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Prologue 

	
	
	Zayn, one of the founding members of the gang, One Direction, fell to the ground screaming. His well-groomed, gray hair was matted with sweat as his body convulsed. This had been going on for longer than he could remember. The pain was so all-encompassing that he might have been there for mere moments, or it could have been all day. No, that couldn’t be true, surely some of his servants would have found him if it had been that long.

	
	“Very good. It has only been seconds. This is but a taste of the torment you shall know if you fail me in this.” The voice inside his head was more forceful than ever before.

	
	Zayn knew exactly what was wrong, but he was above begging for mercy. He was the one who made others beg. No, he gritted his teeth and bore the pain he was experiencing. It was eye-opening in the sense that he still didn’t know who his mysterious benefactor was. Apparently, they were even stronger than he had suspected.

	
	“We can still capture the human. It would help if I knew more about what we were dealing with,” Zayn thought. He tried to aim the thoughts at that voice in his head; but as ever, he had no way of knowing if he was heard. The voice only had spoken to give him commands in the past. It had never responded to anything he said directly.

	
	“All you need to know is that he represents the culmination of an experiment which has been going on for longer than this pathetic world has existed. I will see you, your city, your race, your entire world burn before I lose the progress that he represents. But there have been new developments. Others are taking too much interest, so the stew will have to simmer for a while.”

	
	“So, we wait?”

	
	“I wait, while you run and do as I bid. I will impart instructions into your mind for preparing. He will come to you, but preparations must be made. In the meantime, shore up your connections with the birds, and leave Yonderton to itself. Stress the importance of that to the other gangs.”

	
	Zayn shook while holding his hands to his head. Information and science that he didn’t understand were poured into his brain. It would take months, no… probably years to make use of this. When it was over, he lay there trembling. This voice was offering him so much, he only had to hang on. He dared a small smile, though. He had not been broken. He had not screamed or begged.

	
	Then his blood went cold as he heard the voice again. “All mortals beg in the end, but it’s too late by then.”

	
	_________________________________________

	
	Ginni was just tucking her baby down for a nap. Life was good. She was happy to have joined Tyson’s family. She was the third wife, but there was plenty to do here. Tyson was a farmer but had made a great deal of himself. Maybe it was the fact that he was wolfkin, maybe it was just the drive that he had. The wheat crops he drew fetched a good price at market, and his pigs made for great meat. Yes, this was definitely a good life.

	
	No sooner had she sat down than Linda, the first wife, came running in. “Help me grab the kids. We need to get to the wagons,” Linda said while looking around the nursery. Between the three wives, Tyson had six kids, but only 2 of them were young enough that they needed naps. Beastkin children grew up much faster, after all.

	
	“Why? What’s happening?” Ginni looked at Linda more closely and realized the elf was panting. Normally, she was so very refined. Ginni couldn’t imagine what would have had to happen to cause her to be this worked up.

	
	“The farm is being overrun.”

	
	“Overrun? By what?”

	
	Linda snapped, “Girl, we don’t have time for this. I know you’ve only been here a few months, but monsters are coming. More than ever before. Tyson and the farm hands are fighting and dying now to let us escape with the children. I pray to Sativa that they make it. But if I’m going to lose my husband and home today, I most assuredly will not lose my children or my sister wives, even if they are running their mouths instead of their feet.”

	
	Ginni’s face grew red as she felt her embarrassment rise. Her foxkin heritage and red hair made her look foolish when she blushed, but never let it be said she didn’t do her part. She immediately asked, “What can I do?” Then the two women went to work inside while the second wife was outside loading the older children into the wagons. Tears streamed down her face, but she wasn’t a soft, city girl. Ginni would make her family proud. A time for questions would come later.

	
	________________________________

	
	Nimeera sat perched atop a building. She was watching his practice. It frustrated her that she was spending so much time watching him. There hadn’t been any threats on him since they had cleared out the slave operation. If One Direction was doing anything in Yonderton, they were very well-hidden.

