a life which was amazing beyond anything I ever could have imagined. I was mindful that I could just as easily have been sent to Weston as Yonderton—and been killed by those who were supposed to support me.

	
	I glared at Serilla. “Is this true?”

	
	She sucked in her cheeks and was about to spit on me. Instead, she ended up gasping when I activated Soul Eater. 

	
	Soul Eater +1

	
	It happened even faster this time, with less resistance. The so-called deputy was a mage, but likely didn’t have an active soul stat—and therefore had no ability to turn away my attack. 

	
	Her eyes went wide for a single second and then I watched grimly as the light faded from them. I felt the moment her soul lost all cohesion and was sucked into me. It was both horrifying and intoxicating—which in turn only made it that much more awful.  

	
	The rush of power couldn’t be denied. 

	
	You have consumed the soul of a member of a different sapient race. The first time you do so will provide you with additional benefits. As this victim was a caster, her mana was tied to her soul.

	 

	Soul: +3

	

	You have gained the Cold Resistance Skill at level 8. 

	
	I sighed at seeing the word ‘victim’ in the description again, but she had deserved it. When those who were supposed to be protectors went bad, the price for their crimes had to be higher. It was simply the principle of the matter. 

	
	With a snarl I turned to face Rose. “You’ve got some explaining to do, and you’d better do it quickly before I think too much about what you just did to my wife.”

	
	 


Chapter 27 – Lina was Right

	
	
	Rose held up her hands in surrender. When she pulled her arms away from Josie, my wife was able to stand on her own. It seemed like most of the effects of the gas were gone. 

	
	“I admit you’re right, but I was only acting on orders. I’m supposed to help you become stronger as well as to aid you in discovering your true nature as the monster king.” 

	
	She looked at Josie, and frowned. “I probably hit her with too much gas, though. Sorry about that. I’ll make amends, I promise. Plus I’ve got a bag of gold for you.”

	
	The skunkkin looked around. “But right now, we should probably flee the city and meet outside it. There’s a nice little inn about twenty miles down the road towards Centrum. How about we meet there?”

	
	She had that silly grin of hers on her face, and her bubbly attitude made it difficult to stay angry with her. “There’s no one else here,” I said, looking around. “Why can’t we just talk now? Afraid to explain yourself?”

	
	“I admit I’d like to give you a chance to cool down some, but we won’t be alone for long. Can’t you sense the people coming?”

	
	I listened. “It’s hard to make much out of all the noise outside. The market is busy, and the city is loud.”

	
	“Oh… you were relying on your physical senses. Why don’t you project your soul and take a look? It doesn’t have the same limits that your body does.” 

	
	Hmm… I stared at her for a moment. I knew that something was off, but couldn’t put my finger on it. “Fine, I’ll take your word for it. Be at that inn by nightfall or be my enemy forever.”

	
	“Well, I wouldn’t want that, even if hate sex is some of the best ever,” she said as she absently twirled her hair around her finger. Then she added, “I think Josie may need your help, so I’ll leave you two to it and will see you tonight.” She gave me a wink. “It should be fun, at least it will be if you can relax a bit.”

	
	I was probably still scowling at her, but didn’t bother to respond as I took Josie in my arms. A part of me was sorely tempted to do what she’d suggested. I thought about trying to send my soul out to sense what was coming, but decided not to. 

	
	Somehow, she had known I had the Soul Projection skill. Which was odd, because I didn’t have it when we’d met before. I suppose, Mensor might have told her, but well… something just didn’t feel right. 

	
	“Can you walk, or do you need me to carry you?” I asked my deputy.

	
	Josie smiled at me. That expression shifted my attitude and lifted me up. Who cared what some stupid people in Westerton did? Who cared what Rose, or the god of monsters did? None of that compared to the splendor of my wife—or wives, I should say.

	
	She answered me with, “Yes… and yes.”

	
	I arched my eyebrow, so she explained. 

	
	“Yes, I can walk… but yes, I need you to carry me. Well… maybe I don’t need you to carry me, but let’s face it—you can move faster than I can, even if you are carrying me.” She sighed. “And… Lina was right.”

	
	“Lina was right?”

	
	“Yes, she keeps telling me there is nothing weak about letting your man protect you, or enjoying how much you love being in his arms. I’ve been so fixated on protecting you, on getting you to accept our help, that I’ve been stubborn about accepting help, myself. So, you can carry me anytime you want to, husband.”

	
	“Ugh, wife, you make it hard on a man. If it weren’t for whatever danger we’re about to face here, I’m more than half tempted to toss you on the floor and have a go with you, right now.”

	
	“Promises, promises…” she taunted me. 

	
	With a grin, I swept her up off her feet, holding her close in my arms. I continued to pull in all the mana around me, but eating that soul had left my core fully charged. I raced out the back door of the inn, blurring down the street. 

	
	Normal people had no chance of keeping up with me. Most of them would notice little more than a breeze passing them. That is, if they noticed anything, at all. 

	
	When we got close to the eastern wall, I pulled as much ki as I could into my body and jumped high into the air. My purpose wasn’t to clear the wall, but to give myself the best vantage point possible. Pushing ki into my mind meridian, I pushed my vision out as far as I could. 

	
	There, off in the distance, I could see a roadside inn. It was just about twenty-miles away. I’d never tried to cross a gap even close to that distance, but I figured the principle was the same—at least I thought it was. 

	
	This all defied my understanding of physics so why should it matter if I teleported two hundred feet or twenty miles? Truthfully, I didn’t expect to be able to leap all that distance in one go, but wanted to see how far I could get. With that thought foremost in my mind, I burned more Space Mana byproduct than I ever had at one time before. It was potent, having been condensed in the mana chamber. 

	
	The power scoured through me for an instant and it felt like I was being spread across space—scattered on the wind like so many ashes. I forced the power to do what I wanted, though, and the pain faded as quickly as it had appeared. 

	
	We materialized. There was the briefest instant of disorientation, but I quickly shook it off. When I blinked, I saw the stable next to the roadside inn. 

	
	Shit, I’d done it! 

	
	Josie seemed to take it much harder than I had. I set her on her feet and held her close as she leaned into me.

	
	I had just teleported us twenty miles in a fraction of a second. This was beyond amazing. Who needs magic, when I could co-opt the mana of a dozen different mages and use it for my own purposes? Pushing my limits was always the way to go. Body cultivation rocked.

	
	I saw that I had notifications waiting and pulled them up.

	
	B-Rank Body Fortification: +3%, Current: 90%

	 

	Mind Core Formation Complete

	 

	By-Product Manipulation: +3%, Current: 95% 

	 

	You have reached Rank B1: +5 to all stats

	 

	With the formation of your Mind Core, you are now able to cultivate your mind, not just your body. This change will require work on your part to explore, but the possibilities are significant. Contentment is the enemy of greatness. 

	
	With this jump you have also gained a new skill: Parallel Mind. 

	 

	Parallel Mind—This allows you to think on more than one subject at the same time. It is not the same as multi-tasking but instead allows for your full consciousness to be applied to two tasks at the same time. The more related the tasks, the better the synergy. Fortifying your mind core will enhance the effectiveness of this skill. 

	 

	Mana Fusion: +4

	Magic: +3

	Soul: +2

	
	Once Josie had recovered from the teleportation, I filled her in on the changes I had undergone. She was as excited as I was and even managed not to lecture me about taking foolish risks or pushing myself too hard. Through the soul-bond, I could feel that she had wanted to, but that wasn’t important. 

	
	What was important, was that she’d learned to let go of what she thought was best for me, and let me be myself. I truly felt loved. I pulled her in and hugged her. I must have drifted off a bit, because I was pulled back to the world when I felt her soft, warm lips on my cheek. 

	
	“Since we made it here so quickly, why don’t we go see if the inn has a room? Then, I can show you how hot it makes me to see you taking charge like that.”

	
	I didn’t need to be told twice. I was a bit of a fight junkie, and I had no problem admitting it. Fighting was a real rush—but of the two F’s in my life, fighting would always take second place. 

	
	Once inside, we found the inn empty. It wasn’t quite noon yet, which felt shocking—so much had already happened today. The innkeeper wasn’t used to guests stopping this soon in the day but didn’t turn us away and happily rented us what she called her best room. Between flying, fighting, and teleporting, we had only left the caravan a few hours ago.

	
	As far as rooms went, it wasn’t bad. It wasn’t the luxury I was used to back home in the Sheriff’s office, not with the modifications we had bought with merits. But it was better than I had expected for an inn with this level of technology. The bed felt soft but still seemed like it had plenty of spring to it—which I put to the test over the next few hours. 

	
	All too soon, we were interrupted by a knock at the door. “Uh… excuse me, Sir and Ma’am? Someone is here to see you. They insist that you will want to see them. I’m sorry for interrupting you.”

	
	I rolled off of Josie and lay beside her on the bed. I remember hearing my dad once complain that it seemed like anytime he and mom got close to getting busy, it was a signal for all of us kids to come bug them, needing something. 

	
	Seeing the look on my face, Josie laughed. “Husband, we did get a couple good rounds in—and not all of us have nearly A-ranked bodies. If you’d have kept this up for much longer, I wouldn’t be able to walk straight tomorrow. You wouldn’t want that now, would you?”

	
	I paused, like I was considering it, before replying, “I could always carry you.”

	
	She slapped my chest playfully and said, “I’m more concerned about who could be looking for us here.”

	
	“Good point.” Then I called out louder to the innkeeper who was standing on the other side of the closed door. “We weren’t expecting anyone so soon. Can you describe who is asking for us?”

	
	“Yes, she… well, at least I think it was a she… you see she had her head covered with a hood. Well… anyway… she made me memorize a line to tell you if you questioned who it was. Let me see, uh… yes this is it, ‘a rose by any other name would smell just as sweet, but couldn’t possibly be as much fun’.”

	
	I called back, “Tell her to wait downstairs. We will be down in a few minutes as soon as we are … uh… decent. Sorry you were put in this position.”

	
	“Nonsense, I was once a young woman with a new husband, and I can recognize the signs. Take all the time you need. I can stall her for a bit longer, if you like.”

	
	Josie giggled.

	
	I replied. “That would be much appreciated. I knew there was a reason I liked this inn.”

	
	As we heard the innkeeper walk away, Josie said, “That was an odd expression, but I assume that it’s Rose downstairs. I don’t know how she could have possibly made it this far, this fast… although I guess she isn’t exactly what she seems to be.”

	
	I thought for a moment. “The first part is an expression from my world. It makes me wonder…” I pinched the bridge of my nose. 

	
	“But you are right, I’m beginning to believe she really isn’t what she appears to be. But for now, though, I don’t care. She can wait.” Then I rolled over back on top of Josie.

	
	She gasped in fake outrage. “My husband, you’re positively insatiable.”

	
	“I just want to see if you’ll be able to walk straight when I’m done.” 

	
	
	 


Chapter 28 – Stats 2.0

	
	Robert (Rob) Case

	Stats: 

	Strength: 251

	Agility: 188 

	Durability: 246

	Magic: 227 

	Soul: 71

	
	Cultivation Grade: B1

	B-Rank Body Fortification: +3%, Current: 90%

	Mind Core Formation Complete

	By-Product Manipulation: +2%, Current: 95% 

	
	Concept: INDOMITABLE

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 67

	Ranged Combat: 58

	Melee Combat: 70 

	Telepathy: 31       

	Mana Fusion: 33 

	Metallic Body: 27 

	Ki Slice: 11

	Toxic Resistance: 11 

	Cold Resistance: 8

	Ki Infusion: 28

	Soul Eater: 5

	Soul Resistance: 2

	Soul Projection: 6

	Parallel Mind: 1

	
	Traits:

	Swarm - Doppelganger

	Protector - Den Mother

	
	Bondings:

	
	(Wife) Josie- Aptitude with melee combat increased by 25%. Innate understanding and ability to gain levels in this skill have increased accordingly. 

	 

	(Wife) Rava- Alchemy skill will increase 25% faster. Access to shadow aspect for body cultivation. 

	 

	(Wife) Lina- Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing affects all further acts, increasing base healing rate for a limited time after healing is concluded.

	 

	(Wife) Daria- Ranged melee combat skill will increase 25% faster.

	 

	(Wife) Mursha- Attunement to Olimero increased by 25% The meaning of this will reveal itself over time. 

	
	Sentient Gear: 

	Bargon’s Slice (Longsword)

	Rock (Stone Horse, Companion/Pet)

	
	Gear:

	Armored Vest of Protection

	Helm of Protection

	Short sword of Accuracy

	Bow of Adaptive Power

	 

	Quiver with 30 explosive arrows (replenishes)

	Stone Horse Talisman

	High Quality Fighting Stick

	Shocking Dagger

	Spatial storage belt

	Gloves of Dual Need

	Spatial Bag

	Bargon’s Slice

	Taunting Whistle

	Mana Well: 0/500

	Mactosh Rifle (200 rounds)

	Mactosh Shotgun (200 mixed shells)

	A Wife’s Price (Shield)

	Null Magic Rod (1x Charge)

	
	_______

	
	Josephine (Josie) Case  

	Stats:

	Strength: 72

	Agility: 118

	Durability: 62

	Magic: 113

	
	Cultivation Grade: E2

	E-Rank Mana Fortification: 80%

	Dual Core: Fire and Growth Mana

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 67

	Melee Combat: 92 

	Dual Wield: 54

	Critical Strike: 19

	Precision Strike: 37

	Manipulation Resistance: 20

	
	Titles:

	Handmaiden of Sativa

	
	Gear:

	Heirloom swords (belonged to her father)

	Belt Knife

	Leather armor

	Wedding Ring

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Mana Potions (x6)

	Deputy Badge

	
	_______

	
	Rolina (Lina) Case 

	Stats:

	Strength: 61

	Agility: 86 

	Durability: 31

	Magic: 100

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Administration: 64

	Cooking: 92

	Sewing: 29

	Shopping: 17

	First Aid: 69

	Melee Combat: 8

	Seduction: 10

	
	Gear:

	A Mother’s Love (Cleaver)

	Apron

	Skirt and Blouse

	Belt Knife

	Chief Clerk’s Insignia

	Spatial Pouch

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Mana Potions (x6)

	
	_______

	
	Rava Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 42

	Agility: 80

	Durability: 36

	Magic: 138

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 119

	Ranged Combat: 44

	Melee Combat: 29 

	Research: 77      

	Business Administration: 83

	Negotiations: 67

	Sewing: 13

	Cooking: 14

	Seduction: 37

	Deceit: 63

	Stealth: 48

	Enchanting: 11

	
	Gear:

	Cauldron

	Alchemy Tools

	Inscribing Tool

	Potion Bandolier (spatial)

	Belt Knife

	Short Sword

	Clerk’s Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Wide variety of Potions

	
	_______

	
	Daria Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 73

	Agility: 102 

	Durability: 42

	Magic: 81 

	
	Cultivation Grade: Nascent

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 93

	Melee Combat: 71

	Tracking: 41

	Skinning/Butchering: 33

	Gambling: 24

	Flight: 72  

	Dive Bomb: 33

	Strafing: 51

	
	Gear:

	Spear of Pierced Destiny

	Throwing Axes (x2)

	Belt Knife

	Leather Armor

	Deputy Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Healing (x4)

	Potions of Mana (x6)

	Firebomb Potions (x4)

	Dice/Cards

	
	_______

	
	Mursha Case

	Stats: 

	Strength: 101

	Agility: 36 

	Durability: 120

	Magic: 55 

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 18

	Melee Combat: 67 

	Blacksmithing: 78

	Dancing: 16

	Leatherwork: 46

	Bull Rush: 12

	Cleave: 19

	Power Attack: 44

	Dual Wield: 19

	
	Gear:

	Freedom’s Chain

	Twin hand-axes

	Belt Knife

	Scale Mail

	Deputy Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Potions of Healing (x4)

	Potions of Mana (x6)

	
	_______

	
	Nimeera

	Stats: 

	Strength: 90

	Agility: 125 

	Durability: 55

	Magic: 22 (30- Shadow Mana) 

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Title: Daughter of Shadow, Heart of Shadow

	Status Condition: Shadow Blessed. 

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 61

	Melee Combat: 69 

	Deceit: 47

	Stealth: 55

	Shadow Manipulation: 47

	Shadow Step: 25

	Seduction: 31

	Gambling: 13

	Gardening: 16

	Tracking: 41

	Precision Strike: 29

	Critical Strike: 32

	Back Stab: 41      

	
	Gear:

	Daggers (multiple)

	Throwing Knives (numerous)

	Spatial Pouch

	Poisons (various)

	Leather Armor

	Caltrops

	Short Sword

	Crossbow and bolts

	Garrote

	Spider Silk Rope

	Disguise Kit

	Clerk’s Badge

	


Chapter 29 – Friends?

	
	
	A bit later, Josie and I walked down the stairs. I let her go first since there was no danger—and frankly the view from back here was amazing. I wouldn’t say that she was walking crooked, but maybe there was just a little hitch in her step. 

	
	I couldn’t help but smile inside.

	
	But that moment of humor was sucked away as I felt a tingle in the air. Spinning around, I saw just the faintest flicker of rainbow light in the air at the top of the stairs. Something very small with a great deal of mana had been in the hallway. I’d been too focused on Josie while inside the room to notice it, but as I thought back on it, I realized that I had felt the same tickle during the fight at the Porcelain Mug. 

	
	“What’s wrong?” Josie asked, turning to look up at me.

	
	“It seems we have a small pest who’s been following us.”

	
	“A fairy?”

	
	“Pretty sure it is, but give me a second to try out this Parallel Mind skill and I’ll see if I can track them down while we are meeting with Rose.”

	
	I, of course, had my hood up when we came downstairs. The reaction I’d received in Westerton was all the warning I needed. I was even beginning to wonder if I should let Josie go on to the tournament without me. I didn’t want to leave her, but she might be safer without me drawing so much attention to us—it was a question looming in the back of my mind. 

	
	At least, it was in the part of my mind which was having a conversation with Rose. Another part of my mind was busy scanning the inn and listening, feeling, and seeking out as far as I could with my senses. To say it was disconcerting to be doing two things simultaneously, would have been… disconcerting. 

	
	People talk about multi-tasking, but this was so much more than that. I half contemplated seeing if my Parallel Mind could Soul Project while I was talking to Rose. Ultimately, I decided I didn’t know enough about either ability to risk it. 

	
	Rose almost immediately handed over a heavy pack. 

	
	When I opened it, I saw that it was stuffed full of rolls of gold coins which had been bound in rolls to keep them from clinking. I was still learning about finances in Olimero, but if I was right, this was a fortune. 

	
	“Rose, this seems like more than our share. I know the hunt was productive, but this is enough to make a man rich for life,” I said.

	
	She shrugged. “I decided to give it all to you. You are my king, after all.”

	
	I stared at her closely. “And here I thought money was precious to you, Rose.”

	
	“Meeting you has changed my priorities. Are you saying you don’t want it?”

	
	“No.” I snorted. “Rava and Rozelle would shoot me if I didn’t accept it.” With that, I shoved the entire pack into my spatial bag.

	
	“Good looking and wise,” Rose said with a sagacious nod. “Your elven wife is fierce, but you never want to offend a bureaucrat, if you can help it. They truly run everything.”

	
	I almost lost it at that point. I had no idea how Rose could possibly know about Rozelle, or several other things which she had hinted at. I was about to confront her when I felt a cold chill run down my spine. I decided it might be better to wait until later—when Josie wouldn’t be in danger.

	
	“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t leave you behind?” I demanded. “You set us up at that bar, didn’t help, and even gassed Josie. There is no way that we can trust you going forward.”

	
	Rose leaned forward. “Trust is for the weak. The strong have no need for trust, because they have control. Become strong enough, and that is the only truth you’ll need. That is the way the king of monsters should think.”

	
	“For the last time,” I snapped, “I am not the king of monsters—nor do I want to be.”

	
	“Oh, I doubt that will be the last time you say that. It is almost humorous to watch you fight your destiny. But you are already becoming so much more than you know.” She boldly eyed me up and down. “My god is very interested in you, or he wouldn’t have sent me to watch over you. 

	
	“As far as what happened in the bar, don’t deny you had a great time. I could see it all over your face. You were never in any danger from those pathetic fools, and if you had been, then you wouldn’t be worthy to be my king.”

	
	She stopped for a moment and looked at Josie. “I apologize for gassing you, though. It was important that Rob be tested, and I’m sure he made some impressive gains from that encounter. I do, however, have a gift for you, which I hope will get you to forgive me.”

	
	Josie mumbled, “I doubt that.”

	
	But then the bubbly skunkkin pulled out two sword sheaths from another bag. They were made of red leather from an unknown creature, with silver trim, silver end caps, and some inlay which was done in silver and looked almost like a language. 

	
	“I thought about all the things I’ve collected on my journeys and what would be most appropriate. I’d offer you swords, but you mentioned once that you are using your father’s blades. I wasn’t sure you’d accept enchanted blades, even if they were more powerful—but with these little beauties, we get around that. They enhance any blade which has been stored inside of them for at least a full minute. The bonuses are only temporary, but last for an hour. So, as long as you can sheath your weapons every hour, you will keep the bonuses.”

	
	I inspected the gift and got a notification which, judging by her gasp, Josie must also have received.

	
	Sheaths of the Final Floor                  Grade: A

	 

	This unique set of sheaths were made by an unknown master and then separated from their intended blades. Should you ever find the blades and use them in conjunction with the sheaths then they form a set and rise to S grade. 

	 

	Current Benefits: Any blade which is sheathed within these sheaths for at least one minute will gain the following benefits for one hour. Note: It is not recommended for use with blades with a soul as the effect causes them nightmares for some reason. 

	 

	User Benefit: 

	      Dual Wielding: +10%

	      Melee Combat: +10%

	      Agility: +10%

	 

	Blade Benefits:

	      Damage: +20%

	      Armor Penetration: +20%

	      Mana Channeling: +66%

	
	Josie just stared at the gift she had been offered. I could feel her desire for those sheaths competing with her desire to hold a grudge against Rose for what she’d done. 

	
	After a few seconds, Rose said, “So what do you think? Will you forgive me? I’d really like for us to be friends and friends share. I’d like to share this gift with you because I think it will improve your chances at the tournament. Some of the fighters there will have powerful family heirloom blades.”

	
	Josie seemed to waver for a minute. 

	
	I was going to tell her that we’d find another way for her to compete, if she didn’t want to do this, but then she put her hand on one of the sheaths. 

	
	Rose grabbed her hand and said, “You’ll forgive me?”

	
	“Yeah, I guess. Just don’t do it again.”

	
	“Agreed. I promise not to try to hurt you again and to give you these sheaths. In return, you promise to forgive me and be my friend. Deal?”

	
	Josie wrinkled her nose. She must have found the wording to be as odd as I did but then she reached out and took Rose’s hand. 

	
	Suddenly, I got a horrible feeling and realized this was a really bad idea. “No, don’t…”

	
	Josie nodded as they grasped hands, “Deal, friend.”

	
	I felt a tingle of power, but it wasn’t magic, nor was it ki. All I knew, is that it made me feel uneasy. 

	
	Josie looked at me, “Is something wrong? Don’t worry. Rose will have my back, now. She knows it was wrong to do what she did before.” My foxkin turned to glare at the other woman. “You won’t set Rob up like that to test him again, will you?”

	
	“Nope, no more tests like that.” Rose nodded in agreement, then she winked at me. 

	
	If Josie noticed she seemed oblivious. 

	
	“We really should talk, wife,” I said. “Can we go back upstairs?”

	
	“No.” Josie shook her head. “I think we should leave for Centrum right away. If we go get some horses, we can make good time and be there in little more than a week. Besides, Rose and I just became friends. It would be rude to leave her behind.”

	
	I stared first at Josie and then Rose. The former seemed thrilled with the new sheaths she was admiring. The latter was acting like her bubbly self, and seemed oblivious to my scrutiny. 

	
	My mind raced. I was ninety-nine percent certain that Rose was… but ugh… what if I was wrong? Then again, even if I was right, this situation was fraught with danger. There were people crowding into the inn, now, as it was approaching dinner time.

	
	Even the way that Rose and Josie were standing close together had me concerned. I shook my head. No, I would have to wait until we got out onto the road. It would be easier to handle things out in the open. 

	
	It was then that the second part of my mind picked up two fairies. They were in the back of the inn and out of sight, but my Parallel Mind was burning ki to keep my sense of touch expanded. Thanks to that, I knew the placement of every table, every person, the innkeeper’s cat, the mouse the cat was trying to hunt, and the two little winged pests. 

	
	“Let’s leave, then,” I agreed. “Josie and I can go buy some horses while Rose packs up her stuff.”

	
	Rose waved her hand in the air like that was a silly suggestion. “Nonsense, you’re much stronger, you can carry all your stuff and go purchase any supplies. My new bestie and me are gonna go horse shopping. You’ll be riding your rock-horse thing, so it’ll be important that we pick out the right horses. A long ride can be hard on a woman.”

	
	I wanted to argue with her, but Josie was already up and moving to the door with Rose. She smiled back at me. “We won’t take long. Pay the innkeeper and we’ll meet you at the city gate once you have supplies.”

	
	I was torn, but once again defaulted to my position that it would be better to deal with this out in the open. 

	
	“Okay, take care of her Rose. If anything happens to my wife, I’m not sure that even hell would have a description for the horrors I would bring down on the one responsible.”

	
	“No need to worry, my king. She and I have a deal. We’ll meet you at the gate in about an hour,” Rose replied with a wink before spinning on her heel and walking out the door, Josie hot on her heels. 

	
	I cursed under my breath. How had this gotten so out of hand? Then I shook my head. Hurting Josie now didn’t seem to gain her anything, so I just stood there and cursed under my breath. Sometimes the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t. 

	
	That made me think about the fairies in the kitchen. At least I could resolve that little problem now. I stood up and made a beeline for the kitchen. I moved fast, but not quite a blur fast. 

	
	The barkeep tried asked me what I was doing, but I went right past him without a word. The fairies had already started to move out the back window of the kitchen when I shouted out, “I just want to talk.”

	
	They seemed to hesitate at that. 

	
	I realized that I’d seen one of them before. “Princess Sema, I met you at the tea I had with your mother. I’m not sure who your sister is, but please meet me out back. This stalking me thing has to end, and we need to talk.”

	
	One turned to the other and I heard a high-pitched buzzing from them. Belatedly, I realized this was some type of language that I simply couldn’t understand. 

	
	When Sema turned back to me, though, she had her hands on my hips. “For your own good, we’ll agree to speak with you.”

	
	The kitchen staff was staring at us now. 

	
	Sema looked at the other fairy, “Natalie, make them forget while I speak with the king-to-be.”

	
	I almost argued that they shouldn’t go around messing with people’s minds, but then again, forgetting that I’d been here would probably be a good thing. I asked her to add that to what she made them forget, and the fairy I’d never seen before managed to curtsy mid-air. “Anything for you, handsome.”

	
	Once I was outside, Princess Sema just glared at me, lips pressed into a thin line. It was like neither of us wanted to be the first to speak. Finally, she said, “You know you hurt mother.”

	
	“Ugh, that’s what you’re leading with?” I shook my head. “No, not going there. First, can you make yourself bigger, like Delicia could? It’s hard to speak to you when you are that size.”

	
	She nodded and then began to grow. Her figure was just as remarkable as her queen’s, with an ample bosom, narrow waist, and slightly flared hips over long, sensuous legs. Her face had that same striking but impossibly alien beauty that I had seen with the other fairies. 

	
	“Is this better?” Then, seeing how I looked at her she added, “Hmm… maybe you just like looking at me like this. I don’t mind. Mother would share.”

	
	“Whoa, we need to talk about a few things—the first of which is that talking about me sharing a mother and her daughters is not the way to hook me. Where I come from, that is considered pretty freaky. I know that she is probably your great grandmother several times over, but… you get the point.”

	
	Sema laughed. “Seeing the company you keep suggests that you don’t have very many limitations.”

	
	“What’s that supposed to mean?” I felt my anger rising again. 

	
	“Oh? Didn’t you realize that the skunkkin with you wasn’t really a skunkkin? I knew she was using some type of concealing magic which I didn’t recognize but I assumed you knew.”

	
	“I know she isn’t a skunkkin, what do you think she is?”

	
	Sema shook her head and shrugged.

	
	I asked, “A gray slaad? Is that what you think she is?”

	
	“Definitely not. I’d recognize a gray slaad, even if in disguise. Whatever she was, it’s even more alien than you—and definitely not native to Olimero.”

	
	“That’s what I was afraid of.”

	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 30 – More Pressing Problems

	
	
	What I took for surprise registered on the fairy’s face. “You know that she isn’t what she appears to be, but that seems to worry you.”

	
	“Very much. The woman she appears to be is a chosen servant of Mensor. She aided his plan to try to get me to become more monstrous. In fact, she used to call me the king of monsters. What I gather, was that Mensor wanted me to lead the world into chaos—where only the strong survive.”

	
	“But what about now? If she isn’t this servant of Mensor, what is she?”

	
	“No. Now, I believe she is a demon known as Her—a servant of one of the old gods known as Old Scratch. According to what the gods of Olimero have told me he claims to be the god of Earth, the world I come from.”

	
	I stopped speaking abruptly. What was I doing? Why would I be speaking so openly with the fairy? They were practically my enemies. 

	
	Her mother had propositioned me. And while she’d made some generous offers, she’d also made veiled threats against my family, if I didn’t comply. I quickly looked inside myself. I needed to know if she was influencing me. Perhaps she had a subtle type of mana she was using against me.

	
	I spun my core but… oh, it felt so odd. The ki inside my body core was now linked to my mind core. My body core was still the engine, but my mind core now controlled it. It made looking inside myself easier than it ever had been before. 

	
	Within seconds, I was certain that there was no foreign mana or influence inside of me. But then, I wondered, why I was I so talkative?

	
	Sema asked, “Is something wrong?”

	
	I shook my head as I continued to sort through what was going on, but she continued, “You just stopped speaking.”

	
	I finally realized what was going on. I was worried about Josie and unsure about what to do with Her—and by ‘what to do’, I mean uncertain of how to do it, when to do it, and if I was honest with myself… if I could do it. 

	
	Talking to someone else about it felt good. I had even tried to use Parallel Mind to keep my senses on Rose and Josie, but they’d quickly left my range. Only the soul-bond assured me that Josie was okay.

	
	“I just had to sort something out in my head. I don’t know how I can possibly trust you after the way your mother threatened me and mine, but it felt good to express my concerns to someone.”

	
	The fairy’s large eyes got even larger. “Mother can be brutal. I won’t lie. She will kill her enemies without a thought—but killing your wives wouldn’t serve a purpose. Above all else, mother is pragmatic. She might try to take one of your wives hostage or something, but I doubt it will come to that. Mother really would do anything for you, if you can save our race.”

	
	“I’m not sure that’s good enough,” I muttered, “but right now I have more pressing problems.”

	
	“Just destroy her. I’ve seen a bit of how powerful you are. The only one I’ve ever seen who is stronger than you is mother—and even then, she is powerful in a different way. Your power is so physical, raw, and visceral. It’s enough to make a girl soak her panties.”

	
	I felt my cheeks heat, and coughed into my hand.

	
	“Sorry, I don’t know what came over me.” The alien beauty shook her head and shivered, but did so in the sexiest way possible. “You have to understand what it’s like living in what is essentially a convent, staying away from the rest of the world. Fairies are, by nature, highly passionate creatures and yet we rarely get any access to… that.”

	
	I noticed where she was staring. “My… uh… my eyes are up here.”

	
	 She grinned before adding, “I’m having such bad thoughts. If my sister Zoot was here, she’d probably insist that we all need spankings for the things we think when we see you.”

	
	“Ugh… Fine. But I need to focus. Her is very dangerous and I can’t be distracted by a couple of fairies following me around. I still haven’t made up my mind about how to answer your... uh... Queen Delicia.” 

	
	I blew out a breath. “Right now, I need all of my focus for dealing with this threat and you can tell your queen that having her people spying on me isn’t going to earn her any favors.”

	
	“But what if we helped you?”  Sema bit her lip before adding, “You know we aren’t as strong as the Queen, but both Natalie and I are magically gifted. If we helped you deal with this threat, as you call it, would that not earn us some favor with you?”

	
	I paused to think about it, trying to assess the pro’s and con’s. “Okay. But Her is very dangerous. The main thing I need you to do, once we make camp on the road tonight, is to find a way to get Josie away from us.”

	
	“Can’t you just do that on your own? She is your wife. Won’t she listen to you?”

	
	“Her has done something to Josie. I don’t know what it is, but they made some type of compact. It’s like they are the best of friends, now.”

	
	“Oh… We will try and figure out what type of hold this demon has on your wife and then see if we can free her. That will prove our goodwill, I should think.”

	
	“It’ll definitely be a step in the right direction, but keep your distance. Remember, my number one priority is keeping Josie safe.”

	
	“You aren’t like any of the other males that have been brought back to our hideaway,  nor what I’ve been told to expect. I thought the males of the less… err… of the other races demanded obedience and subservient service from their wives, rather than treating them as equals—let alone valuing them.”

	
	“There are some like that, but I’m not the only man who loves his wives. It’s just that the men here are a bit spoiled by the fact that there are so many more women than men. Back on my world, the gender ratio is split nearly 50/50. And if you don’t know how to treat a woman properly, then you likely won’t get one worth having.”

	
	“That sounds like paradise,” the fairy said wistfully. “Your wives are lucky. Don’t worry. I’ll speak to Natalie. We won’t do anything to endanger her.”

	
	I still wasn’t certain I could trust the fairies, but any help was better than none. I had grown much stronger since last we’d fought, but underestimating Her could be a fatal mistake, and not one I was willing to make. 

	
	I met up with the girls again an hour later just outside of the gates. I had bought plenty of rations and stored them in my spatial bag. When I got there, Josie was going on and on about how much fun it had been shopping for horses with Rose. She gave me a kiss and whispered in my ear that she had a surprise for me later. 

	
	Rather than pry, I decided to play along. Hopefully, Rose—or rather, Her—was still not certain whether or not I knew her true identity and would continue this charade. She certainly was doing a good impression of the overly bubbly skunkkin. 

	
	I summoned Rock and then the three of us started riding. Somehow, Rose always kept herself between me and Josie—or if she wasn’t between us, she was close on my other side. The two girls were frequently speaking in whispers and giggling. 

	
	Oddly, when I tried to listen in, Josie snapped at me about not ruining the surprise.

	
	The horses they had picked seemed strong, and the road was pretty flat in this area, so we were making great time. Rock, of course, could have gone faster but he held back to stay close to the girls. 

	
	We had started just before dinnertime, but kept going for a couple hours past dark. Rock made sure that the trail was smooth so that the horses didn’t risk breaking a leg. 

	
	When we finally stopped to set up camp, Josie said, “Why don’t you check the perimeter and make sure we’re safe. Rose and I will start a fire and lay out the sleeping bags.” 

	
	She grinned. “You’ll have to share, though, because we’ve only got two, okay?”

	
	“I’m always happy to sleep with you.”

	
	“Good!” She winked at me. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

	
	With that, I left one part of my mind firmly in the camp, sensing everything that was going on. Nothing, however, seemed out of place. Both the girls worked to get the camp set up and I could have almost thought that things were innocent. They didn’t talk much, other than to make some harmless small talk. 

	
	The other part of my mind was looking for monsters. I knew this area was far tamer than the Untamed Lands, or even Yonder, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I had enough of a monster to deal with back at the camp to want to worry about more of them showing up uninvited. 

	
	When I was far enough out, I encountered two little lights. At first, they looked like fireflies, but then I saw that was only an illusion. 

	
	“We can’t break your wife free of the connection she has with the other woman,” Sema said. “I’m so sorry. If it was just a magical snare, I would have dispelled it. In fact, you could have too with the gift the Queen gave you. But the hold this Her has on your wife is not merely mana based.”

	
	“I assumed as much because I didn’t feel any mana being used when it happened, but it made my Soul Resistance tingle.”

	
	“That’s it—they are a soul compact. It isn’t like a soul-bond, which I can see you share with this wife and others. But it is an agreement between souls. If either of them break it, then it will damage their souls. But it is especially binding on your wife. It looks like Her can’t attempt to harm Josie, and Josie has to keep forgiving Her and treating the demon as though they are the best of… friends.” 

	
	The pretty fairy shrugged. “More than that I can’t really say. Maybe if mothe… er… the Queen was here she would be able to tell you more. She might even know how to break it.”

	
	“No, I appreciate you confirming it.” I frowned. “Stay close, but not too close. We don’t want Her to detect you. Once you see me act against the demon, I need you to try and get Josie to safety. I’ll understand if you have to use force to help her, but not if you cause any permanent injury.”

	
	Both fairies nodded in understanding and I finished my circuit around the camp before heading back. When I returned to the now crackling fire, I told Josie I wasn’t hungry. Truthfully, since I didn’t actually need to eat, trail rations weren’t that tempting. 

	
	Besides, I was too anxious about what was going to happen to bother. 

	
	The girls both retired to their sleeping bags and Josie reminded me not to wait too long for my surprise. I continued to sit by the fire and sent my senses out over the camp. Something was off, but I couldn’t tell what it was. 

	
	Oh well, at least they were apart now. The two sleeping bags were on opposite sides of the fire, about ten feet distant. Hopefully this meant I’d have a chance to talk some sense into Josie. Walking over to her sleeping bag, I found that she had left it open for me. The shadows cast from the glowing coals of the fire left things strangely dark—so dark I couldn’t hardly make her out. Normally, I could see better in the dark than this. 

	
	I could feel the heat coming off of her, though. My little pyro always had the hottest body—and I wasn’t just talking about her appearance. I got down and climbed into the sleeping bag after taking off my boots. I didn’t want to undress any more than that. Sure, I would have liked to enjoy whatever surprise my wife had in mind, but I wasn’t about to get naked with a fight pending.

	
	As I slid into the bag, she managed to slide further down. All my hand could touch was the thick hair atop her head and her ears. She shivered when I ran my fingers through her hair and stroked the tips of her ears. 

	
	Then, her hands were fumbling with my pants. Oh, so it was going to be that sort of surprise, was it? My will wavered for a moment. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to enjoy her attentions for just a minute or two. 

	
	Still, there was danger here. “JoJo,” I hissed, “I don’t think we should do this now. We need to talk about Rose.”

	
	She simply purred in response. 

	
	As she freed my member from my pants, I tried to take a more serious tone with her. “Josie, this isn’t a game.” 

	
	Then I let out a low moan as her hand firmly gripped my shaft and I felt that impossibly hot mouth wrap itself around little Rob’s head. She was licking at me, and it felt divine. Suddenly, I realized something was different. 

	
	Her body was giving off the same heat that Josie always did, but her tongue was different. It was forked. 

	 


Chapter 31 - Throw those High

	
	Without a moment of hesitation, I acted. Ki burst out from my body pushing Her back and I then brought my knee up into her face before pushing with ki enhanced muscles. The sleeping bag burst apart, and a half naked Her was sent flying out into the night. 

	
	I was on my feet pausing for only the briefest of seconds to stuff my junk back in my trousers before racing across the ground. I didn’t head for where Her was, but instead straight for the other sleeping bag which I now assumed had Josie in it. I called out, “Josie get up.”

	
	She was up out of the bag in an instant. Obviously, whatever spell she was under didn’t weaken her combat instincts or reflexes. Her blades were in her hands and fire was dancing along them. 

	
	“What’s wrong? Are we being attacked? Where’s Rose?”

	
	I stopped just out of reach of her blades. I hated to be like that, but I didn’t know what she was capable of under this influence. “Rose isn’t who she says she is. She was inside my sleeping bag.”

	
	Josie smiled. “Oh, did you like your surprise? Like Rose said, friends share. She really wanted to be with you, so I figured what was the harm?”

	
	“Rose is a monster; she isn’t even Rose. I don’t know what happened but somehow this Rose is that demon, Her, the one who attacked Yonderton before.”

	
	Josie just stared at me with a dumbfounded look. “Rob, what’s gotten into you? Why would you talk about my friend like that. I mean if you don’t want to be alone with her, that’s fine. I’ll join in if you like.”

	
	“Yeah, Rob, I bet you’d like that.”

	
	I whirled around and saw Her standing there. The form she had taken was a strange amalgamation. She mostly looked like Josie, except with gray fur and black tufts at the tips of her ears. Wings like Daria’s had also sprouted from her back and her tail was the thicker plusher tail which Rose had sported.

	
	“I guess the fun is up. I thought you’d figured it out but was curious to see how far you’d let it go. You know if you’d just relaxed, you could be having a lot more fun right now,” Her said.

	
	“Forked tongues don’t do it for me, but then I’m guessing you knew that. If you’d wanted to truly deceive me, you never would have slipped up like that.”

	
	She laughed and once again it was that laughter which was devoid of anything good. The limited moon light almost seemed to be sucked into her and I understood why it was darker than normal. “Guilty as charged. I do so like playing games.”

	
	“Rose, what’s he talking about?” Josie asked.

	
	“Oh look at her. So quaint how you like these fragile little mortals. I’m not sure what you see in them. You were more than them when I met you before, and it looks like you’ve grown a lot.” 

	
	She stared at me intently for a second. “Yes, you’ve formed a second core. Master will be so pleased. You could be pleased, too. This doesn’t have to be bad.”

	
	“Josie, you need to get away from here. I need room to fight Her.”

	
	“I’m not going anywhere, husband. If you love me at all, you won’t try to hurt my friend.”

	
	I growled in disgust. “Let her go. Release whatever hold you have on her.”

	
	Her tilted her head back and laughed again, with that same tone which seemed to be her answer for any of my demands. “No. Mortals need to pay better attention to the pacts they form. It’s not like I took her soul or anything; I just made her my friend. You can be my friend, too—even a friend with ample benefits.”

	
	“Hard pass,” I snapped. 

	
	“You’ve never experienced what it could be like. Imagine laying with a being who didn’t require you to hold back. You could let loose with all your might and still not harm me, all the while enjoying yourself.”

	
	I shook my head. “When are you going to get it through your head. I’m not going to suddenly join you. But if you free Josie, I’d consider us even. Rose didn’t deserve whatever you did to her, but she wasn’t part of my family.”

	
	“Didn’t you ever learn? You can get something for something, or nothing for nothing, but you can’t get something for nothing?”

	
	“Fine, I’ll bite, although this seems painfully obvious. But what do you want in order to free Josie?”

	
	“See? You can be led to water. I’d say that I want you to bow before my Master and pledge your eternal fealty to him, but I’m guessing that even you aren’t stupid enough to do that to save one mortal. So… how about this? I’ll break the pact between us, if you make a pact with me.”

	
	I needed more time. I could sense the fairies were flying around. They were clearly unsure what to do. My concern was, that getting Josie away from here might not be enough—not if there was still some connection between their souls. “What sort of pact would you want to make with me?”

	
	“Like I told you when we first met, nothing you wouldn’t enjoy.”

	
	“Again, I’ll Pass.” As soon as I said the words, things started to move so quickly that, were it not for my Parallel Mind, I would have been caught flat footed. 

	
	I spun my core faster without thinking. The armored aura of ki formed around me, while Bargon’s Slice appeared in my hand. My other hand slipped through the strap and grabbed the handle of A Wife’s Price. 

	
	Her came straight at me. The fairies dove down with mana swirling around them. I raised my shield to take the blow, but Her veered around me at the last second while shrieking, “Reject my kindness, will you? Then suffer.”

	
	Her’s outstretched claw was aimed right at Josie’s head and her movement was so fast that—even enhanced with ki—I could barely keep up. I pivoted and pushed off the ground, trying to intercept Her’s strike, but knew that I’d be too late. 

	
	INDOMITABLE surged within me, but my limits were still my limits.

	
	Josie was trying to raise her swords, but was moving in slow motion, compared to Her and me. Just as Her’s claws were about to rip into Josie’s face, a brilliant flash of rainbow light coalesced before Josie’s head. Her’s claws struck the barrier and shattered it, but the barrier slowed Her enough that I was able to reach them. Rather than attack Her, though, I grabbed Josie and pushed off again, trying to gain some distance.

	
	Behind me, I heard Her screech. “Damn fairies. You little bitches are the same on every world, sticking your tiny noses where they don’t belong. I swear you’re nothing more than ‘wanna be’ demons.”

	
	Setting Josie down, I pushed some of my ki into her as I examined her. The pact between my wife and Her must have been broken by the attack, but there had been some kind of backlash, which resulted in Josie only being half conscious. Worrying about the state of my wife’s mortal soul, I turned to join the battle.

	
	As I did, I saw another prismatic barrier shatter and He grab one of the fairies. Things were moving too fast for me to know which one had been captured. When I surged toward them, I knew it was already too late for the tiny woman whose body was crushed as the clawed hand squeezed into a fist. I could hear the sound of a hundred tiny bones being pulverized, then witnessed a bright wisp being sucked out of the dead fairy and into Her’s mouth. She had just eaten the tiny woman’s soul. 

	
	The second fairy shrieked, “No! Natalie…” Then thick tree roots ripped out of the ground to wrap Her up tightly. The roots pulsed like veins as they were fed copious amounts of Nature Mana. 

	
	“You’ll pay for that,” Sema hissed.

	
	Her managed to rip one arm free from the vines and a blast of fire reminiscent of Josie’s flames struck Sema squarely, exploding in a flash. The tiny fairy fell to the ground and didn’t move. I couldn’t worry about the fairy, though. 

	
	Instead, I gathered my power and slashed with my blade, activating my Ki Slice ability. Concentrated ki with a sharpened edge slammed into Her. I saw black ichor splatter as she was cut in half. The roots were likewise severed, and her top half fell backward while the lower half was still held in place. 

	
	I wanted to return to Josie or even check on Sema, but I didn’t believe killing Her would be that easy.       Sure enough, as soon as I was standing over Her, the body was already breaking down into that black ichor and the two parts were starting to coalesce once more. 

	
	Spinning my core faster, I empowered the spatial edge of my blade. Then went to town chopping Her up. I must have sliced and diced the demon, devil, or whatever Her was, for five solid minutes. When I was done, the area around me was covered in black ichor for at least twenty feet in every direction. 

	
	Fortunately, none of it was able to touch me as my aura kept it from actually making contact with my flesh. I only stopped when none of it seemed to be moving. Then, before I could help myself, the words tumbled from my lips, “Come back from that bitch.” I spit on the black ground.

	
	Josie had stumbled to her feet, so I began looking for the two fairies. I found the soulless husk, which had been Natalie, first. I hadn’t ever spoken with her, except for her briefly flirting with me in the kitchen of a roadside inn. She might have been my enemy, but even if her people and I didn’t see eye to eye, she hadn’t deserved this. 

	
	Natalie had risked her life to save my wife and had ended up on the losing end of that gamble. I glanced over and saw Josie picking up Princess Sema. 

	
	“I think she’s alive,” Josie said, “but only barely. I have to feed her a healing potion.”

	
	I sighed. “Do what you need to. I still have to dispose of these remains. I can’t trust that she won’t come back, even from this.”

	
	Summoning Rock, with his aid I gathered all of the earth in a radius beyond however far I thought any parts of Her might have landed up into a big ball. We combined our ki for this next part, with me pouring my power into Rock, and my core and his core working together. This time, my mind core was better able to guide the union. 

	
	Your connection with your soul bonded companion, Rock, has increased by 28%. Ease of and communication and understanding between you will increase. 

	
	Together, we compressed the ball of ichor, mud, and stone as tightly as we could. Soon, what must have been several thousand square feet of dirt had been compressed into a sphere no larger than a basketball. I felt the strain in my channels as we worked together to pack it in as tightly as possible. 

	
	Still, I kept pushing beyond what should have been possible. INDOMITABLE might not have been able to make me do what was beyond my capabilities, but it could certainly push me to my max, and keep me going long after my body wanted to stop.

	
	The sphere which contained the remains from Her now weighed several tons, but was packed into a sphere the size of a softball. 

	
	“Josie,” I called out, looking over at my wife, “how is she?”

	
	“I was able to get a bit of the potion down her. She coughed some of it back up before losing consciousness, again, but her wounds have all closed. Wait a second while I set her someplace safe and then I’ll help you burn those remains.”

	
	“Thanks. That is just what I was going to ask your help with. Well… that and, ask you how you feel. Do you feel okay?”

	
	I could feel her embarrassment through the bond, even if I couldn’t see the blush on her face in the dark. “I’m finally myself again. I knew what I was doing before was weird, but for some reason, I just kept making the dumbest excuses to myself.” She bowed her head, looking at the ground. 

	
	“I’m truly sorry, Rob. Do you think we have to destroy the sheaths?”

	
	“What?” I snorted. “No. Let’s count them as loot from a hard-fought battle.”

	
	After setting the still dazed fairy well off to the side, Josie walked back to me and we began the cycle of amplifying and compressing her fire mana. It was so much easier to do, now that she had a mana core and I had a mind core to guide all the tiny aspects of the process without conscious thought. 

	
	Once we were ready, we had a tiny, compressed sun between us which I held together behind a protective layer of ki in my hand. In the other hand, I held the sphere of condensed remains. 

	
	Josie stepped back and said, “Make sure you throw those as high in the air as you can. When that fireball goes off, it’s going to be massive.” She shook her head, eyes wide. “I didn’t know it was possible to condense mana that much.”

	
	I smiled. The work had been difficult and we’d both gotten notifications during it, but I wasn’t about to complain. I took the chance to glance at the summary of gains I’d made while Josie went to pick up the unconscious fairy. 

	
	Mana Fusion: +3

	Strength: +1

	Agility: +2

	B-Rank Body Fortification: +1%

	Soul Resistance: +1

	

	The horses had both died when parts of Her splattered onto them, so I asked Rock to carry Josie and Sema off a safe distance. Once they were more than a mile away, I merged the white hot sphere of compressed Fire Mana into the sphere of Her’s remains. Then, focusing my mind, I poured my ki into the melon size lump. 

	
	Ki Infusion +1

	
	I pushed harder.

	
	Ki Infusion +1

	
	I pushed even harder.

	
	Ki Infusion +1

	
	Finally, I felt an aura of ki separate from my body to bind the commingled spheres together. They were already starting to react, and I felt like they were on the verge of exploding. I enhanced the ki barrier surrounding them as much as I could.

	
	Ki Infusion +1

	
	Then, when I couldn’t enhance the protective barrier any more, I squatted down and then hurled it up high into the air. Once it was more than a half a mile above me, my connection to the ki barrier became too tenuous, and the explosion ripped open the night, like the granddaddy of all fireworks. 

	
	The massive explosion lit up the night sky. I’m sure people could see it for dozens of miles in all directions. I could only wonder what they’d imagined it to be. 

	
	After that, I felt insanely drained but pushed myself to run toward Josie’s position. There were still a couple of hours of night left and I felt the need for actual sleep. We laid out some blankets from my spatial bag because the sleeping bags had both been destroyed. I lay down and Josie curled up in my arm with her head on my shoulder, placing the tiny sleeping form of Princess Sema on my chest. I guess, I couldn’t begrudge the fairy a comfortable place to rest—not after what she had done for us. 

	
	Sleep came for me then. My wife was safe. Nothing was more important than that.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 32 – Bertrand’s Daughter

	
	
	The trip to Centrum went even faster than expected. It only took Rock three days to make it there, traveling from sunup to sundown. The elemental was easily able to carry me, Josie, and the tiny Sema—all while averaging better than a hundred miles per day.

	
	The journey gave Josie and I time to patch up any issues which had resulted from Her’s actions. I made sure to restore the fiery foxkin’s confidence in our relationship. I demonstrated as best I could, again and again, that I didn’t hold the fact she had been controlled against her. 

	
	We could have used the potions of flight to speed up our travel. Heck that would have made it possible to get to Centrum in less than two hours, but I felt like the time spent together was more important. Besides rebuilding our connection, it gave Josie and I a chance to spar each night. She was still more skilled than I, although the gap between us was narrowing. My stats could let me overwhelm her, but I refrained from leaning exclusively on them to provide her with more meaningful practice. 

	
	Besides those benefits—and the obvious enjoyment we got from more intimate time spent together at night—it also allowed us to get to know Sema a bit better. The young fairy deeply mourned the loss of her sister, Natalie. I never could get out of her if Natalie was actually her sibling, or if she considered all fairies—other than Delicia—her sisters. The sense of loss was understandable. Her people were close to extinction, with less than one hundred fairies remaining in all of Olimero—each loss was significant. 

	
	We both tried to give her the space she needed, while also repeatedly expressing our gratitude. We’d discussed  the way in which Her had been able to control Josie. It couldn’t have been mind or emotion control, because Sativa had protected the redhead from that. Sema explained that soul powers could transcend either body or mind related skills, and since Josie had willingly agreed to the pact—even if she hadn’t fully understood what she was agreeing to—that it would have been able to bypass her protections. 

	
	Sema had the decency to be embarrassed when she explained how her people used powers like that to ensnare males for breeding. I even tried to talk her into teaching me how to use my own soul abilities, but then we reached the city. 

	
	Sema was quite accomplished with a few soul related skills, as well as Illusion Mana, Nature Mana, Light Mana, Prismatic Mana, and Size Mana. Her skill with Nature Mana had led to a couple of interesting conversations about Sativa with Josie. The small fairy was shocked to learn that my wife was a handmaiden to the goddess. 

	
	I personally went out of my way to make her feel welcome. The little that I was able to speak with her helped convince me that fairies weren’t all bad. What that meant for the fairy queen’s proposition, though, was a problem for future Rob. For now, I was just grateful for the illusion she had crafted, which enabled me to walk around without worrying about gloves or a hood.

	
	On the morning of the fourth day, we reached the gates of Centrum. If I had thought that Westerton was large, this city dwarfed it. I was half tempted to burn a Potion of Flight simply to get a feel for its scope. This place seemed more like it was the home to more than a million souls, but Sema had never been here before, and Josie had left as a child—so neither could confirm for me just how many people lived here. 

	
	The guards let us in after a small fee, and I was once again thankful that I didn’t need to wear a hood or a mask. The first thing we did was find a place to stay—renting an apartment not far from the merchant district. Sema opted to stay at the apartment when I insisted on going with Josie when she went to meet with Master Dalcon, as fairies were not well received in society. She could hide herself very well, but it was tiring—and truly, there was no need for her to come with us.

	
	Maybe Josie was right, and this Master Dalcon could be trusted. Maybe Taez and Simeon had acted on their own initiative, albeit in an inappropriate fashion. But I wasn’t going to trust my wife’s safety to a hope—certainly not after what had just happened with Her. 

	
	When we reached the academy, I found it presented an interesting contrast with the rest of the city I had seen. Most of the architecture in Centrum was done in what I would have considered ‘Gold Rush California’ style. This looked to be far more Asian in design. 

	
	I didn’t have any indication that there were cultures like that on Olimero, but there was a lot I still had to learn. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if there had been some influence from Earth. The huge plaque hanging over the arched entryway read, ‘Twin Blade Academy’. 

	
	I let Josie take the lead, but I was close beside her. 

	
	A wolfkin guard in leather armor stood up and ordered us to halt. “Do you have an invitation to the academy?”

	
	Josie stopped and looked at him defiantly. “I’m Josephine Case. Master Dalcon sent me an invitation.”

	
	The guard straightened up immediately. “Not that I’m doubting you, Miss, but do you happen to have that invitation on you?”

	
	She fished the letter that had been sent to Yonderton out of a pouch on her belt, placing it in the guard’s outstretched hand. 

	
	He looked at it and then at Josie. “You said you were Josephine Case? This letter is addressed to Josephine Ruger.”

	
	“Yes, but Case is my married name. My father was a disciple of Master Dalcon. His name was Bertrand Ruger.”

	
	Suddenly the guard’s eyes got wide. “Three-time champion, Bertrand Ruger?”

	
	Josie shrugged. “I was only a small child when we left Centrum, but that is what my mother told me.”

	
	The guard couldn’t have acted more differently with this revelation. He started bowing and calling her M’lady. He even begged her forgiveness before ringing a bell. Little more than a minute later, a boy who I would have called a pre-teen back on Earth came running out. 

	
	The lad was an elf, so it was impossible for me to say exactly how old he was. The guard gave him instructions that Josie was a special guest who Master Dalcon had sent for a couple of months ago, and that we were to be escorted into something called the lotus court, after which he was to go notify the master of our presence. 

	
	We followed the boy and found that inside, the compound was set up with multiple buildings surrounding three different courtyard type areas. The first one was completely open air and paved in stone. It was full of a couple dozen students sparring or running through drills—though it was large enough to accommodate three times that number. A few men and women who I took for instructors walked around the students with long slender sticks, alternately disciplining the students for some fault or providing them with guidance. 

	
	Past that courtyard, we walked up some stairs made of a dark wood, and past what looked like koi ponds, surrounded by a number of benches. Under a pavilion roof and in the center of a second area, was a much smaller training floor. It was square and probably thirty feet by thirty feet. In it, there were two students sparring, with judges sitting at each corner and a referee in the ring. 

	
	We paused for a moment to watch them. They were both quite good—not as good as Josie, of course. To be honest, I thought I was as good as they were, but maybe that was just because to my eyes they moved awful sluggishly. Around the perimeter of this courtyard, there were a number of small offices or receiving areas, I wasn’t quite sure which. 

	
	Still, we were led beyond this area, up another set of stairs, and into a stone building. Once inside, we were taken to the very center of the building, which was a circular chamber with an open-air roof. There were lotus plants blossoming in raised beds throughout the room, with ornate carved tiles for flooring. We were pointed to a smooth wooden bench beside a smaller recessed sparring platform—perhaps twenty feet square or twenty-five feet square—where we could wait. 

	
	We sat down and I could sense Josie’s tension through the soul bond. She fidgeted as we sat in silence for half-an-hour. Finally, I asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

	
	“No,” she snapped. Then she looked at me with a softer look. “Why would I want to talk about it?”

	
	“Want to?” I shrugged. “I guess that was the wrong question. But maybe you need to talk about this. This place represents a part of your past that you were too young to remember. I know how confused you are about the various stories you’ve heard regarding your father… it can’t be easy.”

	
	“It’s just… I mean…” She wrung her hands as her words trailed off. “You know what? I don’t need to talk right now—I need to spar. Come, join me.”

	
	Back on Earth, I might have asked if it was appropriate for us to do so here, but the new me felt like I owned the world, and if my wife wanted to spar here in the lotus court of some rather stuffy sword academy, I would happily oblige her. 

	
	She took her boots off and set them next to the bench before springing down the steps to the central area and ran her feet over the smooth tiles. Then she looked up at me. “You know my father might very well have trained on this very platform.”

	
	I was about to join her, when my expanded sense of touch told me that there was someone who had just slipped into the room. They stood silently behind some of the lotus plants and were watching us. I waited, but he didn’t move out from behind the plants, nor did I get a sense that he was a threat. 

	
	Telepathically, I told Josie that we were being watched. 

	
	“Then get down here and let’s give them something to watch,” she replied. “Just take your boots off before setting foot on the fighting platform. It’s something my father taught me when I was a little girl.”

	
	I did as she asked and then jumped down onto the platform. I had worried whether or not Sema’s illusion would cover my bare feet, but while I could see my actual feet, I also saw the image of wide green feet superimposed over them. Josie drew her father’s blades and I called forth Bargon’s Slice. My sword was always eager for a fight, as it was hoping to feast on some blood. When I reminded it that this was just sparring, it grumbled and seemed to go back to sleep. That was just as well. 

	
	Then, we started to dance. I didn’t use any ki enhancement, but my Agility was still sixty percent higher than my wife’s. Despite that, she seemed to be able to make better use of her Agility. I had to remind myself that I had been at this for but a few months, with advances coming so rapidly that it was nearly impossible for me to stop and adapt to these changes. 

	
	Josie, on the other hand, had been doing this her entire life. But I was fast enough that, without pushing herself, she couldn’t land a blow on me. 

	
	“Don’t hold back,” I instructed. “My aura will protect me from anything but a real effort to harm me.”

	
	“You shouldn’t hold back either,” Josie replied. “I know you’re faster than that.”

	
	“True…” I sidestepped to avoid a lunge quicker than a serpent’s strike, “but aren’t you the one always telling me not simply to rely on my stats? Besides, I’m trying to figure out how to use Parallel Mind to learn faster while sparring.”

	
	“Maybe.” She shrugged. “I’m feeling the need to cut loose.”

	
	I pushed a small amount of ki into my legs and arms and increased my speed by about ten percent. It might not sound like a huge amount, but with an Agility of 190, I was already five or six times faster than the average guy—and almost twice as fast as Josie. The higher a stat got, the more value each additional point held. 

	
	At the same time, my mind core enabled me to track her movements better. Part of me was focused on the fight, looking for openings, reacting, and trying to win this bout. The partition created from my Parallel Mind skill, though, didn’t care about the outcome of this match. All it was trying to do was to memorize Josie’s movements so that I could better apply her technique to myself. 

	
	Melee Combat +1

	
	I grinned with the notification, because it told me that I’d discovered another way to cheat my skill growth, leveling even faster than before. My wives were going to be so jealous. Oh, they’d try to hide it and be genuinely happy for me, but they were still going to be jealous. 

	
	“You are ridiculous.” Josie snorted as she parried one of my high-speed thrusts and performed a perfect counter, a retort which would have resulted in a cut deep into anyone else’s ribs—but because of my speed, I had already moved beyond the reach of her blade. 

	
	After we had been sparring for over an hour at a frenzied pace, I felt the man behind the lotus plants step forward. He walked down the path at a slow, measured pace, but there was a supreme confidence in his every step. 

	
	He was likely the oldest looking man I’d seen in Olimero. Hell, he would likely have given Rozelle a run for her money as the oldest looking person I’d seen. 

	
	He was an old elf, but exceptionally lean. His feet were bare, and he wore loose flowing pants, similar to those I associated with aikido. His vest was not armored, but rather a thick canvas looking fabric and sleeveless. When we stopped sparring he said, “Don’t let me stop you. It has been most informative.”

	
	Josie glanced first at me and then to him. “Master Dalcon, I presume?”

	
	He nodded his head. “And you are Bertrand’s daughter?”

	
	“Yes, Sir.”

	
	He didn’t even look at me—which was not something I was accustomed to, but I checked my pride. This was Josie’s moment not mine. 

	
	His brows lifted, “And you’re only just now accepting my invitation, with a mere three weeks before the tournament?”

	
	Josie started to explain how various duties had detained her, but I cut her off. “My wife made it here as soon as she was able. No disrespect was intended and, had her duties permitted, she would have been here months ago. But she is my right-hand and chief deputy, and we are responsible for an entire district of people.”

	
	He snorted. “A flea-ridden, far-flung no-man’s-land of a district. But I wasn’t speaking to you, Sheriff. Nice disguise, by the way. I admit that it took me a few seconds to see through the illusion. Whoever crafted it for you did an excellent job—and yes, I know it wasn’t you because I’m well acquainted with the fact that humans can’t learn magic.”

	
	He tilted his head to the side, studying me. “Although, I admit the stories about you have spread far and wide—even to here. And watching the way you move seems to defy my understanding of certain things.”

	
	“It is true that I can’t use magic,” I replied. “As for whether you were speaking to me or not, that is irrelevant. My wife would very much like to learn from you—but no man speaks out of turn to her in my presence.”

	
	“You think a great deal of yourself, don’t you boy?”

	
	“Actually, I am more than willing to give you respect, but it must be earned.”

	
	He stared at me intently. “Answer me this, then. Do you believe that you could defeat me, the most decorated sword master this side of the Lutelleger River?”

	
	“If I had to… yes, without a question in my mind. But that would be because of my raw power, and I’m not naïve enough to believe that raw power is the end all and be all. I am certain that there is a great deal you could teach me about how to better use that power.”

	
	The old elf stared at me and then at Josie for a long minute. Then he burst out into a deep belly laugh. 

	
	“I think I like you, boy. You’ve got some fire in you—and if this wife of yours is anything like her father was, then you’re going to need every bit of it to keep her in line.”

	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 33 - Reconnecting

	
	
	Master Dalcon then invited us to his private lounge, where we sat and servants brought us drinks. He apparently had a passion for plum brandy, which I had yet to experience on Olimero. Their version was a little sweeter than what I was used to, but it was still delicious. 

	
	The conversation went well, for the most part—though it did get a bit tense when I had to tell him about Taez and Simeon. Dalcon became quiet for a while, but eventually he shook his head and said that he chose to believe us. He said he had known there was a bad streak inside of Taez and admitted he wasn’t surprised to learn this had cost him his head. He only lamented that Simeon had been carried away in the rash wolfkin’s scheme. 

	
	After that, I faded into the background, though from time to time the master asked me questions about my abilities. Most of the conversation, however, was focused on Dalcon and Josie getting acquainted. She had many questions for him, and he didn’t hold anything back, gladly telling her stories about her father. 

	
	“If he was really that good,” Josie finally asked the question that she burned to know the answer to, “then why did he flee Centrum for the frontier?”

	
	“That is… complicated.” The old elf leaned back in his chair and sipped his plum brandy. “What do you know about Lenore?”

	
	“Lenore? Nothing. Is that a name I should recognize?” Josie asked.

	
	“Well, I guess it isn’t too surprising that you don’t remember her—she died when you were a very small child.” His gaze drew distant, obviously reliving some memories. “Lenore was your father’s first wife; your mother was Bertrand’s second wife. Lenore never had any children, though, because she never really grew up herself. She came from a family with connections to a relatively new gang—well, new at the time: One Direction.”

	
	I growled at the mention of those assholes.

	
	Dalcon’s lips pursed. “I take it you’ve heard of them?”

	
	I simply nodded, so as not to interrupt his story.

	
	“Well, suffice it to say that Lenore made some bets and agreements regarding your father’s performance during his third championship run. He was a heavily favored to win, so there was little money to be made betting on him—but she convinced the leaders of the gang that she could get Bertrand to throw his final bout and win them a fortune.”

	
	“Oh…,” Josie breathed. She’d leaned forward in her chair, soaking in the story, but had a fearful look in her eyes.

	
	“Your father refused to do it, of course, even for his wife. He said that a man without honor was not a man at all. When his position became clear, the gang threatened his family. Bertrand defied them by winning the match, but then had to flee the city as quickly as possible.” 

	
	The relief I felt surge through the bond was tangible. 

	
	“Lenore was killed,” Dalcon continued, “but Bertrand managed to get your mother and you out of town. Although, from what you’ve told me, it sounds like he was still hunted down, several years later.”

	
	Josie was crying but with shining eyes, she said, “Thank you. You have no idea how important it is for me to know the truth. Knowing that my father was a man of honor—and not the cheat that some of the stories made him out to be—well, that means everything to me.”

	
	After that, the conversation hit a lull and we drank in silence for a bit. 

	
	Eventually, Dalcon offered to secure Josie a spot in the tournament. He said he could offer her one of the two spots his school had received, or he could get her a spot in the qualifying rounds as a legacy—the child of a former champion. She said she would let him know which she preferred but asked to train with him.

	
	“If we are to do this,” the old elf stated, sitting up straight and once again appearing to be every inch the ancient master swordsman that he was, “I will need all of your time for the next three weeks. Is your husband willing to spare you for that?”

	
	I answered for Josie. “We are here for my wife to fulfill a dream. She has no duties but learning all that she can now, and competing in the tournament. I’ll find ways to occupy myself.”

	
	“Perhaps we can arrange for some training for you, as well, but I will have to think on that. I can’t simply turn you over to just any of my instructors, as your physical abilities would give rise to too many questions. For now, perhaps it would be best if you didn’t come here more than is absolutely necessary. I doubt others will see through the illusion you wear, but why risk it since you wish to hide your identity? At least for now.”

	
	From that point on, Josie was absent from before dawn every day and when she returned long after the sun had set, had little energy left. The only time we had, was for me to hold her as she slept and recovered in preparation for the next grueling day of training.

	
	But I didn’t begrudge her this. This was something that meant a great deal to her. She was following—often quite literally—in the footsteps her father had tread before her. 

	
	She didn’t remember the details, but knew they had been forced to leave Centrum when she was but a child. Finding out that her father had fled because of pressure from One Direction to throw his final bout was an eye opener. There was obviously a great deal that she was never going to know about his past. Her father had died only a couple years after they had reached Yonderton, and her mother had passed shortly after she had been accepted as a deputy. 

	
	Master Dalcon quickly became a father figure to her. He was even warm towards me the few times I came to watch Josie train—critical of my swordsmanship, but warm. He was the first person I’d met who claimed to have encountered other humans outside of Yonder. From what he’d told us, they were nothing special. Most tended to die quickly or soon disappeared. 

	
	It was just one more thing for me to bring up with Sativa, should she ever show her face to me. I kept that part to myself, because any confrontational mention of Sativa caused Josie to become distraught, and she needed to focus on her training. Already, in just the two weeks we had been in Centrum, each of her sword-related skills—Melee Combat, Dual Wield, Critical Strike, and Precision Strike—had all increased by at least ten levels. 

	
	Better than that, Dalcon was able to help her with her higher-than-normal stats. These had been throwing Josie off for a while, but already he was helping her blend them in with her natural aptitude. He didn’t strike me as the type to offer much praise, but the little he gave her, she ate up. 

	
	Sema and I never got around to training my soul skills; she kept pushing it off. In fact, she’d disappear for days at a time. When I asked her where she went, she simply explained that she had to report back to her mother. The fact that her illusions could hold for days was quite the boon—and even better that the people who knew me could actually see me as I was, while strangers would only see a taller than normal, orc warrior. 

	
	It wasn’t that much of a surprise that I was sitting in quiet meditation, trying to learn how to use my Soul Projection skill, when I felt a new presence enter the city. My awareness of my soul bonds had been increasing—but so far, I’d only had Josie to work with. Now, though, I recognized Rava as soon as she entered the gate of the city, which was a couple of miles away. 

	
	I smiled as I anticipated our reunion, and decided to surprise her after she got into the city. I knew she’d have some caravan business to do, so expected it might be a while before she came my way, but I still got antsy as I sat there, waiting. 

	
	Morning turned to afternoon, and she was still moving from merchant shop to merchant shop. Eventually, I decided that I wasn’t really getting anything done, and it would be better just to be with her. I easily tracked her down, finding her seated in the upper offices of a bank. This close, my senses were able to pick out Nimeera standing directly behind the elven beauty. I laughed to myself—the catkin seemed to have taken my instruction for her to be Rava’s shadow rather literally. 

	
	I waited downstairs for them to finish their business on the upper floor. Increasing my hearing was of limited value, though, because even with my mind core, I wasn’t able to filter out all the background noise. The streets of Centrum were busy—and seemed to stay busy almost twenty-four hours a day. There were merchants hawking their wares, but there were also fights out in the street—more than once, I’d watched as a deputy or two had to step in to break things up. 

	
	After my experience in Westerton, I had no intention of drawing their attention, so I just stood around quietly. Eventually, through the soul bond, I felt when the women started moving down the stairs. 

	
	As they walked past me, I said, “Hello, lovely ladies, fancy some company?”

	
	They spun to face me, Nimeera with one hand one the dagger at her hip. Rava only stared at me for a second before she laughed out loud. “I thought I felt you were close. Now that I know it’s you, I can see you just fine—but that is quite an illusion.”

	
	Nimeera frowned and then swore, “That can’t be Rob.” Then, the confusion seemed to fall from her face. “Oh! It is Rob. Yeah, that’s quite the impressive trick. You’ll have to share it with me.”

	
	“It isn’t my trick. It belongs to Princess Sema, of the fairies. And no, I haven’t agreed to anything with them. It’s a long story that I’ll fill you in on, later. For now, how about a hug and kiss for your husband?”

	
	Rava was the most reserved of my wives, tending to avoid PDA—but this must have been one of the cases where she was willing to make an exception. She leaped into my arms, and I hugged her tight. We shared a tender kiss before I set her down.

	
	Nimeera seemed so awkward, simply standing there, so I reached out and pulled her in close before kissing her on the forehead and scratching her behind her ears.

	
	“Josie has lifted any objections she had,” I told the catkin. “You are my clerk—and one that I’m rather fond of. If you don’t want me to display affection for you in public, I’ll refrain, but you should know I do plan on doting on you."

	
	She wrapped her tail around my leg and slightly arched her back as she pressed her head into my hand. “No… I like it.” 

	
	We hugged briefly. Before breaking free of my embrace, I heard the moment she started softly purring. 

	
	“Thank you for keeping an eye on Rava,” I told the now blushing catgirl. “I know my wife is quite capable, but I appreciate you doing so, all the same.”

	
	“Of course, I’ve started to grow fond of her too.”

	
	I looked from Nimeera to Rava, who suddenly appeared rather flustered. “Oh… not like that.”

	
	Rava looked at Nimeera and said, “Well, maybe it’s a bit like that for her, but I only have eyes for my big, strong husband—who I hope has something I need.”

	
	She wouldn’t expand on what she meant by that, and we ended up spending the rest of the day finishing up her errands. I became part arm candy, part bank, and part pack mule—not that the final role was difficult with my spatial storage. 

	
	Eventually, as we were settling in for dinner, Nimeera strangely excused herself. I had enjoyed chatting with the blonde catgirl and getting her take on things—which was often surprisingly different from Rava’s. One thing they did agree on: the caravan had ended up being a pain in the ass—even if it had been a booming financial success in Westerton, and hopefully even more so here in Centrum. But, for all that I truly enjoyed Nimeera’s company, dinner with my wife was something I was looking forward to. 

	
	Our conversation was pleasant as we ate a nice dish that reminded me of stuffed peppers, but it was obvious there was something on Rava’s mind. For a while, we talked about the battle with Her, and what had happened to Rose. But the longer we talked, the more apparent it became that she was distracted. 

	
	Moving my chair around the table so that I was sitting right next to her, I leaned over and said, “Tell me what’s bothering you.”

	
	“Nothing is bothering me, husband—I’ve missed you.” 

	
	Seeing that I wasn’t buying what she was selling, my purple-haired elf sighed, folding her napkin in her lap. 

	
	“I did manage to create a new potion from the troll’s parts—well, the troll and a bit more.” Try as she might, she couldn’t repress her grin. “I think I’ve solved my big problem with it. I’ve also secured enough assets to make sure Yonderton is able to keep building for quite a while. 

	
	“There were many merchants and laborers in Weston who were not happy with how things were run there—and I expect the same will be the case, here in Centrum. Yonderton might well quadruple in size within the next year, though maybe a bit less than that. And the best part, is that most of it will be workers coming to help build the town up. The biggest thing we are going to have to worry about, is finding an adequate gender balance.” 

	
	She chuckled softly. “It will be a strange town, where the number of men and women is nearly equal.”

	
	I laughed. “That was my entire life before coming to Olimero.” 

	
	I pulled her in and hugged her. “I’ve missed you, Rava, and I love hearing about all you’ve accomplished. Everything you do as my Mistress of the Purse brings honor to our family.”

	
	She got a distant look when I said that and I began to wonder if I’d offended her in some way. 

	
	Finally she smiled wistfully and said, “I love our family—I really do. You, my sister-wives…” She shook her head. “I would never have expected to care about them as much as I do. But what has really shocked me, is how much I love Robbie and even little Sarah.” 

	
	She took my hand in hers. “I want to add to our family, Rob. I never knew how much I’d want to be a mother.”

	
	“Don’t give up yet—we’ll get there.”

	
	She bit her lip.

	
	“Oh? I know that look. Tell me... You’ve discovered something, haven’t you?”

	
	She leaned into me, tilting her head up to breathe in my ear while running her fingertips across my lap. Then, she whispered, “I’m fertile.”

	
	I nearly jumped up out of my seat and came close to shattering the table as I tried to get the server’s attention so we could pay our bill and leave. When I sat back down, she was grinning. 

	
	“That’s definitely the reaction I was hoping for. But I do need to clarify a bit. I’m not actually fertile—not yet—but I have the means to become so.” 

	
	She opened up the drawstrings of a pouch at her waist and showed me a small green vial inside it. “This is my greatest accomplishment as an alchemist.” When she looked back up to grin at me, her eyes sparkled with joy. “And it’s all so you can make me a mommy.”

	
	“Well, sign me up. I don’t care what it takes. I never knew how much I’d want kids, but I definitely want to add to our family with you.”

	
	A couple minutes later, I had paid and was practically dragging Rava behind me down the street. She couldn’t stop laughing. It was hard to tell through the soul-bond which of us was more excited.

	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 34 – What an Elf Wants

	
	
	I closed the door with a kick of my booted foot and didn’t even bother locking it. Nimeera would make sure we weren’t interrupted, and even if Josie got home from training, this was too important. 

	
	Rava deserved my undivided attention. I carried her to the bed and gently laid her down on it. 

	
	She rolled her eyes. “I told you I’m fertile, not fragile. You don’t have to treat me like I’m breakable.”

	
	I smiled and kissed her forehead, nose, and then those perfect lips. “I know how important this is to you—to us—and I want everything to be perfect.”

	
	“Then get those pants off. You aren’t going to knock me up with those still on,” she said as she sat up on the edge of the bed. But when she started to undo her gown, I found myself captivated. It had only been a little more than two weeks since we had last seen each other, but I stood there, drinking in the sight of her. 

	
	“Goddess,” she joked, “if you’re going to treat me like this now, then what are you going to be like once I quicken with your seed?”

	
	“Very protective, but that isn’t what I’m feeling at the moment. Your image was in my mind each and every day, and yet not one of those memories did justice to your beauty. I love you so much.”

	
	“Good, but I hope you want me, too.”

	
	“More than you know.”

	
	“I don’t know about that—I’m pretty horny too. These troll health potions seem to be making me even more aroused than normal.”

	
	I started stripping out of my clothes to match her nakedness. “So, Mistress, explain again how this happened.”

	
	“Like I told you on the way over here… You must realize that while I may appear healthy, I’m over a hundred years old. The potions which I previously devised to extend my life and the appearance of youth, did so by focusing on external appearances—but they were slowly leeching the vitality from within me to make that happen.”

	
	“How advanced were these effects?” I asked. 

	
	“The effects so far have not been severe,” Rava continued, “but they would have continued to build. This is most likely the reason that I haven’t been able to become pregnant.” 

	
	She paused and then suddenly teared up. “Well, actually, I probably have become pregnant—likely several times over, but my body couldn’t sustain the creation of a new life long enough for me even to realize I was expecting.”

	
	A bitter tightness clenched my throat. I mourned for my beautiful wife and for the children I would never know. Kneeling next to the bed, between her legs, I reached up to stroke her face. 

	
	“I’m sorry you had to endure this, and I weep for our lost children who might have been—but if there is anything I can do, then I swear that you will be a mother.”

	
	I watched a tear run down her cheek until its warm trail stopped at my fingers. Suddenly, I was filled with new emotions. The passion I felt for Rava, that burning desire, it was still there—it just simmered beneath the surface, now. My wife needed that, but she also needed my support. 

	
	She sniffled, wiping at her tears. “I think I’ve come up with a solution, but I never would have been able to figure it out, if it wasn’t for you.”

	
	I looked up, arching my eyebrow in question. 

	
	“Simple, I began by being curious and wanting to study you. Little did I know that I’d fall in love with the interesting test subject I wanted to study.” 

	
	She giggled and, in that moment, I saw what our little girl—if we had a girl—might be like. 

	
	“I got the true treasure when I wasn’t even looking for it. Yet, I never gave up on my quest to find out what was different about you. Your body simply operates differently from a normal Olimeran. Which is a good thing, because it wasn’t just troll parts or phoenix ashes which make up the potion. It also has some of the blood I took from you.”

	
	She reached into her pouch on the belt she had laid on the bed. From it, she pulled the emerald green potion she had shown me earlier. Peering at it, I could see vibrancy glowing from within.

	
	“It took most of the viable portions of the troll’s body,” Rava explained, “and a fortune in phoenix materials but here it is.” Rava held it out for me to examine. 

	
	Concentrated Elixir of Otherworldly Reborn Troll’s Vitality            

	 

	Quality: Legendary- Otherworldly

	 

	Duration: Single Use

	 

	Effects: Permanently restores all functions of the imbiber’s body to their optimal state of youth. From that point on, they will age at one half the normal rate, but the starting point is reset. 

	 

	Due to the otherworldly aspect of this potion it also bestows the following benefits:

	
		Strength receives a permanent bonus of 20% of the imbiber’s current Strength, even if this exceeds their racial cap. 

		Agility receives a permanent bonus of 10% of the imbiber’s current Agility, even if this exceeds their racial cap.

		Durability receives a permanent bonus of 30% of the imbiber’s current Durability, even if this exceeds their racial cap.

		Magic receives a permanent bonus of 10% of the imbiber’s current Magic, even if this exceeds their racial cap. 

		Soul receives a permanent bonus of 10% of the imbiber’s current Soul, or if the stat is currently inactive, it is revealed with a value determined by the nature of the imbiber.



	 

	Warning: Due to their nature, an individual may only ever take one Otherworldly potion. Attempting to take a second will result in the complete reversal of both potions and will most likely result in death. 

	
	“That is beyond impressive, Mistress. I bet you gained a level in alchemy for that.”

	
	“Two actually,” she said with a smile. It was a long-standing complaint of hers that I gained levels too quickly, and didn’t appreciate the struggle involved. 

	
	“It sounds amazing, but you can only try this once.”

	
	“Yes, my apprentice, but it gives me a chance at the only thing which is missing in my life. Otherwise, I already have everything I need.” She stroked her fingers through my hair as she spoke. “I’m here with you.”

	
	Without another word, she popped the top off the potion and downed it. For all of two seconds, nothing happened—but then she went rigid, with her arms and legs both seizing up and sticking straight out. I steadied her hip with one hand and reached around her back with my other to hold her. 

	
	Her entire body was pulsing, and I could feel waves of Life, Growth, Fire, and Nature mana rushing through her body. As an undercurrent to it, there was a tiny sliver of ki which explained the other worldly part. Her eyes almost seemed to have a green glow pouring from them. 

	
	Then she gasped, sucking in a deep breath. “Oh goddess, I feel so alive.”

	
	Before my eyes, her features softened. Rava had never looked old to me. I would have easily said she was in her late twenties if we’d been back on Earth—but now she appeared to be more lush—even ripe—as her body shifted and changed to resemble a woman in the blossom of her early twenties. 

	
	She moaned repeatedly during the process but didn’t appear to be in any pain. 

	
	She trembled, repeating over and over how amazing this felt. Then, she rattled off a host of notifications she’d gotten, telling me how much her stats had increased, as well as that my ki had created a nascent core inside of her. 

	
	Strength: 51

	Agility: 88

	Durability: 47

	Magic: 152

	Soul: 57

	 

	You have ingested an otherworldly power source. A nascent cultivation core has been birthed within you. 

	
	I started to ask her about her impressive Soul stat, but the activation of her Soul stat seemed to do something to our soul bond. Suddenly, I could feel her much more—it was difficult to describe—more thoroughly, I guess, than ever before. Our bodies seemed to be in sync at a deep, almost primal level. 

	
	She answered a couple of questions but then got an annoyed look on her face. “We can figure out what this means later. Right now, you need to put a bun in this oven. Give me a child, Rob.”

	
	I didn’t make her ask again, nor did I immediately jump to it. 

	
	Rava might be my Mistress when it came to alchemy, but here, in the bedroom, I was in charge. Both of my hands rested on her thighs at the moment, and I gripped them, enjoying the feeling of skin which was more supple than it had been before. Her new vitality was making itself known, even as I touched her.

	
	Then, I slid my hands around to her hips and pulled her right up to the edge of the bed. Leaning forward, I started kissing the soft skin of her inner thighs. She moaned softly when I kissed her skin and then blew on the moisture my lips had left. 

	
	“No, Rob, just take me.”

	
	I shook my head, but didn’t otherwise reply. My fingers dug into her plush ass cheeks a bit more, and I pulled her forward till my lips made contact with her very wet center. I let my own little moan of delight vibrate against her skin. 

	
	I still had no idea how she tasted so much like strawberries. I didn’t know if it was an elven thing, or a Rava thing. Now, though, the flavor was even stronger—like the berries had just been plucked and washed, then instantly popped into my mouth. 

	
	My tongue danced over her labia, occasionally making brief contact with her engorged clit, but for the most part I just teased her. My hands held her firmly in place and I shifted one shoulder and then the other under her thighs, so that her legs were propped up on my shoulders, and she was spread wide for my dining pleasure. 

	

	And pleasurably dine, I did. 

	
	I began lapping at her slowly, pushing my tongue flat as I parted her labia and licked the full length of her sopping wet slit. She continued to beg me to just take her, but when she did, I tantalized her that much more by probing her opening with my tongue before returning to teasing her clit. 

	
	She was clearly more sensitive than ever before, and my senses told me that the vitality from the potion was still continuing its work inside her. An idea formed in my head, and I knew I wanted to time this so that when I filled her, the potion was at the peak moment of that vitality. I set one half of my mind to tracking the minor changes of mana within her system, while the rest of me was wholeheartedly intent on devouring her.

	
	Rava was anxious to have me fill her, but the pleasure I gave her was too much. She couldn’t hold out and soon she was whimpering. “Goddess, yesss Rob. Don’t stoppp. I’mm soo close. Please let me orgasm.”

	
	Each word was dragged from her, as though it were a prayer. I might not be giving her what she most wanted—but it wasn’t like I was denying her pleasure. I turned my focus almost exclusively to her clit and began to alternately lap at and then suckle it. At the same time, I slid one of my hands up and gently pushed first one, and then a second, finger into her. 

	
	As I did, Rava’s orgasm erupted and she clamped down on my fingers like she was holding onto them for dear life. Her body trembled and I felt her nails as she leaned forward, raking them  across my scalp, down my neck, and then over my shoulders. Just as the first wave passed, I let up slightly with my tongue but re-doubled my efforts with my fingers—pushing her over the top again into a second orgasm. 

	
	I pulled my fingers back then and lifted them up to my mouth. I licked them and then pushed my fingers gently into her mouth. Rava reflexively sucked on them. 

	
	I groaned at the sensation and Rava said around my fingers, "Tastes like fertility, to me.”

	
	I stood up slowly, pausing for a minute to demonstrate my deep appreciation for her full breasts. If it was possible, they were even perkier but slightly fuller than before. Then I stood up completely. With where she perched on the edge of the bed, her mouth was right in front of my cock.

	
	Her tongue darted out and she licked the precum from my tip. As tempting as it was though, I pushed thoughts of her taking me into her mouth aside. My wife needed something from me. We’d have a long life together and my cock could fill her mouth many times, later. She was, after all, the best of all my wives at swallowing my full girth. 

	
	“Stars above, Rava, that feels so damn good. And you look wickedly delightful with your lips pressed up against my cock like that, but I have other plans for little Rob.”

	
	Then I lifted her up and moved up onto the bed with her, setting her down onto her back. I used my knees to spread her legs further and then settled into my destined place. 

	
	Missionary might not be the best position, but Rava and I had previously determined it was the best position to maximize our odds. When we were trying to breed her, we mostly used this and doggy style—even if the rest of the time my elven beauty preferred to get pretty creative.

	
	I didn’t hesitate. She was already soaked and swollen; no further lubrication was needed. I pushed my hips forward, and her lips parted to make way for me. I groaned and almost lost it. 

	
	Each of my wives were fit and tight, but whatever the potion did to her, it restored a level of elastic tightness that could only be matched by Lina and the particular anatomy of bunnygirls, which gave them a unique advantage in that regard. 

	
	I hadn’t been expecting this warm bliss and almost came. Hell, I groaned and on my second stroke I bottomed out—pushing her body to stretch to accommodate me. On my third stroke, I let go. Thick spurts of cum which I hadn’t been able to release for the past few days, given how busy Josie had been, all poured into Rava’s waiting pussy as my sperm raced for her womb. 

	
	The fact that this was the end of the longest dry-spell I’d had since first hooking up with Lina probably only made my load that much more potent. If my body didn’t have an almost zero refractory period, I might have held back—but instead, I let loose and moaned into her ear.

	
	“Fuck, Rava, you feel so amazing. I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t hold back. With Josie so busy, I hadn’t cum in over a week.”

	
	A woman likely didn’t want a minuteman who shot his load so quickly, but the look of pure bliss on her face told me that she loved the idea that her body was irresistible. “Lina would be so mad about that, if she were here. I’ll have to see what I can do about making up for lost time.”

	
	With those words, she hooked her heels around my back and started pushing up into me, taking my still very erect cock deep into her and moaning with each thrust. She was good to her word, as our bodies remained connected at the hip. She fucked me with wicked intent, clearly desiring every last blast of cum my body could produce. 

	
	When she started to slow down, I took over and flipped her onto her hands and knees with a squeal. Once again, I grabbed her hips and began thrusting my full length into her with abandon. There was nothing gentle about this—it was a raw primal need to put my child into my mate. At that moment, her body existed for the purpose of taking my cock and nurturing my seed into a new life. 

	
	I lost track of time and realized that I had given up on timing my release for the optimal moment when the potion’s effect was at its max. At some point during the frenzy of our fucking, that point came and went. Instead of precision targeting, I was carpet bombing her pussy and she seemed to soak up every drop. 

	
	Eventually, we collapsed together back onto the mattress, and she cuddled atop  me, with my cock still buried inside of her. 

	
	“Don’t pull out. I want to fall asleep like this. Maybe, if I’m really good I’ll wake up with you still inside me.”

	
	I couldn’t make any promises because, while I didn’t have to sleep, I did feel lethargic. I wanted nothing more than to drift off to pleasant dreams with her. I don’t know how long I stayed awake, but I do know that eventually I was dreaming of pointy-eared elven children running around my legs, or bouncing on my lap while I kissed their mother. 

	
	 


Interlude 4 - A Mother’s Grief

	
	
	Sema didn’t know what was wrong. She had a fever, but fairies didn’t get sick—at least not in the normal way. Ever since the battle where Natalie had died and Rob had destroyed that demon, something had been off. She had a cough which she couldn’t quite shake. 

	
	It hadn’t been easy reporting to her mother that Natalie had died. Both she and Natalie were actually Delicia’s daughters. And while the queen wasn’t supposed to have favorites, they were her favored—more so than Gamia, for all that it annoyed the power-hungry fairy. 

	
	At the news, Delicia had fumed and raged. At first, she had blamed the human, but that was just a mother’s grief. Not only had Delicia lost one of her few remaining fairies, she had lost one of the three who were actually her daughters. 

	
	Gamia had asked for permission to take one or more of the human’s wives and children as hostages, to ensure his good behavior. For a few days Sema worried that the schemer might get her way, but in the end, her arguments won out and Delicia instructed Gamia to restrict her activities to keeping watch. 

	
	The fairy who kept claiming to be Delicia’s heir didn’t take it well, but said she would abide by her queen’s orders. Sema thought about warning Rob of a potential threat to his family, but Delicia didn’t think that would be prudent, either. 

	
	For the first time in her life, Sema contemplated disobeying her mother’s orders. She might actually have done so, but she kept… losing time. There were periods of her memories, hours at a time, where everything was just blank. She didn’t know what it was, but was afraid to report it to her mother. 

	
	Delicia would almost certainly send another to take her place and ruin all the trust she was building up with Rob. No. She would have to figure out what was causing these blackouts on her own. 

	
	________________________

	
	Gamia, princess of fairies—as she insisted on being called—was still fuming. The queen had listened to that brat, Sema. It was only because she was Delicia’s direct offspring. The queen had completely disregarded the fact that Gamia was decades older and had infinitely more experience. 

	
	Gamia was only C-rank, but that was the highest rank any of the fairies could achieve with their mana cores—well, other than Delicia. Somehow she was A-rank, but wouldn’t share the secret with Gamia. It was yet another source of bitterness. Gamia bet Delicia shared the secret with her precious Sema. 

	
	No, the time for sitting on her hands and waiting had passed. If she could bind the human to herself, then she would become the new queen of the fairies. She didn’t need to bring him to Delicia, at least not until he had helped her give birth to a new male fairy. Then, she would become the mother of their race. 

	
	Yes, that was the way this would go. And Gamia knew the perfect way to achieve it. The human’s wives were all lesser races, but they were far from helpless—as much as it annoyed the fairy to admit. The bunnykin would be the most pliable, and she was treated as precious by the other wives, so that must mean she was special. 

	
	All Gamia had to do was take the one thing which the bunnykin couldn’t live without. Then, with his favorite wife and only son as hostages, she would be able to bind the human to her. Yes, that is how it would be. 

	
	Gamia smiled with her wickedly pointed teeth. This was a good plan. Now, all she had to do was convince Arial and Tina to go along with it. Of course, there was a reason she had selected those two fairies to accompany her to Yonderton—they were already well under her thumb.


Chapter 35 - Preliminaries

	
	
	I walked into the arena thinking back to the few times I’d gone to a professional ball game. My dad had loved 49ers football, and this had that same feel. The stadium was smaller, though, and probably only had seating for 10,000. That was a fairly massive number, given that the stadium seemed to have been carved out of solid rock. Maybe it had been made by mages using Earth Mana, but it still seemed like that would have been a serious task.

	
	Most of the seating was just stone benches, but there were of course box seats slightly raised above the stadium floor. These were actual wooden boxes, with only a light fabric for a roof, and plush seating put into them. The stadium currently had six raised stone platforms which were the battle rings. Each one was a thirty foot by thirty-foot square. 

	
	This was how the preliminary matches would be held. Six fights would happen simultaneously, pitting five contenders against one another. The fights weren’t to the death, but they weren’t just till first blood, either. A contender was considered out when they received a wound grievous enough to limit their mobility, their sword arm, or such that the referees determined they should not continue. 

	
	Though there were plenty of healers on hand, for which any referee had only to lift a red flag to summon one, accidents did happen and it was expected that there might be a few deaths before a referee could administer a healing potion, or a healer could attend to the wounded contender.

	
	Ultimately, each ring would yield a single champion. Six fights at a time, with five fighters in each, meant that there would be ten rounds of these preliminary fights yielding sixty fighters who would advance--along with the two former champions and the two legacy fighters—to the double elimination tournament.. 

	
	Once the sixty-four contenders had been determined, the tournament was a double elimination affair. Each of the sixty-four fighters had two golden arm bands. Each loss would result in one being taken. When they no longer had either armband, they were eliminated. Master Dalcon had explained it all to Josie, who had then filled me in. 

	
	They took this tournament seriously—with each of the armbands being magically secured. Only a tournament referee could remove an armband—which they did at the conclusion of each match in an effort to keep everything above-board. Any tampering could supposedly be detected, although even Master Dalcon didn’t know the entire process. 

	
	Since Josie had opted to fight as a legacy fighter, she had a bye for the preliminary round—after which, as long as she stayed in the winner’s bracket, all of her matches would be in ring two. That was convenient, because it allowed us to pick the right place to sit to be able to watch her. It cost a fortune in gold, but we were able to get seats in the fifth row in a spot not blocked by the awnings of the box seats. 

	
	Nimeera and Rava were with me as was Sema. She was simply hiding in a pouch on my waist.       Rava clasped my hand. She’d been very touchy feely ever since the other night—and why not? On Earth, it would be much too soon to detect whether she was pregnant or not. But here on Olimero? I had been able to sense the soul taking shape within her—even before the flesh had formed to the point where I could understand what I was sensing. 

	
	The baby seemed incomplete at this point—it felt almost like pieces of me and Rava had simply been spliced together. But it was exciting to witness it happening, and when I shared what I sensed with her, it made her happy beyond measure.

	
	Nimeera had started acting strangely, ever since we had revealed Rava’s pregnancy. It was like it somehow made her even more horny.—almost like she was continually in heat. I couldn’t help but wonder if this wasn’t pressure from her dark god. 

	
	I hated that there would always be that level of suspicion surrounding every odd thing that the catgirl did. But then again, Josie was a handmaiden of Sativa and, had she not been so busy, I’m sure she would have gently been encouraging me to bend the knee to Sativa. 

	
	Rava had even revealed that she had been approached by the goddess of mana with an offer that was going to be hard to refuse. She hadn’t given the goddess an answer—yet. And she kept the details to herself. I figured she needed to process it first before she would be ready to speak to me about it. That was just the way Rava was. She had always been the most secretive of my wives. It just no longer invoked any doubt in me. 

	
	As we watched the referees and judges take up their places in each of the six rings. Someone using Sound or Air Mana started announcing. “Welcome to the 103rd annual Centrum Martial Tournament. Over the next few days, you will be treated to bouts between the best fighters from all over the continent as they vie for the honor which only one can hold—the honor of being crowned this year’s tournament champion!”

	
	Cheering erupted throughout the arena. 

	
	I got it. Life was hard on Olimero. Any excuse to relax and cut loose was going to be appreciated. It reminded me that I still hadn’t been to any of the O-ball games which I had been instrumental in organizing as a distraction for the masses in Yonderton. Of course, the idea of me competing in it any longer would be foolish and completely unfair with my stats and cultivation advantages.

	
	The announcer continued going over some of the aspects of the preliminaries. I expected that most of the audience knew at least the rudimentary aspects of the rules, but they still got hyped up by it all. 

	
	“As a reminder, the use of magic or special gear is prohibited in the preliminary round. This is because these are tests of raw skill. With only the best of each five fighter free-for-all advancing to the tournament itself.”

	
	I chuckled at that part. Not really, it was also a test of stats. The people of Olimero were too used to stat caps. Josie was so going to clean up whoever made it out of the preliminaries. She was stronger than anyone in the tournament, except for  maybe a few orcs or cowkin—and she was faster than anyone, even if they had reached the stat caps for their race. Best of all, she knew how to make it all work for her. 

	
	“There are 304 fighters competing this year, with a double elimination tournament for the sixty-four fighters who advance beyond the preliminary round. A bye will be given to prior tournament champions, of which we are graced with two this year.”

	
	That generated quite a buzz in the stands.

	
	“You all know Balru—a former champion. There hasn’t been a fiercer orc seen in the arena in many a year. It was that brazen style and his amazing strength which led him to victory in last year’s tournament.”

	
	The announcer waited for the chants of ‘Balru! Balru! Balru!’ to fade before continuing. 

	
	“We are also fortunate to have Tensa, the champion from three years ago. He is one agile monkeykin and the exact opposite in style to Balru—which just goes to prove that there is more than one way to the top of this heap.”

	
	I smiled as the announcer really started to hype up the crowd.

	
	“We are also blessed to have two legacy fighters with us, who will get the third and fourth byes, automatically advancing them beyond the preliminary free-for-all fights. Josephine Case is the daughter of Bertrand Ruger, the only man ever to have won the tournament three years running. She’s been living in Yonder at the very edge of the frontier, where she probably has to fight monsters on a daily basis. We'll see if that translates into what it takes to follow in her esteemed father’s footsteps.

	
	“And finally, Betsy Clemson, the daughter of Red Clemson—also known as the Mad Bull—is here to prove that she has the power to bring honor to the Clemson name once again.”

	
	The longer I listened, the more I wondered if there wasn’t some type of Emotion Mana at work amongst the spectators, too. Even I was finding myself getting super excited, even for the preliminary brawls that Josie didn’t have to fight in. 

	
	I didn’t sense anything when I peered inside myself, so if there was something like that, it must be very subtle. Still, I was all revved up. 

	
	The announcer went through a few more rules, explaining that although accidents did happen, any killing blows dealt during the preliminaries would result in a disqualification of the offending fighter, because this was meant to be a show of skill. 

	
	Once the final sixty-four were determined, they would all be allowed to use any gear that they personally owned, and fight with all their abilities—including magic. At that point, though killing was still frowned upon, it did not mean a disqualification unless the judges ruled that the mortal blow had been intentional. 

	
	Otherwise, once in the tournament proper, a round could be won by knocking one’s opponent out of the ring, getting them to yield, or causing them to be unable to continue—similar to the free-for-all rules, as determined by each fight’s referee. That applied all the way until the semi-final matches. 

	
	After that, knocking an opponent out of the ring was no longer enough to win,  because the entire arena became the ring for these final eight contests. Only incapacitating, causing your foe to yield, or killing them would result in advancing through the final three matches—well, more than that, if the ultimate winner of the loser’s bracket defeated the winner of the winner’s bracket—to be crowned the tournament’s champion. 

	
	I watched as the first group match filled the ring closest to us. I could see the other rings just fine, especially with my enhanced senses, but I’d decided I was going to focus on a single ring at a time—I wanted to gauge the level of competition that Josie could expect. In general, I felt extremely confident about her chances of winning the whole thing, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions. 

	
	All of the fighters who filed into ring two, the one which was the closest to us were elves. I found that interesting, because as I briefly looked around at the other rings before this match got started, I realized that they were all being grouped by races. I guess that enhanced the chances of seeing different racial styles in the tournament. Each race had their inherent strengths and weaknesses, after all, mostly based on their stat caps and general physical composition. 

	
	The elves all took up positions as far from one another as they could manage without getting too close to the edge of their ring. Thirty feet by thirty feet seemed like a good deal of space, but that was for two fighters. With five fighters, it was anything but spacious—especially when you considered that being tossed or knocked out of the ring counted as a loss. Only one fighter from each of these rings would advance to the double elimination tournament, after all. 

	
	As the referee signaled the beginning of the match it became clear that the elves were a cautious lot. Then, a shorter elf with bright red hair rushed the foe to his left. The taller elf with golden hair, which was truly gold colored and not some shade of blond, simply pivoted and performed a hip throw to toss the red-head out of the ring. With that, they were down to four. 

	
	Two of the others had locked up and were going at it with swords. It was a real surprise,  interesting that three of the elves had elected to fight unarmed. That seemed to put them at a significant disadvantage, until I remembered the elf from the Porcelain Mug. He had been more adept at martial arts than anything I had seen on Earth. 

	
	Maybe this would turn out to be worth watching, after all.

	
	The two with swords fought while the other two stood back and watched the duel, as though by silent agreement. Killing might be against the rules, but both swordsmen only wore light armor and wielded slender blades more akin to rapiers than the normal longswords or sabers I had seen most folks using on Olimero. Soon, each was bleeding from several wounds. 

	
	Their skill seemed evenly matched, and they were fairly agile—though nothing compared to Josie. It looked like this might drag on for a bit, but then one of the combatants took a strike to the face. He dropped his blade and clutched at his eye. I could completely relate. The thought of having your eye sliced open was horrifying, but if he had done so in real combat, he surely would have died. 

	
	Instead, he only took a boot to the chest and stumbled out of the ring—the entire time clutching at his eye. A referee lifted his red flag, and a trio of healers raced up to the stricken elf as soon as he landed outside the ring. 

	
	I couldn’t help myself. Under my breath, I muttered, “I guess he sees the point now.”

	
	Beside me, Rava groaned. “You did not just say that.”

	
	I shrugged. 

	
	Nimeera chuckled from my other side. “Gallows humor has a certain place.”

	
	“Will they be able to save his eye?” I wondered.

	
	Rava shook her head. “It’s unlikely. Perhaps, with some legendary healing efforts, but the best they will probably be able to do is to repair the structure without restoring his vision in that eye. Now if they had a healer with Lina’s skill or perks, or if you were down there condensing the healers’ Life Mana, it might be a different story.”

	
	“Well, we need to be ready for Josie. She won’t have to fight in any of the free-for-alls today. In fact, I wish she could have watched today with us, but I guess it makes sense that the fighters with a bye have to sit down on the field and be seen by the crowd. Tonight, though, we need to make sure we ready any preparations needed to protect her.”

	
	Rava smiled. “I love knowing how concerned you get for us. Josie is a grown woman, Rob, and knows the risks involved.” 

	
	She squeezed my arm and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “But if it makes you feel any better, I have already brewed two of the most powerful healing potions that I could, as well as a trio of mana regeneration potions. That used up all that was left from the troll’s body, so we will need to go troll hunting at some point and have you dispose of a few more of them, like you did that one.”

	
	I nodded and then returned my focus back to the ring. The two unarmed fighters were double teaming the rapier-wielding elf, although neither seemed willing to commit for fear of taking an injury which would disadvantage them against their eventual final opponent. Eventually, the swordsman over extended, and his opponent on one side scored a roundhouse kick to his knee while the other elf dodged the lunge and grabbed his wrist, twisting it in a smooth motion. My enhanced hearing picked up the sound of bones snapping as the sword was forced from his hand. A second later, he was thrown from the ring. 

	
	After that, it got interesting. The two martial artists seemed evenly matched. Ring two ended up being the last of the first preliminary fights to finish, and all eyes were on them. In the end, it was a simple punch which rose a fraction too high that created an opening. The winner was able to deliver a counter which cracked his opponent’s ribs. 

	
	That blow wasn’t enough to win the fight, but it was the beginning of the end—as the unfortunate fighter struggled to breathe and moved ever slower. I had to remember that elves had a natural Durability cap of thirty. So, even if they had the stat maxed, they were only about fifty percent more durable than the average human. That wasn’t enough simply to shrug off broken ribs. 

	
	After that, we saw more of the same in the next few fights. The first few matches were mostly races fighting their own kind. Then, when it seemed there wasn’t a number of combatants sufficient to fill a ring with one race, combinations of races like orcs and cowkin in one ring—or catkin and monkeykin in another—started to appear. A few fighters stood out, but I doubted they were the true threats. 

	
	I suspected the true threats were those who were good enough to win without standing out.

	
	The sun was close to setting by the time the final matches of the group elimination preliminaries ended. The announcer came back with the same enthusiasm he had spoken with throughout the day. 

	
	“And that concludes the preliminary elimination round! Tomorrow, we will begin the tournament matches with our roster of sixty-four fighters. I’ll remind you that moving forward, both magical gear and magical abilities are allowed in the rings at either end of the stadium, so expect tomorrow to be flashier than today. 

	
	“Don’t’ forget to pick up a dinner to take home to the wives from one of our many tournament sponsors right outside the stadium. They have delicious meals prepared and packaged for sale—and your wives will think you a champion in your own right, if you save them a hour or more in the kitchen. Who knows what deserts they may prepare for you as a reward!”

	
	I chuckled. Apparently, even on Olimero, sex sells.

	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 36 - And It Begins

	
	
	Josie was strangely quiet that night. We compared notes a bit, but in the end she was mostly trusting in her abilities and training. We talked about what she could do to enhance her chances, and the idea of potions came up. We decided that she wouldn’t use any for the first round, but that we would check with Master Dalcon to confirm if consumables were legal. 

	
	We meditated a bit before bed, and Josie ended up breaking through to cultivation rank E1, which gained her an extra point of Durability. I was able to give her some general tips about cultivation, but her process as a mana cultivator was very different from mine—or at least it seemed that way, whenever we talked about details. 

	
	The next day, we went as a family to the arena. I kissed Josie goodbye by the entrance for contenders and said, “Back home we have a saying when wishing luck to a friend who is about to perform. We tell them to, ‘break a leg’, as though wishing for something bad will keep it from happening. I don’t believe you need luck, though. You’re an amazing fighter and will have stats which dwarf what the others have.”

	
	“I will make our family proud,” Josie replied. 

	
	After another kiss for me, she hugged Rava and the two held each other tight. I was surprised when, after that, she gave Nimeera a hug. It wasn’t as tight or as emotional as what she’d just shared with Rava, but it was still a big step considering how far apart they had been.

	
	Sema chuckled from inside the pouch on my hip. 

	
	I asked her what was so funny. 

	
	She looked up at me with a shadowed look in her eyes. “These games just seem so silly to me. You have such power that you could wipe out most of the fighters here all at the same time without breaking a sweat, yet here you sit watching your wife fight. Why didn’t you enter this tournament yourself?”

	
	I was taken back by the vitriol in her voice. 

	
	Sema had become a friend, although I noted she was given to black moods at times. I had written it off as her having seen her sister literally crushed to death by a demon right in front of her, and then almost dying herself. For the way that Sema and Natalie had saved Josie, though, I was willing to cut her some slack. 

	
	That, and her continued casting of illusions on me was a life saver. I didn’t want to try and hide my identity beneath cloaks and masks. 

	
	“It wouldn’t be fair,” I told her. “Me defeating one of these fighters in an all-out battle means nothing. It would gain me no more honor than defeating children.”

	
	 “Well, at least you see them for what they are,” she grumbled.

	
	I let it go and we went to our seats. They were down to four rings, now, from the original six. Each of the fighters who’d had a bye yesterday were going to be fighting in the first round of fights. In the center of the arena, they had set up a large stage from which the announcers explained who was fighting in each ring. The matches were listed on a big board behind the announcers. 

	
	It was a shame that we wouldn’t be able to keep close tabs on each of the fights since these were likely to be some of the finalists—but it was what it was. The big board showed that Josie would be facing off against a wolfkin fighter who we didn’t know a thing about. Of course, none of us knew much about any of the fighters. 

	
	Rava had proven her worth, yet again, by using her Research Mana to learn about the best of the fighters—at least what her magic could determine. Even then, she had only had time to research sixteen total fighters and only got detailed information on who she considered to be the top eight. I was interested in seeing just how accurate Rava’s research turned out to be—Nimeera and I even had a friendly wager on the results.

	
	Wanting to support my wife, I had bet that the top eight her magic picked out would end up being the eight quarter-finalists. The cat-girl bet that Rava wouldn’t get all eight. Of course the odds were slanted against me, but I believed in my wife. What could I say? 

	
	The prize for whoever won the bet, was getting to decide who—if anyone—joined us the next night that we spent together. 

	
	We were actually waiting till after the tournament to explore our relationship further, even though Josie had given her blessing for me to court Nimeera. Actually, according to the social norms of Olimero, she was the one who was courting me—as prospective wives were the ones who had to prove that they were worthy of joining the family. 

	
	Essentially, she had to court not only me, but the entire family. It was strange, but part of my continual effort to adapt to my new home. For now, Rava and I focused each night on making sure that Josie was fully relaxed and prepared for the next day. 

	
	All four of the former champions and legacy fighters were on Rava’s list for the final eight, with only one of the other fighters in this round of four matches also on the list. This was an elf named Narkossa. None of Rava’s sources could find out anything about him, so we would have been blind to his true nature but for Rava’s Research Mana and her ability to piece together a few things. 

	
	She said that she felt an odd resistance when she tried to research him. We deduced that likely meant that he had some type of magical item meant to protect him from magical scrying or detection. Even with that protection, she’d still managed to learn that he was associated with One Direction—which immediately put him on my shit list. He was an agility-based swordsman and had a type of mana which represented one of the primal forces of the universe. That was what she had learned, but she couldn’t tell exactly what type of mana it was. 

	
	When the matches were called to order, the time for speculation quickly came to an end. We watched intently as Josie walked up the steps into her ring. The wolfkin across from her was only a couple of inches taller than her and appeared to be middle aged. He held a single long sword in one hand and didn’t seem to have a shield. I expected this would be over quickly. 

	
	Rava reached out with her mana and detected that he possessed Fire Mana, which should make things interesting. I immediately informed Josie about this telepathically. If that was cheating, I didn’t feel the least bit of guilt.

	
	The flag dropped and they sprang at each other. Thanks to the sheaths provided by Her, Josie’s blades were enchanted and her Agility had been boosted to 130, with her Melee Combat and Dual Wielding skills pushed up to 110 and 70, respectively. 

	
	Our foxkin blazed in and caught the burst of fire which the wolfkin projected at her on her swords. Her blades were enhanced to better channel mana by the sheath’s enchantments and that seemed to include cutting through her opponent’s mana. Maybe cutting through it was the wrong term—as it was like she seized his flames and made them her own. Instead of blasting them back in his face in an attack, though, she flared the flames out so that an explosion of light and heat masked her approach at the last second.

	
	She was likely already moving far faster than the wolfkin, whose Agility was likely no more than half her own. He was forced to pull his blade back as he reflexively sought to shield his eyes from the flash of heat. That was all it took. 

	
	She was upon him, then. A quick flick of her right blade struck his opposite hand. Swordsmen drill to learn to hold on to their blades, come hell or high water, but her Strength was such that his leather glove was no protection and her blade cut a deep gash along the back of his primary hand. While he didn’t drop his blade, it hung limply in his grip. 

	
	She didn’t stop her forward momentum at all, basically running right up to him and knocking him onto his back. The air in his lungs was pushed out explosively and she kicked the blade from his hand. Lower down, her blades ended up framing his neck in a deadly scissor position. 

	
	He immediately yielded and a bell went off, signifying a new record for the fastest win in tournament history. I stood cheering and couldn’t help myself as I shouted out, “Go Frank Dux!”

	
	Rava simply shook her head at me and mumbled, “Husband, you are so strange at times.”

	
	I grinned. They were used to my odd Earth expressions, even if they rarely understood them. I didn’t waste time bothering to explain it, but instead telepathically congratulated Josie and then checked out the other matches. 

	
	Surprisingly, one of the other initial bouts ended only a few seconds after hers.

	
	Balru, last year’s champion, thrust his hammer forward, striking the elf, Narkossa, in the chest. The blow sent the elf flying from the ring, but something about it didn’t sit well with me. His fall seemed far too controlled, and when he quickly walked away from the defeat, he didn’t even go see a healer.

	
	“Something’s off about that,” I muttered.

	
	Nimeera shrugged. “Not really, he is just taking the easy way out.”

	
	“How do you mean?”

	
	“I mean that the winner of the loser’s bracket still makes it to the finals. If I had a bet riding on this—and you know we do—then I’d say that he is betting that even with an early loss, his odds are better in the loser’s bracket.”

	
	“Okay, but he is on Rava’s list for quarter finalists. So, if he makes it to the final eight, then it only helps me win the bet.”

	
	She grinned. “You win… I win… I really don’t see his bet as a losing proposition.”

	
	The other two matches took a bit longer. I soon found my eyes drawn to the other legacy fighter, a cowkin named Betsy Clemson. It wasn’t that the other fight, which was between Tensa, the former monkeykin champion, and a talented foxkin swordsman wasn’t a good one, though. 

	
	The monkeykin fought with a chain, much like the style that Mursha was developing, but wielded it with far more precision than my beloved blacksmith. Rava’s research said that Tensa had Speed Mana, but I never sensed him use any of it. He didn’t need to in order to win. As fascinating as their match was, the bout between Betsy and an orc warrior was what drew my eyes. 

	
	As I continued staring, I heard Rava murmur, “Better keep your tongue inside your mouth, husband, or I’m going to have to invite her to go out to dinner with us.”

	
	Nimeera chimed in, “Oh… Rob does like muscles, doesn’t he? Hmm…, just look at those thicc thighs, Rob. Imagine the damage she might do with your head between them.” 

	
	Rava snorted at the star struck expression on my face as I couldn’t help but picture what Nimeera had described. “I bet he’d think it was totally worth it.”

	
	I glowered at the women pulling my chain. “Cut it out you two. So what if she’s attractive? I’m only scoping her out as potential competition for Josie. Her movements are very precise, and she had surprising speed… for a cowkin.”

	
	The two women looked at each other with knowing glances, and I did my best to ignore them. 

	
	Betsy wielded a double headed axe, but she swung it like it weighed nothing. It sparkled with a dense magical aura. I would have liked to examine it, because it was clearly a powerful item. I wouldn’t be surprised if it didn’t give her significant bonuses above and beyond her racial caps to Agility.

	
	She managed to move the broad axe blade with such precision, that she blocked each slash and thrust from the rapier being wielded by the catkin that she was fighting. It wasn’t what I would have expected to be the result, simply based on their racial caps. We knew that she had Earth Mana, but she didn’t seem inclined to use it. 

	
	I couldn’t blame her. Her match took much longer than Josie’s, but in the end, she controlled the fight just as completely as my foxkin had. In desperation, the catkin sent a jolt of Electrical Mana down his blade. The electricity arced and struck Betsy’s arm—but if she even felt it, she didn’t give the slightest indication.

	
	That caught her foe off guard enough that her next slash got through, opening a deep gash across his chest. He was bleeding profusely, and with my enhanced sight could see the white of bone beneath the cut. He immediately surrendered and healers rushed to the ring to close his wound. 

	
	Betsy didn’t pay him any more mind at that point, but instead started waving her axe in the air, lifting her other hand to join it as she encouraged cheers of, “Clemson! Clemson! Clemson! C-L-E-M-S-Oooooooh-N!”

	
	Her energy was contagious and soon most of the audience was chanting along with her. She clearly ate it up. And as much as I tried denying it to Rava and Nimeera, I took an instant liking to her.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 37 - Fast and Slow

	
	The rest of the matches that day were informative, and none of the other fighters that Rava had picked to be quarter-finalists lost their matches. Besides the five we had already seen, one of the other three was a hawkkin, named Rhaegeth.

	
	Rhaegeth was not only an experienced aerial fighter, but he had Acid Mana. His match had been interesting. He fought with a spear, and I’d anticipated him taking to the air to defeat his foe. 

	
	This prompted us to ask our neighbors about the rules in that regard. The grandmotherly catkin next to us turned out to be quite the fight fan, and happily filled us in on the relevant rules. Apparently, a magical border was fitted to the fight platforms which would flash red if a flyer left the boundaries of the ring—even in the air. They were able to fly as high as they liked, as long as they stayed within the ring’s area. 

	
	This prompted some questions about why more hawkkin didn’t win the tournament, and my helpful neighbor filled me in on a host of counters to flight—strategies that ranged from Potions of Flight to projectile weapons which could be used to cancel out that advantage. This, of course, led to us learning that potions were allowed—but only one potion per fighter, per match. 

	
	The entire conversation got me thinking, and I decided to give my back up spatial bag to Josie starting tomorrow. That way, she could store one of Mactosh’s rifles and one of his shotguns in it. Both would be weapons that no one else had seen before and would give her a decided advantage. She wasn’t the greatest shot, but I’d required all my deputies to engage in at least a little target practice—and her superhuman stats should make it easy for her to shoot most any opponent at that close range. 

	
	Our conversation allowed us to amicably pass the time as the next several groupings of four fights played out—until Josie’s second match of the day. Apparently, today was the only day that the winner’s bracket would have to fight twice. As long as Josie stayed on that side of the big board, she would reach the finals in only five more fights, which would take place over the next four days. 

	
	Meanwhile the champion of the loser’s bracket required significantly more fights to reach the finals. They would have to engage in two fights each day for all five days, meaning that they would have to fight not only through the bracket against those who lost their first fight, but the winner of that round of the loser’s bracket then had to defeat the loser of the winner’s bracket fights. That was a rather significant advantage, and made me question the odd elf’s strategy even more. 

	
	“So, Jeno,” I asked the rather plump and cheerful, grandmotherly looking catkin sitting next to us, “won’t that make the last few days of the tournament go rather quick?”

	
	She shrugged. “Not so much. After tomorrow, they will drop down to only two rings, and after day four, there will only be one ring. They will also arrange for other types of entertainment between fights, ranging from musicians to dancing girls, even demonstrations by some of the martial academies who are seeking to recruit. The Mage’s Guild usually puts on a grand demonstration.”

	
	I smiled. This was starting to remind me more and more of local single-A baseball teams. They had a wide range of gimmicks to draw and keep butts in seats at their stadiums. Just like on Earth, the food they sold here in the stadium was crazy expensive—and mediocre, at best, in quality—but the people were eating it up. 

	
	Of course, they might not all be used to eating Lina’s delicious cooking. 

	
	Finally, it came time for Josie’s second match of the day. She was paired up this time with an orc who used a staff broken into three segments with short chains between the different sections. Rava’s magic told us that the weapon was magically enchanted to hit much harder than would have otherwise been expected, and that he possessed something called Impact Mana. 

	
	Altogether, this painted a picture of a fighter who was counting on one or two big hits to win the day for them. I telepathically filled Josie in on what Rava had learned, which made it simple for her to plan her strategy. It was unlikely, with a racial cap on his Agility of 30, that even with potions and gear he would be able to approach her speed. Thanks to the scaling properties of stats at higher levels, her Agility of 130 was more like seven times faster than his, rather than just four times as fast. 

	
	Sure enough, the battle began with her initially keeping her distance and blasting out a series of fireballs. We had discussed her doing so, since she had already shown a mastery of Fire Mana—meaning that she should feel free to use her fire magic in the rest of her matches while trying to hold her Growth Mana in reserve for the later matches. The longer she could hold onto the secret that she possessed two types of mana, the better. 

	
	The orc made surprisingly good use of his tri-staff, spinning it to deflect the fiery attacks. Any heat that got through didn’t seem to affect him, which suggested that he either had an enchanted item granting him some level of fire resistance, or he might have imbibed a Potion of Fire Resistance before the match. That made a certain sense. 

	
	Once Josie gave up on fire attacks, the orc seemed to grow bolder. He charged at her, counting on the reach of his weapon to overcome her speed. If she was simply two or three times faster than him, that might have worked—but with the disparity between their stats being what it was, she never let the staves get close to her. 

	
	The problem with dodging, though, was that it took a great deal of energy. And he could certainly keep going longer than she could. I watched as she started to time the pattern of his movements and strikes. This fight had already dragged on for more than three minutes. That might not seem like a long time, but in a battle like this it was an eternity. 

	
	I watched as Josie tried some probing attacks, proud of how cautious she was being. This would throw off her future opponents. In her first fight, she had proven that she was capable of decisive action and a blazingly fast offense. Now, she was proving that she could be deliberate and methodical. 

	
	Eventually, the moment the redhead was waiting for happened, and the orc’s twirling of his staff was half a second too slow. Josie launched in and scored a pair of strikes on the orc’s arms. His armor helped protect him, but the penetrating power of her blades was too great, and he started bleeding. Over the next minute, she opened him up another dozen times, while he never got within three inches of her with his weapon.

	
	I might have felt sorry for him, if it wasn’t my wife he was fighting. The tiles of the fighting ring were getting covered with his blood as Josie patiently led him around in circles. But he kept coming. Dogged determination was definitely his strong suit. 

	
	Both Rava and Nimeera gasped when Josie slipped on the blood. 

	
	The orc pounced on her as quickly as he could, seeking to take advantage of her vulnerable position. He put all of his strength into his next blow, and I’m not sure if Josie would have survived if it had landed. Fortunately, through our soul-bond, I felt her glee as he stepped in and committed to the all-out attack. 

	
	She had set him up, feigning her stumble. Suddenly, she was pushing forward much faster than she had moved before—at least up to that point. Impossibly, she shifted mid-slip, avoiding the crushing blow by mere inches. Where she had just been, the orc’s powerful strike shattered the tile next to her, sending small chunks of rock flying in all directions. 

	
	At the same time she used all of that forward momentum to drive her twin blades up and under his guard and then through his armor. Her blades pierced his gut till their tips stuck out his back and he gasped in agony. She twisted the blades, and he passed out from the devastating trauma. The referee immediately raised his red flag, calling the match in her favor and summoning healers who were already leaping up the stairs into the ring.

	
	It made me feel a bit better, seeing how attentive they were to their job. If Josie were the one to be so grievously injured, I’m not sure that I would be able to restrain myself and I might end up down in the ring, pouring one of Rava’s healing potions down her throat. None of that was necessary today, as she’d ended her first day of the tournament with two decisive victories. 

	
	We went out to dinner again that night at one of the restaurants near our apartments. Josie was immediately recognized. Little girls came up to her, asking for her autograph and gushing about how amazing she had been. Despite her attempts to hide it, I could sense through the bond how happy it made her. 

	
	Besides Josie’s matches, I’d only paid real attention to the fights of those who Rava had predicted would be in the quarter finals. None of the others lost any of their matches. I’d watched carefully whenever Narkossa fought. He was only using a longsword, but his movements betrayed a degree of mastery well beyond most of the contenders. 

	
	I wouldn’t have told Josie this, but his skill with the blade was probably higher than hers—even if he wasn’t half as fast as she could be. 

	
	Narkossa handily won both of his matches with a grace that I could easily follow, noting how he used it in such a way as to make the matches look far closer than they actually were. Each time I watched him fight, I raised my estimate of how dangerous he actually was. 

	
	After his second match today, Sema told me, “You should kill that elf tonight. He is the one most likely to beat Josie, from everything we have seen. Some of the others are capable, but he is the only one who has so completely hidden his abilities.”

	
	I was a little shocked at her bloodthirsty comment. “And how would that be fair? Besides, that would rob Josie of the chance to prove herself.”

	
	She snorted. “There you go with your imaginary concepts again.”

	
	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	
	“Simply that fairness is a concept made up by the weak to try and control the strong.  Those with power do as they wish. If they restrain themselves, it is only because they have been convinced to do so by the mewling of fools.”

	
	“Are you feeling okay, Sema? You’ve been rather dark lately. I get it, and I respect the loss you’ve experienced, but what you are talking about isn’t who I am.”

	
	She stared at me, two large eyes on that tiny face, for a moment. There was the shadow of raw rage that flashed momentarily in the depths of those eyes, but then it was gone. 

	
	“Don’t come crying to me if she dies because you didn’t act when you had the chance and clearly have the power to do so.” She paused, before adding, “Or maybe do, and I’ll show you what a real woman can do.”

	
	“For the sake of our friendship,” I growled, “I’m going to ignore what you just said. But don’t test me again.”

	
	She muttered something under her breath, but with her tiny mouth, it was too quiet for even my enhanced hearing to pick up. I decided just to let it go—but she was definitely starting to make me feel uncomfortable. I had to ask myself if even the advantage of her illusions was worth putting up with such comments, but another part of me felt bad for her loss and wanted to cut her some slack. 

	
	Even that part of me, though, was coming to the end of whatever slack I had left to let out. I couldn’t fully shake the feeling that things with Sema would get worse before they got better but then we arrived at the restaurant. The hostess recognized Josie as one of the contenders in the tournament and led us to a less crowded room in the back of the restaurant.

	
	The table next to us had only a single patron, who I recognized as Betsy Clemson. I kept glancing over at her, which led Rava and Nimeera to filling Josie in on my supposed crush on the cowgirl. 

	
	High on her victories, Josie stood up without any warning and took the step over to sit down at Betsy’s table. Then, she invited the woman to join us for dinner. “My husband keeps staring at you, so you might as well join us. Besides, we women fighters need to stick together. We’re definitely in the minority.”

	
	Betsy looked over at me with my orc illusion and gave me a thorough appraisal—like I was a side of meat . Surprisingly, I couldn’t say I didn’t like the feeling. There’s just something about a hot, confident, beautiful woman checking you out that feels so damn good.

	
	“Hmm, an orc, huh? I tend to like my men a bit prettier than that, but it’s hard to find them both manly and easy on the eyes. I suppose it can’t hurt.”

	
	Then she joined us, and we started talking. Most of the conversation was taken up by Josie and Betsy sharing memories of their fathers, and what it meant to them to fight in the same tournament that their father’s had won. 

	
	I asked Betsy, “Is your father still around to watch you?”

	
	She got silent for a moment, and I thought I might have stuck my foot in my mouth. But she replied with a smile, “He’s around. He is proud of me, and I felt that pride today, even if he can’t quite tell me in words.”

	
	The answer confused me, but I let it go. 

	
	Eventually, as we were ordering dessert, Betsy looked at Josie. “Normally, I’m not into orcs because they tend to be domineering. They all act like their women are either fragile toys or simply their possessions, which is rather annoying. But you seem to have your husband well trained, so I’d being willing—if you want to extend the offer.”

	
	Rava snorted and Nimeera choked on the wine she was sipping. 

	
	Josie held it together a bit better. “Who can say what the future holds? My husband is quite the fighter. I have yet to see a stronger man than him. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but he does tend to be a bit repressed—and I don’t think he would be up for me randomly sharing an evening with him and another woman.” 

	
	Josie winked at me before turning back to Betsy. “He is an amazing lover, I will happily admit,” she explained, “but part of that is because he wants to be emotionally attached to any woman he’s with.”

	
	Betsy looked at me and then at Josie as though she was waiting for a punch line. When none came, she shook her head. “Hmm… will wonder’s never cease? An emotionally sensitive orc. I swear, if you were just a bit more handsome, I’d petition your wives, right here and right now, for their permission to court you—especially if you can actually fight like your wife suggests.”

	
	I was blushing under the illusion. Olimeran customs had struck again and, no matter how quickly I tried to adapt, I found myself struggling to keep up. But, I’d learned a trick or two during times like this--sometimes it was better just to act instead of overthinking things. 

	
	I reached down and grabbed the leg of her chair, lifting her up in it before balancing it on one finger. “I can’t show you my skills in a fight in here, but at least you can see a sample of my strength.”

	
	I saw her trying to do the math, working out just how strong I’d have to be to balance her weight on a single finger. It was far below the amount of weight I could lift, but her hundred and eighty pounds or so, along with the solid wood chair—all balanced and held aloft on one finger probably equated to my lifting a ton with one hand. 

	
	She might not have been able to break it down that quickly, but she was suitably impressed. When I set the chair back down, she stood up and said her goodbyes before adding, “If you change your mind, working off stress from a day in the arena is something I’d be very interested in.” 

	
	She patted her axe and said, “I think even my father approves.”

	
	Josie nodded and said, “Don’t I know it. I’m looking forward to my stress relief tonight. I doubt he’ll get over his bashfulness anytime soon,” she nodded at me, “but I’ll work on him.” 

	
	The two of them clasped forearms, and then Betsy left the restaurant. 

	
	I didn’t even think about it until after she’d left, but the cowkin had stuck us with her bill. Apparently, she was at least a little crafty. 

	
	All of the sexual tension which dinner raised only made bedtime a wonder, as I helped Josie relax in preparation for the next day… repeatedly. The way Lina had rubbed off on my other wives was a blessing—one which I hadn’t initially appreciated quite as much as I should have. My fiery foxkin was more than eager for everything I did to and for her, and I was reminded again of how good my life had become. 

	
	 


Chapter 38 - Not Gonna go Easy on Ya

	
	
	The next two days of the tournament went by relatively uneventfully. By the fourth day of the tournament, the winner’s bracket was down to the final four undefeated fighters. These had quickly become the odds makers’ favorites—though I could see that much more money was being won and lost on Narkossa’s fights than those in the winner’s bracket. 

	
	Josie remained undefeated and was in this final four of the winner’s bracket. With her was Betsy, which made both of them proud. The cowkin had taken to eating dinner with us each night, though Josie teased her unmercifully about taking off before the bill showed up every time. 

	
	The first time Josie teased her about running off after our first dinner, Betsy turned a bright red and changed the topic. The second time, though, Betsy winked at me and told Rava to put it on her tab—which the muscular woman said she’d gladly pay up after she won the tournament. 

	
	Each time, I rolled my eyes at the two of them, and said that it was my treat. I was happy to pick up the tab. I suspected the cowkin came from modest means, but appreciated the good food and good company too much to pass up such a generous offer.

	
	She not only made friends with Josie, but also got along very well with both Rava and Nimeera. The cowkin was gruff, buff, and a little rough around the edges. She shared the most camaraderie with Josie as a fellow fighter, but had a clear respect for Rava’s alchemy, though she seemed a little puzzled by Nimeera’s place in our little family. 

	
	The cowgirl was easy on the eyes, too, with just about the most impressive rack I’d ever seen. To be that well-endowed and still move like she did in the fighting ring? Well, that was a feat in and of itself. Her thighs were thicc, her ass toned and full, and her arms muscular—but not in a way that took away from her beauty. Her skin had just a slightly darker color which made her seem almost exotic to me. 

	
	She seemed to take endless delight in teasing me—and I’d be lying if I said I hated it when she leaned forward to give me an eyeful of her bountiful assets. I knew I needed to focus on Josie for the rest of the tournament, but I would gladly have hired Betsy as a deputy if I thought she’d be willing. She got along really well with the rest of us and was obviously a talented fighter. She had yet to be forced to resort to using her Earth Mana in a match. 

	
	One of the others in the winner’s bracket was Rhaegeth, the hawkkin. He had won a tight battle with the former champion, Tensa. Both had been severely wounded, but an acid rain attack that the hawkkin pulled out at the end had won the match. It was likely his trump card—which I’m sure he had been hoping to save for the finals, but he seemed unwilling to take a loss, and used it early.

	
	The final spot in the winner’s bracket belonged to Balru, last year’s champion. His name was probably called out more often than not, and currently the oddsmakers had him as the favorite to win the tournament, with a projected fifty-five percent chance. 

	
	And why not. He had cruised through is matches without facing any significant challenges and while only limited displays of what his force mana could do. 

	
	The loser’s bracket was down to eight fighters and four of them were on Rava’s list, so I was feeling pretty good about my chances of winning my bet with Nimeera. Sussor was a wolfkin with Illusion Mana who had taken a loss to Balru, despite seeming to pull out all stops with his tricks, using a bevy of illusions. 

	
	Meanwhile, Rumba the orc had lost a battle to Betsy which I wasn’t sure he couldn’t have won. He didn’t use his mana, and I wasn’t quite sure what Reversal Mana was, but it sounded odd—and odd could often be potent in a match because it was unexpected. If I had to lay a bet on it, I’d say that unlike Rhaegeth, he had opted to save his trump cards for later in the tournament. 

	
	Now, we were ready for today’s action. They first had the matches in the loser’s bracket, where Sussor won a narrow victory against a very fast foxkin and Tensa won his match against a cowkin, easily. For the first time, Narkossa seemed to have to push himself just a bit against another elven fighter, who also happened to be the last unarmed fighter in the tournament. In my opinion, it was quite the accomplishment, that he had made it this far. 

	
	Narkossa’s match was going as expected until the elven monk suddenly exploded forward. He let out a burst of power which covered half the arena. Narkossa was picked up by the force and was halfway to being thrown out of the ring—I was sure of it—but then he was suddenly standing behind the monk. 

	
	He thrust his sword into the man’s lower back. The monk tried to resist the pain, which was proof of the training he had undergone, but Narkossa showed his brutal side as he twisted the blade and then landed a kick in the monk’s side. The wound after Narkosssa’s blade sliced out the monk’s hip was wide and gaping, but the swordsman didn’t leave it at that. Instead, he rapidly slashed deeply into both of the man’s hamstrings, leaving him unable to rise. The referee called the match at that point, lifting his red flag high to summon the healers. 

	
	The final match in the loser’s bracket was Rumba and a fighter not on Rava’s list. I probably should have paid attention, but I was becoming so confident in her abilities that I had already written off the other fighter. They put on a good show with mace versus staff, but in the end, Rumba won with his mace and a bit of magic which suddenly sent the other fighter’s staff careening back into his own face.  

	
	Next up was the semifinal matches in the winner’s bracket. The first one was Balru versus Rhaegeth. The orc was heavily favored to win, but I still planned on watching it closely since whoever won this bout would face Josie tomorrow—assuming she won her match against Betsy. 

	
	The battle ended up being sadly boring. I was hoping for some excitement, but hope doesn’t make it so. Rhaegeth took to the air almost immediately. He then fired off squirt after squirt of acid at Balru. The hawkkin should have had the advantage as his racial cap on the magic stat was 70 versus the orc’s cap of 40.

	
	Despite that, it quickly became apparent that the hawkkin was running out of juice faster than his opponent. I spun my core up and reached out with my senses to gather as many details as I could, using my Parallel Mind skill to focus half my mind on each of the two fighters. That was when I realized that Balru’s warhammer was a mana receptacle, which was how he was able to keep going. I didn’t know how potent it was, but it felt strong. 

	 

	When Rhaegeth ran out of mana, it was all over, he just didn’t know it yet. Balru shot up a concentrated blast of force at the hawkkin. It took three attempts, but the translucent magical attack finally clipped and broke one of the hawkkin’s wings. He came in for a hard, awkward landing, but managed to roll—even with the broken wing—out of it and popped up in a fighting stance with his spear extended. 

	
	Then, they began to dance back and forth. Balru never made wide sweeping gestures with his hammer, almost treating it more like a pool stick. His physical might was so great, though, that he kept pushing Rhaegeth back. His broken wing obviously hindered the other man. 

	
	Rhaegeth set up a pattern, and it became apparent that he was biding his time, waiting for the right opportunity to cut loose with one last strike. He triggered some ability in his spear which caused the tip of it to glow bright white with power, and then thrust it at Balru. The orc’s hammer swung up to block the strike, but despite the orc’s superior strength, his hammer was blasted out of his hands. 

	
	He stumbled back as Rhaegeth let out a battle cry and summoned all his remaining power. The white tip of his spear struck a barrier of Force Mana which Balru had erected at the last second. 

	
	Unfortunately for the orc, the hawkkin had maneuvered his foe such that his back was to the edge of the fighting platform and that force was just enough to send him toppling over the edge. It felt like a cheap way to win, but a small portion of the crowd burst into wild applause. If I’d had to guess, those were people who had taken bookies’ longshot odds on the hawkkin. 

	
	The oddsmakers were going to be scrambling after this to sort out who the new favorite was, but I didn’t care. Josie was now up, and her opponent was Betsy. I watched as the numbers were all over the place on predictions. Ultimately, it came down to Josie being favored—three to two—to win. 

	
	The match drew more enthusiasm from the crowd than anything up to this point. Then again, it was the last two female fighters in the tournament, and they both happened to be legacy fighters. 

	
	Josie climbed up the short step into the ring and then crossed it to clasp forearms with Betsy. I was glad to be able to hear what she said, thanks to pumping ki to upgrade my hearing.

	
	“Whatever happens today,” Josie was saying, “it will have been an honor to fight you. And, if you are open minded—win or lose—I have a job to offer you after this. I’m the chief deputy in Yonderton, and the frontier needs people like you. The pay is good and the job comes with some pretty amazing fringe benefits.”

	
	“Wait, if you’re the chief deputy, then shouldn’t you be married to the Sheriff?” Betsy replied.

	
	I could feel Josie’s satisfaction with the way her statement had thrown Betsy off. Maybe it was a cheap tactic, but psychological warfare was an important part of battle, too. Josie paused before asking in a low voice, which only Betsy and someone with my level of enhanced hearing could make out, “Can you keep a secret?”

	
	“We may be about to fight,” the cowkin admitted, “but I consider you a battle sister. Your secrets are my secrets.”

	
	“My husband is the Sheriff… and he isn’t an orc. He’s a human. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen one before, but trust me... he’s much easier on the eyes than the illusion disguising him suggests. If you can, picture an elf as tall as he is, but with rippling muscles.”

	
	Betsy licked her full lips. “That’s a prize I could get behind. I don’t suppose you wanna wager who gets to bed him tonight on the outcome of this match?”

	
	Josie snorted, but shook her head. “Sorry. Can’t do that. I respect my husband too much to dangle his affections around like a carnival prize—not that I’d be opposed to you courting him. And just so there isn’t any mistake about why I’m turning down your wager, Rob is pretty easy going and loves to spoil his wives, but he doesn’t do anything he doesn’t want to.” 

	
	Josie shrugged. “I couldn’t wager that even if I wanted to.”

	
	Betsy smiled. “I actually respect that more than if you’d agreed. A human, huh? I thought they were supposed to be weak.”

	
	“You’ve got no idea. What he showed you at dinner the other night is only a tiny bit of his strength. This will be impossible for you to believe, but I honestly think that if all the fighters in the tournament attacked Rob at once, we’d be lucky if half of them were still alive at the end of it, and we were able to knock him out.”

	
	“You’re right. That is hard to believe… but I might just take you up on that job offer. You’ve got me curious—on both accounts.” The bigger woman snorted. “I’m not gonna go easy on ‘ya now, though.”

	
	“I wouldn’t want you to.” 

	
	Then they clasped arms again and parted, returning to their respective sides of the ring. 

	
	The audience settled into an anxious hush, and I sat forward in my seat. 

	
	Betsy lifted her axe to the sky, then pulled it down and kissed the blade. “Red Bull, I’m gonna need all you’ve got today.”

	 


Chapter 39 - Red Bull

	
	
	As the referee got them lined up, Sema poked her head up out of the pouch at my side again. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

	
	I arched my eyebrow at her. 

	
	“Oh, don’t give me that. Josie just gave your secret away to Betsy—you can’t trust her as things are now. That means, you either have to kill her or fuck her.”

	
	Ugh, I groaned. I didn’t want more of whatever weird logic Sema was spouting. I wanted to watch the fight. 

	
	“Shh… we can talk about this tonight. For now, let’s focus on the fight.”

	
	Sema grumbled, but didn’t say anything in response. I got drawn into the fight, and quickly forgot all about the grumpy fairy. 

	
	Betsy started off aggressively. She charged in, swinging her axe wide. The axe flared with a red light and formed a wide energy blade that extended the length of the axe’s edge to a full five feet. 

	
	Had Josie been any slower, she would have been cut in two. Instead, she dodged just enough to avoid the magical edge and then met the blade with her fiery power. Both her swords came to life as white-hot flames danced up and down their length. She must have realized the need to keep her distance, because whips of fire extended off of each blade and Josey started working them in a perfectly balanced figure eight. 

	
	Betsy tried to dodge the flames, but simply didn’t have the speed for it. First one, and then the other whip, wrapped around her. The first snared her leg and the second her midsection. The fire wasn’t tangible enough to immobilize her, but the heat burned her—even through her armor. 

	
	Josie began pumping more mana into the flames and I watched as she ratcheted the heat up to a whole new level. It spoke to her belief in Betsy’s power and skill, that she was revealing more of the extent of her potent fire magic. The armor which was meant to protect Betsy from Josie’s blades began to glow a dull red and the scent of burning flesh filled the air. 

	
	Betsy screamed but didn’t stop struggling to escape the flames. 

	
	I could feel Josie’s sorrow at the pain she was inflicting on her friend, but her resolve was rock solid. She shouted, “Just surrender and it can be over.”

	
	Betsy fumbled with one hand at the pouch at her belt and then downed a potion—probably a resistance to fire potion.

	
	Why she hadn’t done so before the match even started was beyond me, but as soon as she did, she stopped screaming. Her body still had several burns on it, but the heat no longer seemed to bother her. 

	
	She glared at Josie. “Maybe you should give up now. If not, this is gonna hurt.”

	
	Josie didn’t respond, only raced forward—and her friend simply couldn’t react quickly enough. She sliced the cowkin across one leg and then cut a wide opening in the still glowing armor. 

	
	Betsy seemed willing to take all of the punishment Josie could dish out, gripping her axe like her life depending on it. She wasn’t even trying to counterattack, but only blocked as best she could.

	
	The flurry of cuts was coming too fast, and Betsy was now covered in not just burns but bleeding wounds all over her body. Her armor protected her just enough, and she managed to block about every other blow with her axe, but it seemed like it was only a matter of time, now. 

	
	Then, her axe released a pulse of red energy. Instead of forming into a wide blade, though, like it had done before, this time it transformed Betsy. 

	
	Gone were the shapely curves and pretty face. She transformed from a cowkin to a legendary minotaur with bright red fur. Her head became that of a bull as her body swelled. The pulse of energy pushed Josie back and kept her at bay long enough for the transformation to complete. 

	
	When it ended, Betsy was a full ten feet tall and bristling with raw, physical might. “Behold the true power of Red Bull.”

	
	The axe in her hands had grown, too, and both burns and cuts that had covered her were gone. She swung the now eight-foot-long axe and Josie couldn’t back up quickly enough. Her leather armor saved her from having her insides become her outside, but the gash in her side bled heavily, even as her armor was split across its entire front. 

	
	The minotaur kept up its attack, pushing for any advantage and driving Josie to the edge of the ring. “Just fall out,” Betsy grunted out between slashing swings of her axe. “It’ll be much less painful.”

	
	Josie didn’t respond, but I felt her determination through the bond. When the next slash came at her, she could no longer back up. Her heels were right at the edge of the ring. But she had a plan. 

	
	She pushed her body to its limits and dodged by leaping straight upwards. As the massive axe head swept under her, she landed atop it, moving so quickly that she sprinted right up the haft. Her blades flashed, but one was caught in a horn sticking deep into the bone. 

	
	When Betsy tried to shake Josie off, the blade ripped from her hand. The other sword cut a deep furrow in the minotaur’s neck which started to spurt blood as red as her fur. Josie’s momentum carried her up so that she pushed off of the top of the minotaur’s head, but she twisted in mid-air so that she came down behind it. Her free hand shot out to grab the other horn as she drove her blade into its back. 

	
	Red Bull shook her head vigorously from side to side, but Josie’s Strength was sufficient to hold on, at least for a few ticks. She might not have made the full eight seconds, but she didn't have to as each second allowed her to drive her sword into the minotaur’s back once again. 

	
	Finally, she fell to her knees and Josie pushed off with both feet, sending Red Bull crashing into the stone floor of the ring while the foxkin flipped off her broad back. She stood there at the ready with her sword prepared to strike but the minotaur didn’t move. The magic which created it flashed, and all that remained was Betsy—her armor and body cut to shreds. 

	
	The referee called the match, raising his red flag to summon the healers, but Josie was already gently turning her friend over and pouring one of Rava’s highest quality healing potions down her throat. That slowed the bleeding enough for the healers to jump onto the ring and start plying their Life Mana to save Betsy. 

	
	Josie was now going to the semi-finals, but I felt how torn up she was about having to do what she’d done to her friend. For the first time, she seemed to be wondering if winning the tournament was worth it. 

	
	At Josie’s request, once Betsy was healed enough to be moved, we took her back to the apartment we had rented at a higher quality inn. Rava had splurged with her earnings from the caravan and rented out all the rooms, making the entire upstairs into our apartment for the week before and the week of the tournament. 

	
	I didn’t even care about the second match from the loser’s bracket. We’d find out tomorrow who did what. Instead, we all sat around waiting for Betsy to recover. She was fully healed and there wasn’t so much as a scar on any of the flesh I saw. I gave the women some privacy once they started to fully strip her down, but Rava explained that with this much blood loss and the strain her transformation magic had put on her, that it might be several hours before she was able to stay awake for any significant length of time.

	
	I turned to meditation and worked on bringing my body the rest of the way towards A rank, because I didn’t like feeling like I was sitting around doing… nothing. Being helpless in any situation had always been hard for me. And now, with all this power, it was even more difficult. 

	
	After I realized I wasn’t making any progress, I went down and had a drink in the inn. I ordered food to be brought upstairs to the ladies—who’d all wanted to stay with Betsy. Other than Sema, that is, who was flying around the upper floor mumbling to herself. 

	
	Downstairs, I found out what had happened in the other matches and what the lineup for day five of the tournament was going to be. The first match of the day was going to be Balru versus Narkossa. Then Josie would face off against Rhaegeth to see who would enter the finals from the winner’s bracket. The final match of the day would be the orc, Rumba against Betsy—assuming she was up to fighting. 

	
	Once the food was ready, I followed the serving girls up the stairs as they carried it to my wives and the others. We ate upstairs and I was pleased to see that Betsy was awake. The conversation went pretty much everywhere, and it didn’t seem like either Josie or Betsy was holding anything against the other from the fight. They did hug several times, and I had to admit that I kept picturing Josie’s face buried in Betsy’s cleavage. 

	
	I did remember to point something out to Nimeera. “You do realize, don’t you, that I won our bet?”

	
	She grinned and then shrugged, “I was gonna wait to let you point it out.”

	
	Betsy asked, “Sorry if I’m intruding in something private, but what bet is that?”

	
	Nimeera laughed and said it wasn’t private to her. She explained the bet and the reward. 

	
	Betsy got a big smile on her face. “You know I’d offer myself up for that task. I hear that catgirls have amazingly long tongues.”

	
	I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that, and the cowkin must have taken my silence as bashfulness. “Oh don’t worry. I’m dying to see what you look like without the illusion on. I’m more of a bull kinda gal, but it doesn’t mean I don’t like fun with a heifer every now and again.”

	
	As if on cue, Sema chose then to come around. She looked confused for a moment, even afraid. 

	
	I was about to ask what was the matter when she waved her hand. “He really is worth looking at. And not just his face.” Then, the illusion dropped.

	
	Josie and Rava started kissing my face. Rava purred, “Even though I can see you through the illusion, you still have that icky orc face superimposed over yours. I like this so much better.”

	
	Basking in the kisses, I chuckled. “I like this so much better, too.”

	
	Betsy said, “A tall elf with muscles… that’s not far off. Doesn’t even have a whiff of that effeminate look that some of the elven men get.” 

	
	She looked at Sema. “But what’d you mean by ‘not just his face’?”

	
	The tiny fairy blushed and didn’t want to answer. She had to be cajoled by the other women till finally she started giggling. “Well, I was ordered by my queen to spy on him. So, I may have seen Rob with his wives a couple of times.” 

	
	Now, all the women were laughing. That is, until Betsy said, “Don’t leave a girl wondering, just what’s he packing?”

	
	Sema grinned and said, “Let’s just say that even a cowkin is gonna be completely satisfied—and I haven’t a clue how a fairy would ever get it all to fit, even in our expanded form.”

	
	“Completely satisfied, you say?” Betsy’s eyebrows crawled up her forehead. “Josie, I think I’m gonna need ya to tell me a bit more about this job offer, and exactly what the fringe benefits entail.”

	
	
	 


Interlude 5 - A Mother’s Fury

	
	
	Lina hummed to herself as she led Robbie by the hand through the market. The extra mana which Rob found a way to funnel into the kitchen made everything she created taste better and seem fresher than normal food. It not only made Lina feel stronger, but it also boosted her cooking skill

	
	For that to keep growing as fast as it had been, of late, she needed new and different ingredients to try new recipes. That was why she had run out on an errand to buy some spike-apples—a tart yellow fruit that was a popular dessert. She was aiming to try something that Rob had told her about—a flat bread, covered in tomato sauce, with cheese and spike-apple slices on top. This odd combination was then baked at high heat for ten minutes or so. 

	
	It sounded odd to her, to mix the sweet and tangy spike-apple slices with savory cheese and tomato sauce, but Rob said people where he’d come from either loved to eat this concoction, or they hated it and declared those who thought it even edible to be heretics. 

	
	Rob had said that he liked it, so Lina wanted to see if she could make it—and if the others liked it or hated it.  

	
	She missed her husband terribly. But when she did, she just had to look down at Robbie who was skipping along beside her, clutching her hand. The boy had shot up in the past few weeks since they had returned to Yonderton. She didn’t know if it was the extra mana in the house, or if this was a natural growth spurt.

	
	Not that there was very much which was natural about Robbie. He grew slower than a bunnykin child, but Rob insisted that his growth was phenomenally fast for a human. To think that they considered their offspring to be children for eighteen years was almost unthinkable to Lina. It was just another oddity of Rob’s past. 

	
	Lina thought again of Rob and couldn’t wait until she could cook for him again. She had been leveling up her cooking skill quite actively, when not training with Mursha and Daria each day or working on her magic. She glanced down at the cleaver she used for just about everything these days—from chopping up vegetables to being a conduit for her Life Mana. It had been a gift from the goddess, and raising her stats had already paid off.

	
	Her cooking level had gone up considerably, but not as much as the perks that concentrated training had given her. All of her stats had increased by more than five since she’d returned to Yonderton, and she was getting pretty close to her boosted stat caps. Then, there was her melee skill. 

	
	It had been ‘pathetically low’—as Mursha had put it—but her levels had shot up with all the hard work she’d started putting in under the orc’s tutelage. Not having Rob around to distract her must be the secret to getting her to train. 

	
	She smiled. No matter the gains, she’d rather have her husband here. On a whim, she pulled up the description of her cleaver to see what benefits she had gained with all her hard work.

	
	A Mother’s Love: All of Olimero is built by a mother’s love. In you, the goddess Sativa has found a kindred spirit. You, too, desire to care for and protect your children. This tool will help you do exactly that. It is bound to you and will grow more powerful as you gain skill levels. It is connected to three primary skills. Current status: B-grade item.

	 

	Cooking: When used to prepare meals, any food cut with this cleaver will be extra satisfying. Vegetables cut with this cleaver will grant +5 Agility for 36 hours to any who eat them. Meat cut with this cleaver will grant +5 Durability for 36 hours to any who eat it. As you level up your cooking skill, these bonuses will increase. 

	 

	Healing: A mother’s heart is the source of all healing. While this tool is not designed for healing, it will act as your magical focus. As such, it will condense your Mana to double its normal density, every time you use your magic while holding the cleaver. It can also act as a receptacle and will store up to 150 condensed Healing Mana for your use. Both the condensing and storage abilities will increase, as you level your Magic stat.

	 

	Don’t Mess with Mom: A mother is kind, and a mother is gentle; but poke that beast at your own peril. Those who threaten your loved ones should beware. While wielding this cleaver, your Strength and Durability are each increased by +30. This increase will grow larger as you level your Melee Combat skill. 

	
	She grinned again when she re-read the description for ‘Don’t Mess with Mom’. Training with the cleaver had helped immensely—and now her stat bonuses with it had tripled from the original +10, while her mana receptable had increased by 50%, and her bonuses to chopped food had also increased by about 50%. It really made her proud. She didn’t want to be Rob’s only wife not to advance. 

	
	Looking around, she figured the best chance she might have of finding some spike-apples was in the lower stalls of the farmer’s market. That reminded her, she also needed some more pork loin for tomorrow’s meal. If she bought the spike-apple first, and then picked up the pork loin on the way home, she could get it into the cold box before it started to spoil. 

	
	The cold box in their kitchen was massive. Rob called it a walk-in fridge. Most households were happy to have a simple box enchanted to keep food cold—Lina had an entire large closet for that. 

	
	Lina was still humming as she walked up to the fruit vendor and picked up a spike-apple, gently poking the crown-like stem to see if it was ripe. She dropped it, though, when she heard a terrified scream from Robbie. She spun around, jumping over a nearby cart that was in the way to pick up her son. 

	
	Buzzing around his head were three fairies. Suddenly, one of the fairies grew to be almost as big as she was. Lina stared defiantly at the invader while her son clung to her leg. Her hand shot to her spatial storage pouch and she grabbed her cleaver.

	
	That prompted the fairy to laugh. “Hah, the stupid beast means to fight us with a cooking utensil.”

	
	The other two, small fairies chittered in what Lina took for laughter, but she ignored them. Her mind was racing. Damn… why did Rob have to be gone for so long?

	
	 No, she couldn’t fixate on what wasn’t. Daria or Mursha were too far away to help her. The other deputies were on patrol, but on the other side of town. Even Denne had gone hunting with his family, so it would just be her and her sister-wives, with their children. No one could help her. She and Robbie were alone, and nobody even knew that she’d left the office to run this errand. 

	
	Furious, she all but shouted at the large fairy, “What do you want?”

	
	“Don’t worry, we chose this time on purpose. All the other deputies are on patrol on the other side of town. The orc and his wives are gone. The pregnant one is still in her workshop, and the hawkkin is busy teaching her daughter how to fly. You are quite alone, silly bunnygirl.”

	
	Something about those words flipped a switch inside of Lina. The threat to her son and herself was imminent—this was not a time to hold back. Rob and her sister-wives had all taught her that decisiveness in battle was key. 

	
	She said a silent prayer to Sativa for strength and almost thought she could feel the goddess’ eyes upon her. Then she screamed out, “I am NOT a silly bunnygirl.”

	
	She lunged forward, bringing her cleaver down on the enlarged fairy. The blade cut the air, but just as it was about to strike the fairy, it hit a prismatic wall which rippled from the force of her strike. 

	
	Cracks formed from the force of the blow, but the shield held—if only just. Gamia stepped back, fear in her eyes. 

	
	Lina didn’t give her a chance to react, nor did she let up. Her husband might be INDOMITIABLE, but she was no quitter. She whispered to Robbie a command she’d hoped never to need: “Burrow, bunny.”

	
	Her son immediately released her leg, despite his obvious fear, and ducked under one of the nearby tables laden with produce to seek as much shelter as he could find in a pile of wooden crates. Lina was proud of him for overcoming his fear, but didn’t have time to worry about him anymore. 

	
	She pulled the cleaver back and struck at the shield again. She struck a third and then a fourth time. This time, it shattered. 

	
	One of the other fairies sent a gust of wind at her, which blew the awning off a nearby stall and buffeted Lina, causing her ears to flop about wildly. But the wind wasn’t enough to knock Lina over. Instead, Lina kept slowly advancing on the large fairy who stood there, frozen with panic. 

	
	A series of ice blasts issued forth from the third fairy. Lina managed to knock all but one of them out of the air with her cleaver. She had a grim grin upon her face as she realized how much she had learned from Daria and Mursha. 

	
	“You won’t get my son,” she shouted, but soon realized the last ice blast had frozen her foot to the ground. Then, she cursed. 

	
	This was the moment she had dreaded. Lina lacked any type of ranged attack. If she was stuck, how could she protect her son?

	
	But then, a voice spoke in her mind and she felt peace rush through her—despite how quickly everything was happening. The lead fairy seemed to be regaining her confidence, but Lina only had ears for the voice in her head. She completely ignored Gamia’s villainous monologue. 

	
	“Your faithfulness has been noted, daughter. Will you pledge to protect your family by turning your husband’s heart to a love of Sativa?”

	
	Lina assented. She would never betray Rob, but she truly believed Rob was Sativa’s chosen—and sharing her husband with a goddess rather turned her on. 

	
	“Yes,” she thought.

	
	“Then receive my blessing and become a handmaiden of nature. Know, though, that vitality and growth are only one half of the cycle that is the circle of life. This will be difficult for you daughter, but you must embrace the opposite side of that cycle to see the potential in your mana.”

	
	Nature’s Handmaiden: You are a chosen of Sativa. Within you, she has placed a small fragment of her divine nature. You will receive the following benefit as a result:

	 

	Sever Magic: +20

	 

	Formation of a Dual Mana Core: Healing and Wither – boosted to E Rank 2

	 

	The ability to use Wither Mana (This is the balance to your healing mana and completes the cycle of nature.)

	 

	With each grade of cultivation in the E rank you will gain +1 to your lowest stat. (Durability +8)

	

	Welcome to the path of a mana cultivator. You are one of only a fraction of a percentage of such on all of Olimero. Stat gains made through cultivation may exceed racial stat caps. 

	 

	Note: Work hard to make the most of this gift and become the first Mistress of the Sheets to include the divine.

	
	Lina felt the power surge through her. A tear ran down her cheek because she had never needed to use her mana to harm another—though she had been tempted to once or twice when others had attacked Rob. But she understood it was necessary, and she even saw how it was part of the circle of life. 

	
	There could never be Spring, if there wasn’t first a Winter. 

	
	As for her new skill, she instinctively knew it would allow her to cut through magical defenses. It seemed to be custom made for this situation—not that Lina was  going to complain about that. 

	
	She reached out to the two small fairies. They thought they were out of range, but they still screamed as dark mana shot off from the fingertips of her left hand and slammed into them. Unlike the resonance of Life that Lina always felt when she healed, now she experienced the horror of their tiny wings shriveling up and withering away. 

	
	But they had threatened her son and she showed them no mercy. The enraged mother continued to pour out this new dark mana, and soon their wings fell off entirely. Both fairies crumpled over in agony as they fell to the ground. 

	
	Gamia overcame her terror then and raised her hand. A bolt of lightning shot from her palm and blasted into Lina’s chest. The current ran through her body and blasted out through her frozen foot into the earth. She was scorched, blistered and burned by the electricity. Her ankle was cut by shards of ice and her foot mangled by the explosion that sent her flying backwards into the table behind her, knocking it over onto the crates under which Robbie had hid. She collapsed on the ground next to the crates.

	
	Her heart had almost stopped because of that charge. But when she saw the terrified gaze of her son peeking from under a wooden crate, she gasped for air, and forced herself to keep going. 

	
	“Still alive, I see,” the big fairy sneered. “I’ll have to remedy that—but fuck this hostage bullshit. The human has other wives and children to use as hostages. I want you to watch as your son’s brain boils inside his head from my power.”

	
	Lina had survived thanks to the boosts she’d received to her Durability—both from the goddesses blessing and from her cleaver. She hurt all over, especially where it looked like she might be missing some toes, but none of that mattered. That evil woman’s head must roll. 

	
	That was what a cleaver was good for. She pushed up off the ground with her good foot, leaping at the fairy much faster than the monster had expected. Her cleaver was extended, but it wasn’t faster than lightning. 

	
	The bolt and the cleaver met as Lina instinctively activated her knew skill and severed the magic fueling the bolt. The charge immediately faded, causing Lina’s long blonde hair and ears to stand on end—but it was a small price to pay. Slamming her shoulder into the fairy, she sent the delicate woman stumbling backwards. 

	
	Lina kept going, though, never letting up. That was the way Rob did it. How could she be any less than him? She had to protect their son. 

	
	Balanced on her one good foot, she swept her injured leg out and kicked the fairy’s legs out from under her—causing her to completely lose her balance and crash back into the stall beside them. 

	
	Both women tried to scramble to their feet, but despite her wound, Lina was the faster of the two. 

	
	Gamia pulled a dagger from her belt, but as she did, A Mother’s Love struck down, severing her hand at the wrist. Gamia screamed in agony, but Lina ignored her. She swung a looping roundhouse punch with her left fist into the woman’s temple, and the fairy dropped like a stone. Then, Lina brought her cleaver down on the woman’s exposed neck. 

	
	In that moment she knew nothing but the fury of a mother. 

	
	The fairy’s head rolled beside a pile of spike-apples, blood gushing all over the ground. Lina absently thought about how much she might have to offer the vendors for making such a mess. Even as she had the errant thought, she hobbled over to scoop up her son in her arms. 

	
	He clung to her, his small body trembling. 

	
	Two deputies, the wolfkin Freina and her husband Marco, burst into the market a minute or two later. The big cowkin said, “By the goddess, what happened here?”

	
	Lina smiled, “What do you think will go well with Fairy stew?”

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 40 - Semi-Finals

	
	
	The next morning, I woke up with Rava and Josie draped over me. It still hadn’t gotten old, even after months of being on Olimero. We got up slowly, but then decided not to go to the arena until it was time for Josie’s match. 

	
	Instead, we used the time to discuss tactics and I used my abilities to condense Josie’s mana. Betsy had decided the night before to accept Josie’s job offer and became a deputy—and while I wasn’t going to bed her until I had sorted out the line that was building up, I agreed that she would make a perfect deputy. 

	
	She took the full oath and we started filling her in on some of my abilities. I demonstrated one of them, by helping her condense her mana.

	
	Rava then offered to give her some potions that she could use in the upcoming match, but she also asked, “So, if you don’t mind me asking… why’d you wait to take the Potion of Fire Resistance until after Josie was practically cooking you alive inside your armor.” 

	
	The cowkin blushed, which was oddly cute on her, as it contrasted with all her muscles. “Well, I…. I don’t have much money. And it cost me a lot of what I’d saved up to buy that potion. I was hoping I could find a way to defeat Josie without taking it, and then sell it back to the alchemist to buy something else to help me in my next match.”

	
	Rava then suggested that since Betsy had to fight Rumba, whose power enabled him to reflect both physical and some magical attacks back at their source, that instead of using a mana potion that she expected to drink halfway through the match, she should consider a more tactical use for her potion. 

	
	They put their heads together and picked out what they thought would work the best. 

	
	“I can’t thank you enough, the alchemist I went to didn’t have even a fraction of these potions. You must be a master.”

	
	I laughed at Betsy’s comment. “She prefers to be called Mistress.”

	
	Betsy arched an eyebrow at me. “Oh… it’s like that, is it? This job just keeps getting more and more interesting.”

	
	Josie had a Potion of Flight to take for her battle with Rhaegeth. We had debated using that or something to combat his acid. In the end, since the potion gave her a twenty percent boost to her Agility it would raise her up to 156 and make her so fast that she felt she could dodge the acid. She said she had a plan for ending the fight quickly, she just needed to be able to touch him in the air. 

	
	Shortly after that, we headed towards the arena. On the way there, I took us first to a smithy where I replaced Betsy’s armor that Josie had done a real number on. The cowkin was shocked at how much I was willing to spend on her equipment, but I waved her concerns aside. Nothing was too good for my people—of which she now was one. 

	
	Because of our stop on the way, we got to the arena with only a few minutes to spare. Once there, we weren’t shocked to learn that Narkossa had defeated Balru. That one had a number of tricks up his sleeve, but was playing his cards very close to the vest.  

	
	Both women were very confident in securing a victory today, despite the skill and power of their opponents. I’d like to see that. Truthfully, Josie had been wrecking the competition and, other than Betsy’s axe—which it turned out held the soul of her father—none of her opponents had even come close to defeating her. 

	
	I didn’t think today was going to be any different. 

	
	As soon as she climbed into the ring, Josie downed the potion of flight and then smiled at the hawkkin as she floated in the air. He had to have expected it, because he didn’t seem too surprised. Once the referee called for the match to start, they both shot up into the air. 

	
	The thing that Rhaegeth probably hadn’t been counting on, was the quality of Rava’s potion and just how fast it would make Josie. She streaked up into the air twice as fast as his wings would carry him and, drawing her swords, spun around to dive at him. 

	
	The tip of his spear immediately began to glow a bright white—it seems he was pulling out the big guns right from the start. 

	
	Josie didn’t slow down, though. Her reflexes were more than able to twist her body in midair, deflecting the spear thrust with her sword. The impact flipped the sword from her hand and sent it flying out of the ring as the disarming magic of the spear worked with a vengeance. 

	
	Josie never even looked at the sword as it was twisted from her hand. Instead, she stretched out with that hand and just about touched the shaft of his spear. I felt the surge of her condensed Growth Mana, and in an instant Rhaegath’s spear was falling to the ring below them—dragging him with it. 

	
	The spear had grown to be more than twenty feet long and a at least a foot in diameter. By the time he was able to let go of it, the hawkkin was in free fall and Josie was diving down beneath him. She landed a powerful kick into his back which stripped away any control he had over his descent. He crashed into the stone tiles of the ring with bone breaking force and never managed to get back up.

	

	Just as I had expected, it was all over in less than twenty seconds. 

	
	Now, all that remained was to see if the strategy Betsy and Rava had come up with would work against the orc. If it did, this match might be a short one, too. Once it got started, things went exactly as planned. 

	

	Per the plan, Betsy didn’t make a move towards Rumba. Any type of attack against him might just have been what he needed to use his mana to reverse it back at her. The only reason he had lost his previous match, was that his opponent’s mana seemed to be immune to his control. That wasn’t something that Betsy could count on, and it definitely wouldn’t work with a swing of her axe. 

	
	As the orc charged forward, she was able to employ a tactic that she had previously lacked the mana for. Thanks to me condensing her mana, Betsy was able to transform the stone tiles of the ring just a couple feet in front of her into a deep pit of mud. The heavy orc was completely caught off guard, lacking the Agility to respond quickly enough to dodge. When his foot hit the mud, he plunged in—and was soon caught up to the middle of his chest. 

	
	Normally, Betsy could have simply come at him with her axe then, since there was no way he could properly raise a weapon to defend himself. That tactic didn’t apply, though, because his magic didn’t require him to be able to move his arms. Betsy didn’t want to end up hitting herself with her own axe. 

	
	Instead, she walked in slowly to where he was trying to force his way up out of the mud. Given enough time, he had the Strength to make it work, but she wasn’t going to give him the time. By walking slowly, Betsy reduced the level of kinetic energy he could use against her. Once she was right up on him, she crushed the vial which Rava had given her in her hand. 

	
	A thick greenish gray gas instantly billowed out. Betsy had taken the precaution of sucking in a deep breath before crushing the vial and then put her other hand over her face with a cloth to minimize the effects of the gas on her. This was Josie’s third generation invention, based on the Tear Gas formula that Sativa had given me when I’d come to Olimero from Earth. 

	
	It was an extremely potent knock out gas. Even with her precautions, Betsy was wobbling on her feet as she stumbled back out of the gas cloud. The gas had no mass and spread so slowly that Rumba’s ability wouldn’t work on it. He had no protection against it and soon breathed in a lung full of the gas—and was unconscious in seconds. Betsy laughed as she ended up winning the match in nineteen seconds, one second faster than Josie had defeated Rhaegeth. 

	
	Day six of the tournament was unique in that Josie didn’t have to fight. She was already locked in for the finals on the last day. But there was still the match between Betsy and Narkossa. We were all hoping that she could pull out a win against him, because then the finals would be a rematch between the two women. 

	
	Even if Josie defeated her again, it would still be epic to have the last battle be between two daughters of former champions. 

	
	The problem was that, even after a week of working at it, Rava hadn’t been able to penetrate whatever protection Narkossa had. We knew he was an excellent swordman and that he had some special magical ability. We just didn’t know what it was. Anytime he got close to losing, odd things would happen in his matches. 

	
	With that in mind, there was no specific strategy to counter what he did, so we decided to double down on Betsy’s strong points. Rava stayed up late brewing a potion for her, which she then presented to her in the morning. 

	
	Stone Dragon Elixir            

	 

	Quality: Exquisite                   

	Duration: 30 minutes

	Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

	Strength: +40% 

	Durability: +50%

	Retractable Dragon Claws

	Infusion with 100 Earth Mana

	
	The potion was perfect for the cowkin. Not only did it increase her two highest stats, but it also gave her a backup weapon and extra Earth Mana. That last aspect of the potion wouldn’t be useful for everyone, but for her it would give her added power late in the fight, especially when combined with the condensing I did for her regular mana. 

	
	Betsy drank the potion right before climbing into the ring, groaning as it took effect. Her body rippled with the changes as she became that much more powerful. Once both contenders were in the ring, the referee began the match. Narkossa immediately charged at her. 

	
	He must have been done holding back, or at least partially so. There wasn’t much need left for hiding anything, since there was only one match after this. His blade was too fast for Betsy to block, but between the new armor I’d bought her and her greatly enhanced Durability, she didn’t take any appreciable damage from his sword strikes.

	
	She swung her axe, and a single blow would have done the elf in, but he managed to stay just ahead of her, pivoting out of the way and coming right back with a series of thrusts. Betsy used her mana to rip a wall of stone up out of the ground between them. In rapid succession, she pulled up one wall right after another—trying to box the nimble elf in, where his speed wouldn’t matter so much. 

	
	Before he seemed to realize what was going on, she had pulled up three walls around him and his back was pressed against one of them. Betsy drove her axe down with full power in a stroke that would have bisected the elf—but suddenly, her slash drove her axe into the stone wall and Narkossa was behind her. 

	
	I blinked and tried to rerun the scene in my head. I swore he hadn’t moved. There had been a faint flash of mana, but it was only for a tiny fraction of a second—so brief that I couldn’t identify it. Yet, how that explained him suddenly being behind her was beyond me. Then it hit me. 

	
	I remembered a game I had played as a kid, where I was a thief in ancient Persia with a dagger that allowed my character to exert various influences on time. That had to explain what he was doing. There was no way he could move faster than I could see but if he paused time for everyone else then he could move with impunity. And what could be more of a fundamental force type of mana than Time Mana.

	
	I had to assume that such a thing was mana intensive. I also couldn’t sense a reservoir on him, which didn’t mean there was no way he had one, but it made such a thing rather unlikely. Even as I had come to these conclusions, he was trying to stab his blade into Betsy’s back. He only managed to draw a small wound because of her Durability, but it was enough for him to dance his way free of the walls. 

	
	I had yet to establish a telepathic link with Betsy, so no matter how critical this information I’d discovered was, I didn’t want to shock her by speaking into her mind. During a duel like this, that sort of thing could prove fatal. In frustration, I simply watched and waited. 

	
	A second later, Betsy tried the ground to mud trick and once again there was a tiny flicker of mana from the elf as he appeared on the cowkin’s flank. If I hadn’t known what to look for, I might not have realized that Narkossa’s boots were now covered in mud. Everyone else was fixated on the way he had suddenly appeared next to her, and was trying to drive his blade into her throat.

	
	She survived the strike, but got a much more serious wound this time. I could sense her frustration. We had already decided that Red Bull wouldn’t work in this case, because it took too long to activate—and at the time, we hadn’t known what his special attack was; only that it was very fast. 

	
	I ground my teeth and squeezed my fists until my joints popped, which is saying a lot for an almost A-rank body. There was nothing I could do but watch as my newest deputy slowly got cut up. Everything she tried to do  failed, because he could simply pause time and escape. The only reason the match had lasted as long as it did was because of how durable the potion made her. 

	
	In the end, though, it wasn’t enough. Betsy eventually passed out from blood loss. By then, Narkossa was panting heavily and looked like he was going to vomit. 

	
	I smiled. At least we had found that he had limits. 

	
	A second later Sema said, “I told you.”

	
	“What?”

	
	“I told you that you should have killed him a couple of days ago. If you do it now, it will look too suspicious,” she replied.

	
	Sadly, I was almost beginning to regret not having taken her advice. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 41 - Finals

	
	
	We relaxed for the rest of the day and discussed what Time Mana might be capable of. I also made up for my earlier oversight and established a telepathic connection with Betsy. She was a bit wowed to hear me speaking in her head, but like all my other wives and deputies, she adapted to it fairly quickly. 

	
	In the end, Rava felt the best strategy would be to give Josie a potion which would enable her come back from a sudden and dire attack. She wouldn’t have the same degree of Durability that Betsy had possessed during her fight, but her Agility advantage wouldn’t be of much benefit if Narkossa could pause time itself. 

	
	Rava had a plan, though, and we trusted her. 

	
	Betsy was more eager for Josie’s fight than she was for her own match against Balru to determine who would take third place. She really wanted revenge on the elf, and spent much of the evening stoking Josie’s anger at the One Direction fighter. 

	
	The next morning, we got up and had a good breakfast. I made my preparations for the day, but then caught the tail end of a conversation between Sema and Nimeera. 

	
	The catgirl was saying, “You need to tell Rob. Believe me, you can trust him. And he has a way of fixing things that no one else believes can be fixed. If anyone can help you, it will be him and his family. They’ve done so much for me, even though I didn’t deserve it.”

	
	I walked into the room where the two were standing by the corner. “She needs to tell Rob what?” I asked.

	
	Nimeera blushed. “Sorry, I keep forgetting how keen your hearing is.”

	
	For her part, Sema was buzzing around nervously. 

	
	“It’s okay,” I told her, “you can tell me. I won’t yell at you for telling me the truth— even if it upsets me.”

	
	The fairy bit her tiny lip and a small drop of blood appeared. 

	
	I simply waited for her to work up the courage to tell me. 

	
	“I’ve… I’ve been blacking out.”

	
	“Oh? I’d have Lina take a look at you, but she isn’t here, and I don’t think we should ask just any healer to check you out.”

	
	“No,” Sema sighed, “it’s more than that. I’ve been losing… time. Like hours at a spell. I’ll even come to in different places and not remember how I got there.” She shuddered. “And I feel weird all the time, like someone is looking over my shoulder.”

	
	“Hmm…how long has then been going on?”

	
	She looked up into the air, like she was trying to calculate. “I guess since shortly after my sister was killed.”

	
	“I don’t mean to minimize what this is, but is it possibly just an emotional response to that trauma?”

	
	“I’m still grieving… but, no, I don’t believe so. I do know that it has been happening with increasing frequency, and the feeling of being watched has been getting stronger.”

	
	“Do you mind if I try and take a look at your soul?” I asked. “I’m not very good at this, but I’m learning.”

	
	Josie walked into the room, “Whatever you’re doing will have to wait. We need to get to the arena.”

	
	I nodded and said, “Okay.” Then I turned back to Sema. “We’ll pick this up as soon as we get back, okay?”

	
	She nodded miserably.

	
	The walk to the arena seemed particularly quick today, as my mind raced to break down what the conversation with Sema might have meant. A feeling of dread was rising in me, but I didn’t see how it could be possible. 

	
	This would have my full attention just as soon as Josie’s match was over. 

	
	The match between Betsy and Balru lasted for quite a while, but I wasn’t into it with all that I had on my mind. Her Earth Mana with walls and mud pits ended up being a good match for his Force Mana. Thanks to me once again having condensed her mana, along with another potion from Rava—this one an exquisite quality mana potion—she was able to outlast him. Then, she used walls to keep him at bay long enough for her to activate the transformation power of her axe. 

	
	Despite how much the audience had supported Balru in the beginning, they all laughed when a massive red minotaur hurled the much smaller orc from the ring, eventually pinning him against the arena wall before he yielded. 

	
	Chants of ‘Betsy!’, ‘Clemson!’, and ‘Red Bull!' were alternatively raised. She had definitely become a fan favorite and earned her third-place finish. 

	
	After that, arena crews came out and removed the ring, since the entire floor of the arena was going to be used for the final. All too quickly, they were ready, and Josie marched out to meet Narkossa. He had a smug look on his face, and I felt an urge to leap out of the stands and smack it off of him. 

	
	We’d see how well he could manipulate time while I was eating his soul.

	
	Rava grabbed my arm to calm me down, because I was visibly shaking. The intensity of that thought shocked me. My Soul Eater skill had been useful, but it disgusted me and, if I had my druthers, I’d  never use it again. 

	
	Josie looked up at me and then uncorked a potion and tipped it back. She and Rava had debated between the potion they’d settled on and a Potion of Flight. In the end, the ability to survive a devastating sneak attack outweighed the advantages of a strategy based on trying to fly above the elf and rain fire down on him. 

	
	I knew well the potion that she was taking and the power it would give her. 

	
	Phoenix Ki Transformation Elixir            

	Quality: Exquisite                   

	Duration: 10 minutes

	Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

	Strength: +30% 

	Agility: +50%

	Durability: Spontaneous regeneration 1x

	
	Not only did it give her the chance to come back from a fatal attack, but it also gave her significant stat boosts. Her Agility would be just shy of two hundred with this, and if she got the chance, he would be hard pressed to be able to react quickly enough with how fast she’d be able to move. Not to mention, but the boost it would give her Strength would make her hits all that much more telling—especially once stacked with the benefits from her sheaths. 

	
	Josie drew her swords and Narkossa did as well. There was only one difference from how he’d been equipped before—this time. in his offhand he held a small buckler. It felt like it had a small magical charge to it, but from this distance I couldn’t tell what it did. There wasn’t a surplus of mana in it, so it seemed unlikely that it was a receptacle. 

	
	They had starting positions which were only fifteen feet apart, just like when the matches were limited by the fighting ring. We’d hoped that would work in her favor and Josie immediately blurred forward when the referee started the fight. 

	
	Well, her body was likely a blur to most of the people watching.

	
	With this being the final, Narkossa wasn’t going to hold anything back—and sure enough, I felt that similar warping of the world around us with a small pulse of mana.  Narkossa was then standing behind Josie. 

	
	He thrust is sword into her back, but seemed to have miscalculated, because he didn’t even penetrate her armor. The same thing happened a dozen more times. Josie never stood still, but always turned on a dime—going right after the elf each time he appeared behind her. He always managed to repeat the attack but never inflicted a serious wound. I was hoping that meant her speed was too great for him to react appropriately too. 

	
	The audience was silent. This fight was likely confusing for them, as one fighter was a perpetual blur and the other fighter seemed to blink all around the arena—being in one spot one moment, and then in another place the next. The judges who were walking around the ring were likely just as confused—though most of them were races with a high Agility potential, so they could probably see more of Josie’s movements than your average spectator in the stands—not that an abundance of Agility would help the judges perceive Narkossa’s movement through stolen ticks of the cock. 

	
	Narkossa suddenly changed tactics, and the next time Josie charged at him, his buckler took the blow and then he thrust with his sword. In focusing on his Time Mana, Josie couldn’t afford to forget that he was a highly skilled swordsman. Their blades clashed and he would parry or block her blades, then skip a second of time and appear on her flank. Each time this happened, Josie reacted with preternatural reflexes as quickly as he reappeared. 

	
	I began to understand her strategy. With a fast enough reaction rate, she could respond even when it seemed like he appeared out of nowhere. For five minutes. the fight continued like that with no clear winner. Josie was sporting a number of small wounds, but her Durability had been increased enough with recent upgrades that she was able to bear these without a problem, and was even healing slowly. 

	
	For her part, Josie had failed to land even a single blow on Narkossa. Instead, she was simply able to maintain a stalemate. The problem with that, was that her potion only had five more minutes on its duration. She needed to find a way to end this—and sooner rather than later. 

	

	Sema snapped at me. “You could have prevented this.”

	
	I frowned. Whatever darkness was influencing her was clearly back in control. It helped to know that this wasn’t the sweet Sema that I had gotten to know, but an odd effect that even she didn’t understand. 

	
	“We already discussed this, Sema.”

	
	“Yes. But what are you going to do when her potion runs out? Without that boost to her Agility, she won’t be fast enough to stay ahead of him—or be able to react in time to avoid being skewered. Is that it? You want to see your woman being skewered by another man?”

	
	I growled as her both her comment and her tone cause the fire in my belly to ignite. “Stop talking,” I growled. “Now.”

	
	“Or what? Will you make me? The strong give orders and they’re obeyed because they can back it up. All the power in the world doesn’t matter, though, if you won’t enforce your will. Who better than you to rule?”

	
	“Her?”

	
	The small fairy buzzed up out of my pouch. People around us started to gasp as she stopped hiding. 

	
	Her grinned at me wickedly from Sema’s body, but then pointed out to the arena, “Oops.”

	
	I had looked away from the match and was so worked up that I hadn’t even felt the brief stab of pain which went through Josie. Now as I tried to understand what had happened, I saw Josie’s headless body fall to the ground. 

	
	My core spun up and I stood. Ki surged out of me and everyone around me was pushed back. 

	
	Rava and Nimeera called out to me. 

	
	The other fans in the stand screamed in terror as they were pressed down by the sheer aura of my power. 

	
	Killing intent oozed from me. I’d been struggling to come to understand how to make that work for me, but in this moment, it was purely a reaction. The effect spread quickly. And while Rava was immune to it because of our soul bond and Nimeera’s connection with Korkanis probably afforded her some sense of protection, everyone else within a hundred feet of me was either crying out in panic as they were transfixed by my expanding aura, or they stumbled over one another, trying to flee in terror. 

	
	That fear spread, and soon no one was watching the arena. They were either dealing with those who were fleeing, or watching in horror from the other side of the arena. 

	
	Sema’s body began to expand, but she was laughing with a dark and hideous cackle. All sense of her being a fairy was gone, and she oozed the demonic power of Her. 

	
	I didn’t know how the demon had survived being cut into thousands of pieces, but then a dire realization came to me. A tiny piece of her must have landed on Sema’s unconscious form. Maybe the fairy had even swallowed some. That would explain the difficulty with her throat following that event. 

	
	 I screamed at Her, while my Parallel Mind sent a connection of ki to Josie. Her body was an extension of mine. That was when I saw a somewhat familiar notification pop up for her. It wasn’t the same as what I had received, but then again, her power was different from mine. 

	
	Phoenix’s Rebirth activated. Spontaneous regeneration occurring… Once you were born of water and womb, now you shall be reborn in fire. Fire is a purifying force, and you shall be reborn as your best possible self. 

	 

	Regeneration upgraded to exceptional for affinity with Fire Mana.

	Regeneration upgraded to legendary due to your status as mana cultivator with a fire core. 

	 

	Secondary power present within your body is incompatible and not native to Olimero. 

	 

	Adjustments being made. 

	 

	Net results:

	Mana Core is strengthened by 1.2 stages to C10.

	Fire Mana density is increased by 25%

	Stat gains due to cultivation increases:

	+21 to lowest stat: Durability

	+1 to every other stat

	 

	Your body is reformed. Due to exceptional upgrade, stat gains are doubled. Due to legendary upgrades, a new skill is created, and current skills are upgraded. 

	 

	Agility: +20

	Magic: +20 

	Melee Combat: +5

	Dual Wield: +5

	Critical Strike: +5

	Precision Strike: +5

	 

	New skill created: Wisp of Flame—your body can temporarily take on the nature of fire. In this state, you and all of the items on your body will become fire. You will not be able to move physical objects ,as you will have no mass, but your very touch will consume that which is around you. Maximum Duration: 1 second per Magic Stat plus level of this skill. 

	
	Wisp of Flame: +1

	
	Part my mind was focused on Her still, but the part which was focused on Josie watched as her body became ash and then a plume of fire shot up from the ground. In that moment I knew the heart ache she must have felt when I’d pushed myself to the point of death or even near it. 

	
	A part of me resolved to do better in that regard, but for now, I was focused on the task at hand. 

	
	Josie’s new body was every bit as gorgeous as she had always been, and to the naked eye she wasn’t any different—but through my connection with her, I could tell she was positively bristling with energy. Her compatibility with the Phoenix Potion had definitely made her improvements far more potent than mine. I was thrilled for her. 

	
	Now, though, I had a bigger threat to deal with than a time shifting elf, and I trusted that Josie’s new ability would be a perfect counter to his power. 

	 


Chapter 42 - The Real Fight

	
	
	Josie and Narkossa launched themselves back at each other. The foxkin’s Agility was lower than before, though, since the potion was no longer boosting her. Her gains from the rebirth weren’t quite enough to make up for the loss of speed—but they did make her significantly more durable. 

	
	I grinned as I saw her body shift into a cloud of wispy flame. She was going to be fine—which was good, because I’d need all my attention to defeat Her.

	
	The illusion around me shattered and everyone saw me for my true human self. Some stared, but most continued to run. 

	
	I almost didn’t bother, but it felt like a prerequisite, so I shouted, “Let Sema go.”

	
	Her, in Sema’s body, just laughed. “We just went through this. Your commands don’t mean a thing, unless you are prepared to back them up.”

	
	She raised her hand and bolts of prismatic light fired off. I realized just a second too late that I wasn’t her target, when one of the bolts struck Rava and the other hit Nimeera. They both were scorched, but I felt a burning pain hit me in exactly the same spots they’d been attacked. 

	
	Trait: Den Mother is activated. Because you are within 100 feet of a wife, all your stats are increased by 10%, and you will automatically absorb 10% of the damage any of your wives, deputies, or clerks take. 

	
	I was able to shrug the damage off, then pushed off and launched myself at Her. My killing intent drove in front of me like a wedge. The boost to my stats from the trait was insignificant compared to the storm of ki which surged from my core into my limbs. The carved stone benches where we had been seated crumbled as I pushed off of them. 

	
	The wave of my desire to destroy my enemy hit Her and she rocked back. “Oh, my… where was this loveliness before? Give it all to me. Show me your true self!”

	
	I fired off a punch with the equivalent of over four hundred Agility for speed and six hundred for Strength. Her was able to keep up, but she wasn’t as fast as she had been when she had possessed Rose’s body. The arm she used to block my punch immediately purpled with a brilliant black bruise. 

	
	“Ouch. Such a meanie. This body isn’t quite as strong as what I’m used to.” She shrugged. “I guess you’ll just have to destroy it to get rid of me.”

	
	I was too incensed that she was back again to think straight for a moment. I infused my punches with more ki, and each blow caused Sema’s body to crumple in on itself a little more. Our fight took place at a speed that even Josie wouldn’t have been able to keep up with, as we blasted around the arena, ripping through the stone seats and blowing apart the private boxes. 

	
	A part of my mind helped me do the best I could to direct Her towards the unoccupied areas of the stadium. I was trying to give people as long as possible to escape, but Her seemed to take delight in bring our fight right into the midst of groups of fleeing civilians. 

	
	“You’re going to have to up your game if you want to take me out,” Her taunted. “You have the means. Just show me. Show me your power.”

	
	I was growing more and more frustrated. There had to be a way to save Sema while still defeating Her. I knew what it was, but I was desperately trying not to let myself go down that path. Soul Eater was a dark power which came with a price. 

	
	My ki gathered and I forged it into a spinning ball which I launched at the demon. She dodged closer to me, as I had intended, and laughed, “Can’t even hit me.”

	
	The sphere of concentrated ki was a ki slice which I’d instinctively modified on the fly. As it struck the stadium, it exploded—turning a fifty-foot-wide area of the stands to rubble. I heard the cries of people struck by debris or fleeing from the crumbling structure, but I couldn’t afford to pay them any notice. 

	
	Ki Slice +3

	
	Her had already killed one fairy for the crime of saving my wife. I wasn’t going to let a second one die. My attack had shifted Her closer to me on purpose. It enabled me to push my body to its max, and to grab hold of Her. My arms were bands of iron and even her demonic power could only push her possessed fairy body so far. 

	
	She struggled and kicked and shrieked, but couldn’t break my grasp. Then she flung her head back and moaned. “Oh, yes, I like it rough. You can have me—all of me—either in this body or I’ll form a new flesh body, if you but give me a chance. Just promise you’ll hurt me.”

	
	I knew every word that came out of Her’s mouth was a lie. She’d promise me heaven and deliver me to hell. With this enemy, I couldn’t give a single inch. 

	
	I shook her, “Release Sema, and fight me with your own flesh.”

	
	She shook her head. “No. You have to show you can do what needs doing. You’ll have to destroy this form to win your battle. If you can’t even do that, how will you ever rise to be what my Master hopes you can become?”

	
	I felt my cores wobble inside of me. I was beginning to doubt there was a way to save Sema. Power was swelling into me, and my body was growing stronger as I pushed it to its limits. Notifications continued to pop up. 

	
	Body Cultivation Progress +2%

	Strength +2

	Agility: +1

	
	I tried to send my senses into her body, seeking Sema’s soul. It was there; I could feel it. It was rough around the edges, more than a little battered, but it was there. 

	
	Perched on it—like a black leech—was what I took to be Her’s soul. It was unlike any other soul I’d ever seen. 

	
	As I did that, she parted her legs and started to grind herself against my thigh. “Oh, she likes that. This fairy wants this. She doesn’t even want to share you with… hmm? Oh, how perfectly delicious… she doesn’t want to share you with her mother. My, my… you are more wicked than I’d given you credit for.”

	
	“Shut up.” I shouted and flung Her from me. 

	
	As soon as she was thirty feet from me, winds swirled up and caught her, and then a sphere of prismatic light sprang into existence around her. She started flying around the arena. 

	
	“I’m going to kill them. I’ll kill them all,” the demon hissed, “if you don’t show me your true self. I’ll kill the strangers. I’ll kill the mothers and the children. Then, I’ll kill the catgirl, the cowkin, and finally, if you still can’t be bothered to show up, I’ll kill your wives. If you force me to, I’ll peal the skin from their flesh and shred their souls as they plead for mercy, wondering why Rob isn’t saving them.”

	
	I experienced another surge of power. Automatically, I was sucking in all the ambient mana around me. “You’ll touch no one.” 

	
	I summoned one, two, three, and then more of the condensed spheres of ki. Each time, I either just barely missed Her—or, if I hit Her, the prismatic sphere managed to keep her safe. Each blast of my ki ripped wide breaches in the stadium exposing it to the streets outside. 

	
	Her laughed. “Maybe, I won’t have to kill all the people. You’re doing such a good job of bringing the town down around everyone’s ears that the lamentations of the pitiful are music to my ears. That’s what the weak always do—they shackle the strong and then cry when things get broken. Own up to who you are, Sheriff. My Master won’t let you go—you belong to him. But you might as well enjoy the perks… I know I will.”

	
	I glanced down into the arena. Josie was standing over a burned-out husk that I took to be the remains of Narkossa. Rava was clinging onto Josie and the redhead was trying to help her stand. Both of them seemed spent. 

	
	In another section of the arena, I saw Betsy helping groups of civilians to get out. She used her superior Strength to move piles of debris. I tried to find Nimeera, but she wasn’t anywhere to be seen. 

	
	There was no way around it. I launched myself forward and snapped, “Fine. You want to see destruction? Let’s see how you like it when I eat your soul.”

	
	Her dropped to her knees on the ground—stolen fairy wings no longer beating as she took looked eagerly up at me. “Yes, show me what you can do.”

	
	 The ground ripped up around me as I came to a sudden stop right before her kneeling form. My hands shot forward and, placing them on her shoulders, I activated Soul Eater.

	
	Soul Eater +2

	
	Her body trembled and I felt myself pour into her as I sought to rip out the black leach on Sema’s soul. Her shrieked and I felt power starting to fill me. This was beyond any mortal soul I’d consumed. This kind of power would push me into A rank and quite possibly beyond. With this much power, I’d become immortal. 

	
	It was all the power I’d need. 

	

	Soul Eater +3

	
	A dark song full of whispers sang in my ears as I pulled and pulled at Her’s soul. It was vast beyond anything I’d imagined. I was consuming it and yet there seemed to be a never-ending amount of it. 

	
	Her laughed. “Give me your all.”

	
	Soul Eater +5

	
	The skill was growing at an astounding rate. I felt my core fill to overflowing with raw power and I spun it, converting it to ki. I wanted more, and yet a voice in the back of my head said, this isn’t the way. This is giving in to what my enemy wants, the voice calmly said. This is not INDOMITABLE. 

	
	Being INDOMITABLE meant not just winning, but staying true to myself. Yet in this moment, I had trouble remembering my own name. All I knew was the thirst for power. It was like every drug every made all together, and I had such a need for it that addiction didn’t begin to describe my desire. 

	
	My core trembled. I released my hold on Her’s sou—slowly, agonizingly. It hurt not to take more, but I could bear that pain. What I couldn’t bear was not being me. 

	
	I was INDOMITABLE. 

	
	Satisfactory progress made. You have identified with the universal concept - INDOMITABLE. 

	 

	Path to A rank is now open. Transition necessary. Begin?

	
	I couldn’t start that now; I still had to pull back. Touching Sema was like an alcoholic trying to sip and then spit it back out with top shelf whiskey. As one of my hands broke contact with Her, she cried out, “No! What are you doing? You were so close.”

	
	In response, I ripped my other hand free. 

	
	“No, no man can escape me.” Her’s hands shot out and she grabbed onto my wrists. 

	
	Her strength was staggering. It wasn’t physical strength, so much as the weight of her soul. It felt endless, like the size of a mountain compared to the small pebble that was my soul. 

	
	“Did you really think you could control souls better than a demon? I’ve been alive as long as these so-called gods. I’ve eaten more souls than you can imagine, and my soul possesses the depth of an immortal.”

	
	She cackled. “You could never hurt me. But I can hurt you.”

	
	I screamed as I felt the enormity of her soul try to smother me. All light was gone. Hope was gone. All I could cling to was that sliver of my identity wrapped securely around INDOMITABLE. 

	
	Then, a black spear of shadow punched through Her’s chest from behind. Sema’s body coughed up glittering blood and, for just a moment, I felt a weakness in Her. A tiny gap appeared between Her’s soul and Sema’s. 

	
	I needed to widen that gap. It was the only way to save Sema and to rid myself of Her, but destruction was not the path forward. I needed to build something. I felt my core spin and a pain blossomed in my lower abdomen. 

	
	Soul +10

	 

	Soul Eater Skill has evolved to Soul Builder Skill: 30

	 

	Soul Builder—rather than tearing down, you build up. You can create instead of destroying. You bind together that which is broken and wall out the hordes at the gate. You are a builder of walls and castles, providing safety and security for all who depend upon you. 

	 

	Transition to A rank is ready to begin. Yes?

	
	I took in what the new skill was and by an act of sheer stubborn will, pushed away the transition—for now. I had to save Sema and all the others. 

	
	When I triggered the Soul Builder skill, it was like golden light filled me. Instead of feeling dirty like I had every time I’d consumed a soul—even that of monsters—I felt strength surge into me. This skill worked hand in hand with my cultivation. 

	
	Soul Builder +4

	
	I had built up my body. Now, I would build a defense for Sema’s soul. A golden wedge of power built up in that space between the leeching soul of Her and the smaller nearly translucent soul of the fairy. My Parallel Mind began working overtime as I constructed a lattice of power to fill that space that continued to pry them apart. 

	
	Sema’s body started coughing weakly. Her’s voice seemed just as feeble. 

	
	“No,” Her gasped, “you shouldn’t be able to do this.”

	
	I didn’t bother replying. All my focus and will was bent on restoring Sema’s soul. I tried to smooth out the gouges which Her had torn into it. I filled any holes I found as best I could, all while building up walls around Sema’s soul to protect her from Her. 

	
	Soul Builder +3

	
	After what seemed like an eternity, but had likely only been seconds, Her’s connection came entirely off of Sema. The fairy collapsed to the ground, and I heard Nimeera say, “I’ll watch over her.”

	
	I still had no focus to spare as Her kept tearing at my walls and I had to build them back up just as quickly as she tore them down. The ki in my core was draining as I depleted it using Soul Builder. 

	
	I needed to do something with this new skill. I drove spikes of golden power through Her’s soul and experienced—rather than simply heard—a wordless shriek.

	
	Desperation. That was what I sensed coming from Her. Desperation and confusion. She didn’t know how this could be happening. But I had no mercy for Her. I couldn’t afford to have mercy. That which could build up could also break down to make room for new. 

	
	I wouldn’t consume Her’s soul. I had already taken a bit of it into myself—but no more. I would perform some demolition to make room for a better world.

	
	Soul Builder +3

	
	The skill kept growing and now I realized why that was. Soul Eater had barely budged—but Soul Builder flourished. This… it wasn’t a skill for me. 

	
	This… this was me. 

	
	Piece by piece I took Her apart. Her struggles continued, but she hadn’t been prepared for this type of power. She had been so sure she knew how this scenario would play out. She had been supremely confident that she was in control—but now I was directing the show. 

	
	The walls I built formed and cut paths through her soul. I didn’t destroy her soul, as much as I dismantled it. She was shredded, bit by bit, until I saw the fabric of her essence slipping through cracks in the world. 

	
	How I knew what was happening was beyond me, but in this moment I felt a heightened sense of awareness. I was more in tune with reality than ever. 

	
	Her shifted through the dimensions, but not of her own volition. No, her soul was being run down the trash chute. Pieces of it drifted off into the world and dissipated before my eyes. I didn’t worry that they would possess anyone else, like she had Sema. 

	
	No, Her power broke, even as I found mine. One last notification popped up, and I knew she was no more—her immortal remains spread upon the winds of eternity. 

	
	You have defeated an immortal while still a mortal. 

	Bonuses to your cultivation. 

	Error… your cultivation is in flux. 

	Seeking to solidify your base….

	Excess power present... 

	Transition is slowed. 

	
	I didn’t know what it all meant, but I did know one thing—Her was gone.

	
	This time, for good. 

	
	 


Chapter 43 - A Bet’s a Bet

	
	
	Well, I guess any chance of me staying hidden in Centrum had gone up in smoke—along with huge chunks of the arena. I think I had managed to keep the number of casualties from rising too high, but I didn’t know what the final tally was. Walking over, I picked the crumpled form of a tiny fairy up off the ground. 

	
	Sema was unconscious, but her heart still beat, and she was still breathing. I looked into her with my Soul Builder ability. Since my soul stat had first started to grow, I’d been able to detect souls—but now it was so much easier. There were terrible scars on her soul, but she wasn’t the only one who’d been scarred. 

	
	Her had been a fearsome enemy but now she was gone for good. 

	
	After handing Sema off to Rava and reassuring my wives that I was okay, I took a moment to look deep inside myself, since I wasn’t really sure if I was okay. What I saw confused me. 

	
	Both my cores were still intact, but they roiled with ki that seemed to be boiling. My ki had condensed to a new level of density. I also felt a burning pain in my lower abdomen that just wouldn’t go away. 

	
	There was only one notification for me to read. A notification that didn’t go away, though, which didn’t leave me feeling any better. 

	
	Changes in progress. Your body has not fully adapted. 

	System processing… 

	
	I decided not to worry about what I couldn’t fix. It was time to head home. 

	
	I walked up to Josie who was standing over Narkossa’s corpse. “You won, no one can deny that. I’m just sorry that my battle with Her stole your thunder.”

	
	Josie looked up at me. “Don’t be sorry. I’d rather have you alive and our family safe than anything else in the world.”

	
	“We’ll still come back here in a few weeks—after things have calmed down some—and claim your title. For now, though, we need to go home.”

	
	She got a shy grin on her face. That wasn’t like my foxkin, at all. Of late, she’d been so confident and assured… I couldn’t help but wonder what made her nervous now. And with me, of all people. 

	
	“Do you know the cutsie term for a baby catkin is?” she asked me.

	
	That question came out of left field. “Uh… not really. Back on Earth, we called baby cats, kittens.”

	
	“Exactly. And do you know what a baby foxkin is called?”

	
	“Um, I think that Lina once called a baby foxkin… a ‘kit’. Is that right?”

	
	“Yep!” She gave me a grin. “Isn’t it interesting how close those two names are to one another?”

	
	“I guess so.” I scrubbed a hand through my hair. “But I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

	
	“Simple, you let me explore this part of my life and prove to myself that I could do it. Now, I’m ready to move on to the next stage of our life together. I don’t want to be the only one of your wives not to give you a child.”

	
	My eyes widened and my heart quickened. Other parts of me might have responded favorably, as well. 

	
	“Are you sure? You know there isn’t any pressure from me, right?”

	
	“Don’t ask a woman who just said she wants you to put a baby inside her if she’s sure. It demeans both her and what you share with her,” my fiery wife responded indignantly.

	
	I didn’t have a good response to that, so I simply pulled her close and kissed her. Our passion was on display for anyone to see—though mostly that was just local authorities trying to figure out what the hell had just happened, or healers providing medical assistance to those who had been injured. 

	
	When Josie came up for breath as our kiss ended, I asked her, “I don’t understand one other thing you said. Why bring up catkin babies?”

	
	She raised an eyebrow at me. “C’mon, you’re not that dense, husband. Nimeera has proven herself. She’s been practically clawing at the walls in heat for the past two weeks, and she and I are good. You’ll have to ask her to make it official, but Rava and I have discussed it and we’re sure that our sister-wives will agree—it’s time for you to take a sixth wife.” 

	
	She grinned slyly. “That is, if you want her… but judging from how you act around her, I’m pretty sure you do.”

	
	“You know me too well, JoJo.”

	
	“Of course I do, I’m your wife.”

	
	Then she grabbed my hand and guided me over to where Nimeera was washing herself up. The catkin was fastidious about her cleanliness and the dust raised by this battle had to have been annoying. 

	
	When we got close she stood up, looking from my face to Josie’s and back again. “Is something wrong?”

	
	“Not at all,” Josie replied. “My husband just has something he wants to tell you about the bet you lost.”

	
	“Oh…. uhh…yeah, I do. I’ve decided what’s going to happen,” I finally got out. “For losing the bet, you’ll have to let me take you and Josie together.”

	
	Josie added, “And don’t forget Lina. She’d never let us live it down, if she misses out on an opportunity like this.”

	
	“Okay, and Lina will be with us, too… providing, umm… moral and other types of support.” 

	
	“As you wish, Sheriff,” Nimeera replied.

	
	“What I wish, is that you wouldn’t do this with the Sheriff but with someone a bit more permanently in your life. That is, if you want to make things permanent between us?”

	
	Josie groaned. “You’re terrible at this. You know that? Lucky for you that you’re so damn good in bed.”

	
	Nimeera’s eyes were wide. “Are you serious? Can you trust me?”

	
	“You’ve earned Josie’s trust, and proven time and again that you have my back—even in a fight against an impossible foe. So, yeah, I’m sure.” 

	
	I rubbed the back of my neck. “I know you still serve Korkanis, but Josie serves Sativa and Lina basically worships her, too. But as long as you put our family first, I’ll listen to any appeals you want to make.”

	
	Josie laughed. “The appeals Rob likes to hear best are things like, ‘harder, deeper, give me your seed, oh goddess… yes!” As Josie spoke she did her best impersonation of Meg Ryan’s famous scene as Sally in the diner—even though she’d never heard of the movie, or even really knew what a movie was… beyond my stories, that is. 

	
	“You’re positively wicked,” Nimeera said as she slapped Josie’s arm, “But I think I’d enjoy make some appeals like that.”

	
	“It’ll have to wait till we get home, but we have enough Potions of Flight for everyone so we can make it in a few hours. We do need to find Betsy, though, because she’s a deputy now and needs to come with us. And we’ll be taking Sema home, too. I don’t know what I’m going to do about the fairies, but that is a problem for another day. For now, it’s high time we got back to Yonder.”

	
	It took more time for us to collect our things from the inn than it did to fly back to Yonderton. Rava wasn’t willing to leave behind various parts of her mobile alchemy lab, but I had the spatial storage to carry it all—though I was pushing the capacity of my spatial storage near the end after the women brought me all the clothes and other sundries that they’d purchased on this trip. 

	
	I splurged and gave Potions of Flight to everyone since I couldn’t decide who to carry in my arms. We were each going to need two of them to get back, since it ended up taking us a just over one hundred minutes to reach Yonderton. 

	
	True to form Rozelle had been busy since I’d seen it last, because the town had even more new housing and sections of the wall had been expanded. Delegation, I decided, was such a good skill to have that it was a wonder the system didn’t quantify it. 

	
	If it ever did, I planned on leveling the hell out of it. 

	
	When we landed, I kissed Rava and Josie and asked them to show Betsy around, telling the cowkin that she could find her a room of her own to claim. I kept Nimeera by my side, but Josie snapped, “Don’t you dare start without me!”

	
	I smiled. “As fun as starting sounds, I’m going to need to make the rounds around here, first, and then I definitely want a shower.”

	
	“Just remember…” Josie said, waving her finger at me with mock seriousness.

	
	“I couldn’t forget if I wanted to.”

	
	Nimeera shook her head. “You two are both crazy. Starting, isn’t the good part. Finishing is when it gets really good.”

	
	Betsy chortled at the catkin’s quip. 

	
	My new catgirl and I then carried the Sema’s still unconscious form in search of Lina. As expected, we found her in the kitchen. I handed off Sema to Nimeera and opened my arms to pick up Robbie when he ran to me, launching himself into my arms when we were still nearly ten feet apart. 

	
	“Dang boy, you’ve grown like six inches. I can’t afford to leave you alone anymore, or the next time I turn around, you’ll be shaving.”

	
	He hugged me tight and to my great delight started saying, “Dada home.”

	
	“That’s my boy.”

	
	A moment later, I only had one arm for him as Lina filled my other one. She kissed me deeply and pressed herself up against me. There was a slight tremble, which seemed odd, though. 

	
	“What’s wrong, my love? Did something happen?”

	
	My bunnykin looked up at me, her eyes wide. “We can talk about it later. You need to spend time with Robbie and Sara—she’s getting so big! Oh, and also her mama. And, of course, Mursha—but don’t you dare tell her I said she’s getting big, because she’s very self-conscious about her belly.”

	
	“My lips are sealed,” I promised. “But before I can go see the others, we have a bit of a medical emergency for you.”

	
	Lina stepped away from me and looked at Nimeera and asked, “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

	
	“Not me, it’s her.” The catgirl held out her hands, with the limp form of the fairy in them. 

	
	Lina’s hand immediately grabbed for her cleaver, and she stepped between Nimeera and Robbie. “Get that monster away from Robbie. Why would you dare bring something like that in here?”

	
	Nimeera stepped back, her confusion clear on her face. 

	
	I stepped between the two women while still holding Robbie. “What’s wrong, Lina? This is Sema. She and her sister saved Josie—even though it cost Natalie her life.”

	
	“That may be true… well… umm… not that I’m doubting you, but three of those things attacked me and Robbie in the market.” 

	
	Lina immediately jumped into a description of what had happened, including her upgrades. 

	
	I comforted my bunnygirl and assured her that Sema was a friend. I didn’t rush things. Sema had survived this long—she could wait a few more minutes for me to ensure my wife that I hadn’t brought a monster into our home. 

	
	True to the kind of woman that she is, after hearing about the fairy’s actions in the first battle against Her, and then what Sema had done for me in Centrum, Lina was quick to agree to take a look at her. She promised to treat Sema based on her actions, and not those of the other fairies. 

	
	During this time, both Mursha and Daria had come in. I smiled when I saw my orc wife and knelt down to lay my head against her belly. I sent my senses into her and smiled up at her. 

	
	“You’re having my son, my dear.”

	
	She fairly burst with excitement. I knew that sons were important in orc culture but, I also tried to be careful not to show any more excitement than normal just because her baby would be a male. People always say that they only care that their babies are born healthy and whole—and I think that’s pretty much where I was at. 

	
	Then, I pulled Daria into me, wrapping my arms around her and around Sara, who was nestled in her arms. My daughter had grown even faster than Robbie, and now appeared to be about the same age as him—if not maybe a few months older. 

	
	She blew me away when she looked at her mother and asked, “Dada?”

	
	“Yes, little one, this is your father. He loves you very much. Tomorrow you’ll have to show him how well you can fly already,” Daria beamed proudly at our little girl. “But for now, go play with Robbie—momma needs some time with dada.” 

	
	I kissed my daughter on the forehead, and she happily slid out of her mother’s arms and ran over to play with her brother. The two of them were obviously thick as thieves, which made me happy. 

	
	I ended up spending the rest of the afternoon with the three wives who I had not seen for weeks. We reconnected, and I mostly just listened to what they had been up to. I remember my dad always saying that it was important for a woman to feel like you see her. 

	
	I hadn’t understood what he’d meant, at the time, but I think I just might, now.

	
	Lina was able to stabilize Sema, but she remained in a coma. 

	
	Eventually, after dinner that evening, I started telling them about some of my adventures since I’d visited before the tournament—especially about dealing with Her. Then, Josie came in and stole the spotlight as she told them about the tournament. 

	
	She probably got an even bigger reaction from the three of them, though, when she told them that she and Rava wanted to bring Nimeera into the family—officially. 

	
	That got all three of them buzzing, but when Josie revealed the bet Nimeera had lost, and the stakes involved, Lina started doing a little happy dance—hopping around while saying that, obviously, she had to be included—since she was the Mistress of the Sheets. 

	
	I noticed that Josie didn’t mention anything about her desire to become a mother. I figured my foxkin was saving that little surprise to get Lina worked up again, later. 

	
	Daria and Mursha were bummed to be left out, but each of them went out their way to give hugs to Nimeera, saying that they had voted for her to be included before we’d left with the caravan. 

	
	The catgirl became the center of attention until a little after dark when the kids had been put to bed and Rava wandered in with Betsy. 

	
	Mursha stepped up to the cowkin and, in what I felt was a bold move a bit out of character for her said, “Welcome warrior. Stick with me. I’ll show you how to attract Rob’s eye. He tends to go after these skinny girls—but I’m proof that he finds muscle to be attractive, too. 

	
	The eight of us talked and drank wine until well after midnight. By that point, Lina had gotten so drunk that she was practically trying to strip Josie and Nimeera right there in the kitchen. 

	
	The bunnykin had just a bit of slur to her speech as she said, “What’s the matter, Rob? We all know what you’ve got in your pants. Maybe we should start a new tradition that all new wives have to be fucked in front of the rest of us first, so we can judge how good they do… even give them tips on how best to satisfy our Rob.”

	
	I finally decided that I’d given enough attention to everyone although I was going to have to pay particular attention to both Mursha and Daria over the next few weeks. 

	
	Standing up, I stretched and said, “I wanted to take a shower hours ago. And now, I’m gonna go do that.” 

	
	I looked at Lina, Josie, and Nimeera. “If the three of you want to join me, you’re more than welcome, or you can do your own thing and I’ll meet you in the bedroom.”

	 

	 


Chapter 44 – Some Good Dirty Fun

	
	
	Josie and Nimeera looked at one another. They seemed to come to a silent understanding and nodded. 

	
	“Shower… definitely shower,” Josie said as Nimeera nodded. “Might as well get cleaned up as we have some good dirty fun,”.

	
	“That’s the spirit,” Lina added. 

	
	Then we retired to the master suite, Lina was drunk enough that she started barking out orders. “Josie, let’s get Nimeera unwrapped for him while the water starts running.”

	
	I smiled. “Can I do that myself?”

	
	The bunnygirl grinned. “Oh, feeling handsy tonight, are you? Then go for it.”

	
	On impulse, I pulled Nimeera into the shower while we were both still dressed. She squealed, and briefly tried to escape, before laughing and pressing up close. Our wet clothes squished when she squeezed me tight. The warm water sprayed over us and started to wash away the stress of the past few days. 

	
	My hands ran through her tawny blond hair, and I held her close. “Do you want to be mine?”

	
	She shuddered and moaned into my ear, “More than anything.”

	
	As we kissed, I began unbuttoning her blouse and soon tossed it out of the shower. My hands roamed over her breasts, cupping them as the warm water continued to bathe us. Her nipples were sticking straight out, speaking to the level of her excitement—and when I bent down and nibbled on one she squirmed. 

	
	“I really just want you in me,” she muttered

	
	“We played that game for Josie before, but now we’re going to play according to my rules.”

	
	As I said that, my hands slid down her side and I hooked my thumbs in the top of her leather pants. I always appreciated how they clung to her ass, but I could buy her more. I simply ripped them off of her, pitching the soggy pieces over my shoulder and out of my way. All she had on at this point was a sopping wet pair of panties. I briefly wondered just how wet they would have been if we weren’t in the shower. 

	
	My guess was they still would have been soaked through. 

	
	 I picked her up and held her against the side of the shower while I kissed my way down her belly to her panties. Then I looked up at her. “This is mine and only mine from this day forward?”

	
	Lina chimed in from the doorway, “Ours, husband—don’t deny that you’ll share with us, too.”

	
	Nimeera nodded, “Dark god, yes, yours and my sister-wives’ alone—please take me.”

	
	“I will... just the way I like you.” Then, I moved my mouth to her panties and grabbed the material in my teeth. It was simple to rip them off her with a jerk of my neck. 

	
	Hooking her legs over my arms, I pushed them apart while I buried my mouth between her thighs. Her swollen labia parted for me, and I ran my tongue up her slit before pressing it against her clit. 

	
	Nimeera pushed her hips out from the wall and tried to grind her mound against me, but all my wives had to learn at some point that they could move me with their words, but forcing my arms was impossible.

	
	She did something that only one of my other wives was capable of doing and wrapped her tail around my neck as she tried to use its leverage in a vain attempt to force herself against my mouth. At the same time this was happening, I felt a pair of warm hands working my clothes off. It took some shifting around as I tried to help them, but in a few minutes I was just as naked as Nimeera. It seems Lina had taken it upon herself to strip Josie down. 

	
	Lina started making moaning noises from the doorway, which prompted me to look back over my shoulder at her. She had stripped down, too, and was wearing a lacy negligee that had ridden up high on her bare hips. 

	
	I had no idea when she’d put that on—but, to be honest, I’d been more than a little distracted and hadn’t been paying attention to the blonde bunnykin. When I realized what she was doing, I groaned, myself.  

	
	My bunnygirl had her legs spread apart and was grinding her mound against the doorframe in clear pursuit of an orgasm. Her pheromones were going into overdrive, and I suddenly felt them hit me like a tsunami. I’d always had a powerful reaction to her primal scent, and it was all I could do to think straight.

	
	Lina said, “Josie, get down there and show him why he shouldn’t fool around.”

	
	Without delay, my foxkin dropped to her knees, pressing her wet hair into my hip. Her hands ran up the inside of my thigh and I felt her nails scrape against me. But then she grabbed my hard shaft and without much ado, tilted little Rob to the side and opened her mouth to take me in it. She began a vigorous sucking, bobbing around his head as one hand gently squeezed and fondled my balls and the other jerked me off in perfect rhythm with her bobbing head. Josie clearly intended to push me to the point where I couldn’t hold back from fucking them.

	
	I pushed my mouth up against Nimeera again and started rocking her hips against my face in rhythm as I twitched my hips forward, pushing another inch or two of my cock deeper into Josie’s mouth. 

	
	Her hand on my balls disappeared, and a moment later I felt her tremble. I knew that my foxgirl wife had started fingering herself as she sucked on me. 

	
	Between the pheromones, the sweet pussy in my face, and the warm, wet mouth surrounding my cock, I felt myself being drawn forward far faster than I wanted to be. I groaned as an explosion of wetness covered my face—from my newest wife rather than the shower. 

	
	Nimeera’s body shook, “Oh fucck, ddark goddd, don’tt stopp. I’mmm cummingg. Ohh fuccking mercy.”

	
	She willingly rode my face from that orgasm into a second one before I let her slide down the wall—holding her up with one hand around her waist. It took her quivering legs a moment to support herself, time which I used to pull Josie up from her knees. 

	
	My fiery, foxy lady stuck her tongue out at me and winked then whirled around to press her hands against the shower wall, thrusting her hips back at me. Her wet, bushy tail brushed up and down the side of my leg. 

	
	“Lina,” Josie purred, “tell our husband to make me a mommy.”

	
	If I’d thought that Lina was worked up before that, she nearly ripped the door frame apart as she spontaneously erupted into a massive orgasm. Through panting breaths she moaned, “Don’t tease me, JoJo. Are you really ready?”

	
	Josie looked back over her shoulder at me and then at Lina before she nodded slowly. The a new rush of pheromones from Lina hit me, then, and all I could think about was burying myself inside of one of them. At the moment, it didn’t really matter which one it was, but Josie was already bent over, tail raised up over her back and presenting her pussy for me. 

	
	I slammed into her in a single thrust and started pumping. Lina stumbled a bit as she came into the shower and cupped Josie’s face, kissing her best friend. 

	
	“You will look so beautiful pregnant, and I can’t wait for you to give us a little kit to hold.”

	
	Nimeera stood up by this point and adopted the same position next to Josie and said, “I’m next.”

	
	Lina’s eyes bulged with excitement. “By ‘I’m next’… does she mean what I think she does?”

	
	Josie was beyond answering as I pounded her to an orgasm and prepared to spill my seed into her fertile womb. Nimeera was the only one of the three of us capable of making anything more than grunting noises and moans, so she was the one to answer Lina’s question.

	
	“If you think I mean that Rob is about to put a baby in each of us, then you’d be right on target.”

	
	Lina shifted her kisses from Josie’s mouth to Nimeera’s. Watching my bunnykin push her tongue into her new sister-wife’s mouth, combined with the incessant squeezing of Josie’s orgasm sucked dissolved the last shred of my ability to hold back, and I unloaded into my foxkin.”

	
	“Fuckkkkk! Thank you, Sativa. I can feel it Rob. I can feel you spraying in me.”

	
	I leaned into Josie’s back as I pinned her hips into mine, twitching repeatedly inside of her. We stayed like that for a moment after I finally stopped—until Lina slipped under Josie and brushed her fingers over her friend’s still sensitive clit before pulling me out of—careful not to let much of my seed escape. 

	
	“Next!” Lina cheerfully called out. “Do the next one, Rob. I want more babies in the house. More babies, now!”

	
	Then, she guided me to Nimeera’s wet and waiting pussy. The catkin’s previous orgasms had made her so tight that, even with her already sopping wet, I had to push just a bit at first to bury myself inside her. Then, I was gripped in a vice of pleasure as I started pounding her from behind while Lina played with her breasts. 

	
	“These are going to swell with milk,” my Mistress of the Sheets was telling Nimeera. “You’ll be creating life in your body and then nurturing the growth of your child with them.” 

	
	Lina perked up, her ears standing tall. “Oh! We should all get pregnant, and then we can feed each other’s babies. Rava’s pregnant, Mursha’s pregnant, and both Daria and I are still lactating.”

	
	She pushed her breast into Nimeera’s face. “Here taste it, see what your baby will be getting.”

	
	All this talk was driving me crazy—baby crazy, that is—a bit myself. I didn’t even try to hold back and emptied myself into a second fertile womb in as many minutes, this time into my newest wife. Or, since I guess she was a beastkin, she wouldn’t properly be my wife until after I had impregnated her—not that I didn’t already consider Josie my wife. I’d even given Lina, Josie, Rava, Daria, and Mursha all gold rings as a nod to my Earth-based customs.

	
	From there, the night devolved into a continual round robin of fucking. 

	
	Every time one of the other women tried kiss little Rob, Lina stopped them, saying, “We’ll do more oral next time. Now, you just need to put him inside you.”

	
	She became quite the task master—insisting that I do it ‘again’ several times with Josie and Nimeera—not that I was complaining. If this was the hardest task I had to do for a while, I’d be one happy man. 

	
	It was definitely good to be back in Yonder. 

	 


Epilogue

	
	
	Derek ran his morning laps. It was no longer the grueling task that it had once been. In just a few short months, his body had been transformed. He wasn’t unhappy with the results—it was just that he had never placed any value on this sort of thing. His job back on Earth, hell, his very lifestyle had been predicated upon comfort, but avoiding being beaten was definitely a form of comfort, so he exercised.

	
	His captors, for he remained very much a captive, seemed thrilled with the progress that he’d made and yesterday, another human had been thrown into the training area with him. The guy seemed just as shell shocked as Derek had initially been. This was the first other human he had seen in over ten years after all. 

	
	But what really made Derek take notice was when they had him compete with this new guy, Will. Will was about Derek’s age and told him that he’d been in Olimero, this strange world for twelve years now. The thing was that when they were set to racing, Derek beat Will with ease.

	
	There was no doubt in Derek’s mind that Will had tried his best because the man cringed expecting a beating when he finished. Derek had already caught his breath by the time that Will crawled up off the floor from the three hard lashes he had received. Of course it didn’t hurt that Derek had moved more than twice as fast as Will. 

	
	The same thing happened with the lifting tests. Each time, Derek was able to lift somewhere between two and three times as much as Will. Looking at the other man, Derek struggled to understand it. They both looked fairly similar in terms of musculature and build, although Derek could admit that he had changed since they started making him lift.

	
	It all had something to do with those numbers that popped up in his head. Derek had always been dismissive of video games or really any kind of games as being for children, but it was almost like he was living in one now. The more he exercised the stronger and faster he got. Yet, he never did more than he absolutely had to in order to prevent the beatings. 

	
	He pulled up the numbers to take a look. They had gone up significantly at first, but it took more and more work now to get them to even budge. 

	
	Strength: 67

	Agility: 76

	Durability: 22

	Magic: N/A

	
	He still didn’t have any magic which didn’t really bother he. He was never into fairytales. Derek at least realized that he was getting faster than some of his trainers and stronger than others. That only made them push him harder though and now he was going to have to compete with this Will, guy. 

	
	That was the moment when the head trainer came in. Ortho was a massive orc with only one tusk. He had scars all over his body and just gave off the aura of a true brute. Derek was glad that Ortho only rarely checked in. Today though when he walked in a finely dressed wolfkin came in behind him. 

	

	Derek was familiar with men like this. He might not have all those muscles, but he was definitely the man in charge. Derek refused to believe in a world where money didn’t make things go round and that guy definitely had money. 

	
	Ortho howled and all the trainers lined up leaving Derek and Will standing awkwardly in the middle of the room. “Greetings, human slugs.” He pointed to Derek and said, “Your progress to this point has been barely acceptable but there are short comings. Now we have brought another of your kind here in the hopes that you will encourage each other to greater efforts. Before you is the man who owns you. You don’t need to know his name and you definitely won’t be looking him in the eyes. Right now you are alive because of his generosity and only for as long as you keep him curious.”

	
	Derek gulped. This was a brutal place, but he at least knew how to keep people happy. He stepped up and bowed deeply from his waist. “If I knew more of what the master wants, then I would be better able to help. That was my position in my old world. I was responsible for finding ways to get powerful men and women the things they wanted.”

	
	The wolfkin didn’t make a sound but Ortho snorted. “You have been told repeatedly that you are to become stronger.”

	
	“Uh, yes, Sir, but surely there is some point beyond becoming stronger. What purpose would that serve? If I can understand what it is that you truly desire then it will aid me in meeting those needs.”

	
	Ortho started to take a step forward but the wolfkin laid a hand on his forearm. That was all it took for the large orc to step back. The wolfkin then said, “You are an experiment. That is all. One Direction has invested a great deal of resources and continues to do so in an attempt to see if you can replicate the results generated by another human far to the west. You arrived in Olimero long before he did so unless you knew Robert Case on your old world you wouldn’t know anything about him, but he has been able to develop his body to the point that he may be stronger and faster than any other man in this world. More than that, he had developed strange powers which don’t use mana but which in some ways act like magic.”

	
	The wolfkin stared very deliberately at Derek. “Now can you deliver those kind of results to me?”

	
	Derek was left dumbfounded by what this man wanted. As if lifting heavy boxes were going to somehow grant him magical powers. “Uh…”

	
	“As I expected. Ortho, you’ve been too soft on this one. It is time to focus on training his Durability. Include the new one in the training but also allow him time to train his Strength and Agility.”

	
	The wolfkin didn’t even wait for a response but instead he spun on his heel and walked out of the room. Derek’s mind was racing. What did they mean by Durability training. It wasn’t like he could just train that. It wasn’t the same as running or lifting. 

	
	Ortho looked at Derek and Will with a wicked grin on his face. Then he turned his head and yelled at the trainers, “You heard the man. Let the beatings begin.”

	
	_____________________

	
	
	The four gods of Olimero all stared at one another. None of them wanted to be the first to speak. Predictably, Sativa was the first to give in. “How could this be possible?”

	
	“I told you all he was a foundling,” Telmorra snapped back. “None of you wanted to believe me or if you did, you thought he could be used for your individual gain.”

	
	Sativa shook her green tresses. “I refuse to believe it’s too late. We simply have to be unified in this.”

	
	“Well at least he destroyed Old Scratch’s little bitch. I didn’t think he had that in him, but he did it. It only remains to be seen if her soul left any impression on him,” Korkanis said.

	
	“He is strong, and he can show us another way to become stronger. That is worth risking a great deal for. I say we keep testing him. If all goes well, we can each get what we want, but no more working on your own. We have to work together, and no offers can be made without unanimous approval,” Mensor said.

	
	Sativa glanced over at the god of monsters, “As if you haven’t been trying your own thing. Don’t think we don’t know about the fairies.”

	
	There was a rumbling sound from inside the monster god’s chest. “That ploy isn’t working out as expected. The boy won’t take a hand when he should, and he holds back when he should strike.”

	
	“My handmaiden is still the best situated to turn him. If you let her convince him to become my consort then I will hold the sway I need to get him to work with the rest of you,” the nature goddess said, trying to make it seem like a casual comment.

	
	“You’d like that, but my servant has earned his attention. She will bear a litter for him and bind his heart to her. If you support my petition with him then I will make sure he doesn’t ignore the rest of you,” the shadow god said. 

	
	“We all have angles. I have made subtle entreaties to one of his wives. I think she will be receptive to me. Best of all, she used to be one of yours, Korkanis—but she is more of my mindset. And, if I don’t miss my guess, Mensor has managed to plant his own minion near Rob, too, although the human doesn’t realize it,” Telmorra said with a laugh.

	
	“Always keep my options open. If the fairies don’t work, then perhaps the minotauress will.”

	
	In the end the gods couldn’t agree to much other than to try and work together better then they all promptly went out and focused on their own plots. Each one wanted a piece of Rob for themselves. 

	
	
	___________________

	
	
	Old Scratch was amused, annoyed but also amused. Who would have guessed that the boy would be capable of so thoroughly destroying a full-fledged demon? Even more shocking was the way he had resisted the lure her soul presented. Old Scratch was a bit curious to see how that worked out. A tiny bit of dark influence might end up being enough but also equally fascinating would be what happened with Her soul. It had been partially consumed, so would it reform in hell or dissipate into eternity. 

	
	Either way, it might be time for a more hands on approach. Old Scratch didn’t favor that approach, but the boy was pushing him to it. With each gain, he became too valuable to lose. Yes, perhaps it was time for the next phase to begin. It would take time, but then what was time to one such as he. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


This is the End of UNTAMED LANDS

	
	 

	Rob’s adventures continue in OLD EAST

	March 13th, 2023 

	
	I faced some serious burn-out in the second half of 2022. I’ve written 30+ books now in three years, two of which I was working full time besides writing. This isn’t for you to feel sorry for me. 

	I have the world’s greatest gig of sharing my stories with all of you, but I also have to protect my health and stay ahead of the game while somehow paying the bills. Darn those kids for wanting to eat.

	We’ve seen some great authors step away in the past year whether because of burn-out or financial realities. I miss reading their books and want to assure you that I’m taking steps to make sure that doesn’t happen to me.

	For that reason, I may have to make it 3 months between books in a series rather than two. If I can get it done faster and still get it done right- then I will. 

	Thanks for reading and thanks for your support. 
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	Cast

	 

	Robert Case (Rob)- human, Sheriff, body cultivator, soul bonded to Josie, Lina, Rava, Daria, & Mursha

	 

	Josephine (Josie)- foxkin, deputy, fire mage, soul bonded to Rob

	 

	Rolina (Lina)- bunnykin, clerk, life mage, soul bonded to Rob

	 

	Daria- hawkkin, deputy, air mage, soul bonded to Rob

	
	Betsy- cowkin, fighter in the tournament

	
	Sema- fairy, princess

	
	Natalie- fairy, princess, deceased

	
	Gamia- fairy, princes, deceased

	
	Delicia- fairy, queen

	 

	Rava- elf, clerk and alchemist, study mage, soul bonded to Rob

	 

	Mactosh- orc, blacksmith, metal mage

	 

	Mursha- orc, daughter of Mactosh, gravity mage, soul bonded to Rob

	 

	Denne- orc, deputy, son of Mactosh, space mage

	 

	Melossi- wolfkin, deputy, wife of Denne, water mage (ice)

	 

	Nunani- monkeykin, deputy, wife of Denne, slime mage

	 

	Barrow- wolfkin, tailor (wife: Moppet, daughter: Misty)

	 

	Tyler- cowkin, carpenter

	 

	Nimeera- catgirl, spy for Nisync and adherent in the Cult of the Raven

	
	Derek and Will- to humans being forced to train in a facility run by One Direction

	
	Taez- wolfkin fighter, nephew of a One Direction founder

	
	Simeon- monkeykin fighter, friend of Taez

	
	Jasper- orc, head of caravan guard

	
	Vemilla- wolfkin, head of the teamsters on caravan

	
	Master Dalcon- elf, master who trained Josie’s father in swordsmanship

	 

	Sativa- divine, goddess of nature, architect and creator of Olimero

	
	Telmorra- divine, goddess of mana, assisted in creation of Olimero

	
	Korkanis (the Raven)- divine, god of shadows, assisted in creation of Olimero

	
	Mensor- divine, god of beasts, assisted in creation of Olimero

	
	Old Scratch- divine, unknown relationship to Earth, imprisoned but still influential

	
	Her- a servant of Old Scratch from a different dimension, demonic

	
	Rose- a servant of Mensor. Her true race is gray slaad, a monster race, but she

	shape changes to the form of a skunkkin.

	
	Rozelle- the city manager for Yonderton

	
	
	Racial Caps
      
Foxkin: AGI: 100, Magic: 90, Str: 60, Dura: 40

	Bunnykin: AGI: 90, Magic: 80, Str: 70, Dura: 30

	Elves: AGI: 70, STR: 40, Dura: 30, Magic: 110

	Catkin: AGI: 110, STR: 80, Dura: 50, Magic: 20

	Orcs: AGI: 30, STR: 90, Dura: 110, Magic: 40

	Cowkin: AGI: 30, STR: 110, Dura: 90, Magic: 20

	Wolfkin: AGI: 70, STR: 70, Dura: 70, Magic: 70

	Hawkkin: AGI: 90, Magic: 70, Str: 60, Dura: 40

	Monkeykin: AGI: 100, Magic: 20, Str: 80, Dura: 70

	
	
	Mana Types: (so far)

	
Elemental: Air, Earth, Fire, Water, Ice
Natural: Plant, Growth, Slime, Gas
Personal: Mind, Emotion, Ghost, Research, Speed
Fundamental: Gravity, Space, Aura,Time

	 


Stats at the End of Book 6

	
	This status sheet does not reflect the uncertain changes which are occurring within Rob after his final battle with Her. He is in the process of ranking up to A rank but it won’t be simple and not intended as a cliff hanger but it won’t be till the next book that we see those changes starting to take shape.

      Changes are also made on this sheet to reflect upgrades which the girls have received even if not noted in the text or if it was due to things which happened off screen. It isn’t like Mursha and Daria were just in a coma the entire time they were off screen. 

 

	Robert (Rob) Case

	Stats: 

	Strength: 258 

	Agility: 193 

	Durability: 246 

	Magic: 227 

	Soul: 81

	
	Cultivation Grade: B0- ???

	B-Rank Body Fortification: COMPLETE/PENDING

	Path to Rank A is now open…

	Mind Core Formation Complete

	By-Product Manipulation: 95% 

	
	Concept: INDOMITABLE

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 67

	Ranged Combat: 58

	Melee Combat: 72 

	Telepathy: 31       

	Mana Fusion: 36 

	Metallic Body: 27 

	Ki Slice: 11

	Toxic Resistance: 11 

	Cold Resistance: 8

	Ki Infusion: 32

	Soul Builder: 40

	Soul Resistance: 4

	Soul Projection: 6

	Parallel Mind: 1

	
	Traits:

	Swarm - Doppelganger

	Protector - Den Mother

	
	Bondings:

	
	(Wife) Josie- Aptitude with melee combat increased by 25%. Innate understanding and ability to gain levels in this skill have increased accordingly. 

	 

	(Wife) Rava- Alchemy skill will increase 25% faster. Access to shadow aspect for body cultivation. 

	 

	(Wife) Lina- Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing affects all further acts, increasing base healing rate for a limited time after healing is concluded.

	 

	(Wife) Daria- Ranged melee combat skill will increase 25% faster.

	 

	(Wife) Mursha- Attunement to Olimero increased by 25% The meaning of this will reveal itself over time. 

	
	Sentient Gear: 

	Bargon’s Slice (Longsword)

	Rock (Stone Horse, Companion/Pet)

	
	Gear:

	Armored Vest of Protection

	Helm of Protection

	Short sword of Accuracy

	Bow of Adaptive Power

	 

	Quiver with 30 explosive arrows (replenishes)

	Stone Horse Talisman

	High Quality Fighting Stick

	Shocking Dagger

	Spatial storage belt

	Gloves of Dual Need

	Spatial Bag

	Bargon’s Slice

	Taunting Whistle

	Mana Well: 0/500

	Mactosh Rifle (200 rounds)

	Mactosh Shotgun (200 mixed shells)

	A Wife’s Price (Shield)

	Null Magic Rod (1x Charge)

	
	_______

	
	Josephine (Josie) Case  

	Stats:

	Strength: 72

	Agility: 118

	Durability: 62

	Magic: 113

	
	Cultivation Grade: E1

	E-Rank Mana Fortification: 90%

	Dual Core: Fire and Growth Mana

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 67

	Melee Combat: 104 

	Dual Wield: 66

	Critical Strike: 19

	Precision Strike: 37

	Manipulation Resistance: 20

	
	Titles:

	Handmaiden of Sativa

	
	Gear:

	Heirloom swords (belonged to her father)

	Dual Sheaths of the Last Floor

	Belt Knife

	Leather armor

	Wedding Ring

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Mana Potions (x6)

	Deputy Badge

	
	_______

	
	Rolina (Lina) Case 

	Stats:

	Strength: 66

	Agility: 92 

	Durability: 47

	Magic: 108

	
	Cultivation Grade: E2

	E-Rank Mana Fortification: 80%

	Dual Core: Healing and Wither Mana

	
	Skills: 

	Administration: 67

	Cooking: 102

	Sewing: 30

	Shopping: 18

	First Aid: 69

	Melee Combat: 28

	Seduction: 11

	Sever Magic: 20

	
	Gear:

	A Mother’s Love (Cleaver)

	Apron

	Skirt and Blouse

	Belt Knife

	Chief Clerk’s Insignia

	Spatial Pouch

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Mana Potions (x6)

	
	_______

	
	Rava Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 51

	Agility: 88

	Durability: 47

	Magic: 152

	Soul: 57

	
	Cultivation Grade: nascent core

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 120

	Ranged Combat: 44

	Melee Combat: 29 

	Research: 79

	Business Administration: 88

	Negotiations: 69

	Sewing: 13

	Cooking: 14

	Seduction: 38

	Deceit: 64

	Stealth: 48

	Enchanting: 11

	
	Gear:

	Cauldron

	Alchemy Tools

	Inscribing Tool

	Potion Bandolier (spatial)

	Belt Knife

	Short Sword

	Clerk’s Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Wide variety of Potions

	
	_______

	
	Daria Case

	Stats:

	Strength: 75

	Agility: 103 

	Durability: 43

	Magic: 82 

	
	Cultivation Grade: Nascent

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 96

	Melee Combat: 72

	Tracking: 44

	Skinning/Butchering: 37

	Gambling: 26

	Flight: 73  

	Dive Bomb: 33

	Strafing: 51

	
	Gear:

	Spear of Pierced Destiny

	Throwing Axes (x2)

	Belt Knife

	Leather Armor

	Deputy Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Healing (x4)

	Potions of Mana (x6)

	Firebomb Potions (x4)

	Dice/Cards

	
	_______

	
	Mursha Case

	Stats: 

	Strength: 103

	Agility: 37 

	Durability: 121

	Magic: 56 

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 22

	Melee Combat: 68 

	Blacksmithing: 82

	Dancing: 19

	Leatherwork: 48

	Bull Rush: 12

	Cleave: 19

	Power Attack: 44

	Dual Wield: 19

	
	Gear:

	Freedom’s Chain

	Twin hand-axes

	Belt Knife

	Scale Mail

	Deputy Badge

	Wedding Ring 

	Potions of Flight (x2)

	Potions of Healing (x4)

	Potions of Mana (x6)

	
	_______

	
	Nimeera

	Stats: 

	Strength: 90

	Agility: 125 

	Durability: 55

	Magic: 22 (30- Shadow Mana) 

	
	Cultivation Grade: N/A

	
	Title: Daughter of Shadow, Heart of Shadow

	Status Condition: Shadow Blessed. 

	
	Skills: 

	Ranged Combat: 62

	Melee Combat: 70 

	Deceit: 47

	Stealth: 57

	Shadow Manipulation: 48

	Shadow Step: 26

	Seduction: 33

	Gambling: 13

	Gardening: 16

	Tracking: 41

	Precision Strike: 30

	Critical Strike: 32

	Back Stab: 42      

	
	Gear:

	Daggers (multiple)

	Throwing Knives (numerous)

	Spatial Pouch

	Poisons (various)

	Leather Armor

	Caltrops

	Short Sword

	Crossbow and bolts

	Garrote

	Spider Silk Rope

	Disguise Kit

	Clerk’s Badge

	

	
	 

	 

	______


Betsy and Sema are not included here- yet- intentionally. The future is always open to change. 

	

	 



	Cultivation Ranks
 

	Nascent core- is an incomplete core representing the potential to become a cultivator rather than a true rank for a cultivator. To reach E Rank/Grade it is necessary to form that core. 

	
	To move to D Ranks - must condense ki from vapor into mist 

	Same process of acclimation
      +2 to a stat at each level

To move to C Ranks - must condense ki from mist into liquid

	Same process of acclimation
      +1 to each stat at each level

	
	To move to B Ranks - must reform both body core and physical form

	New body subsists on ki instead of normal biological processes
      +2 to each stat at each level

	
	To move to A Ranks - must form a mind core and identify with a universal concept

	+5 to each stat at each level

	
	To move to S Ranks - must form a soul core and transcend mortality

	+10 to each stat at each level

	
	
	
	 


THANKS FOR READING BACK TO YONDER (Four Laws)!

	
	If you’d like this story to continue and thrive, please leave a nice review here!
 

	The story will continue in Old East.  Pre-release will be set for March 13th, 2023. 

	
Sometimes I get asked, “What can I do to support your writing?”

The answer is mostly obvious—read my books, leave positive reviews, and spread the word. For those who want to go beyond that, though, I do have a Patreon page, where you can read early chapters of the books I am working on, as well as get early glimpses at cover art as it comes together, along with various behind the scenes info. 

The not-so-secret secret is that David Burke is a pen name for Sean Oswald. You will find that any of my books under Sean Oswald are family-friendly, while books under the pen name David Burke tend to have more adult themes. 
 

	Here is the link to my Patreon page: 

	
https://www.patreon.com/user?u=39529448&fan_landing=true

	
	or connect with me on Discord:

https://discord.gg/8ueuJYPV
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