	
	She and her team from Nisync hadn’t been lazy, either. Any and all criminal activity in the city was now under their control. Not that there was much of it. Their orders were not to rock the boat here, but it was inevitable that there would be some criminals. So she had been tasked with bringing them all in line. She was really the only one left on their team who was good at doing things in secret. The others had all been recalled, and she had been left in charge.

	
	There was no way that order had come from Nisync. She was a tool to them, not a true part of the gang. The Cult of the Raven was clearly exercising more control here. That was fine. It gave her a free hand to operate as she saw fit. She just didn’t have the extent of resources they had before, but she was creative.

	
	She sighed as she watched Rob receive news that his bunnygirl wife was going to deliver their child. He acted oddly, in that he stopped their practice and made to go to his wife. He was a never-ending quandary to her. He was strong, but often acted overly concerned about his women. For lack of a better understanding, he treated them like equals.

	
	That thought only brought back her regret. It had gone the way it had to go, but she missed the weeks she had spent cleaning his office. It was menial work that didn’t fit her skill set, but she had felt valued and respected despite the simple nature of her chores. He had a way of doing that.

	
	No, the more she thought about it, the more Nimeera wanted him for herself. Her claws made a schick sound as she flexed her hands, retracting and extending the claws with her frustration. Perhaps if she performed her task well, she would be allowed to have him when it was over. Nimeera didn’t understand everything that was going on, but it was clear that her god valued this human. Her god was also known for rewarding faithful service, so that was her goal now.

	
	She might have to remove some of the others, as she wasn’t very good at sharing, but she was a catgirl. If there was one thing she was good at, it was playing with her prey. This prey just happened to be extra tasty.

	


Chapter 1 - The Way Things Are

	
	
	“What? Why can’t I go in and see Lina?” I was both excited and confused. 

	
	The bond that I shared with Josie, Lina, and Rava went much deeper than mere telepathy. We were all one, in many ways. So, when I’d felt Lina go into labor, it was perfectly understandable for me to want to go to her and to be by her side.

	
	“This is for your wives to handle,” Josie replied. “Rava is already on her way to the office. We would also welcome any of your deputies, even if they haven’t joined the club.” 

	
	“Yet,” Daria said.

	
	Josie looked at her and then at me and laughed. “Yes… yet.”

	
	“What about us? I know we aren’t part of the family, and if you want to keep it private, I understand, but I did just have a baby, so I might be able to provide some help,” Nunani, Denne’s monkeykin wife said.

	
	Josie smiled. “Of course, you and Melossi are welcome. You may not be part of the family, but you are part of the team. Us deputies have to stick together. Maybe your husband can keep mine occupied for a while.”

	
	“Jo Jo, why are you pushing me out?”

	
	The stunning foxgirl looked at me. Her fiery, red hair framed emerald eyes that made my heart pound faster. “I love it when you use my pet name, but it doesn’t change anything. This is for your wives to handle. We’ll call you when your son is cleaned up and his mother is ready to see you.”

	
	Denne came up behind me and said, “Honestly, why would you want to be here? Sativa blessed men with the fun part of making babies. Now, you just need to get out of your wives’ hair. This is really one of the few things that even orc men give way to their women on.”

	
	I wanted to explain how, on Earth, fathers were expected to be at the bedside while their wives were delivering the baby, even if it was only so they could be cursed at for causing this pain. But, I knew that wouldn’t make any sense to them. The power distribution between men and women was different here, and their much stronger and durable bodies made the birthing process much easier. 

	
	I shrugged. Maybe this was for the best. “Okay, I guess Denne and I could go on patrol.”

	
	Josie smiled and took a step to cross the space between us. She stood up on the tips of her toes and kissed me before whispering into my ear, “Don’t worry, Lina will be okay.”

	
	Daria came up behind me then and pinched my ass. “I don’t know. I kinda like that he is so interested in this. A man should want to protect his women and their progeny.” Then she kissed my other cheek before heading into the office.

	
	Nunani and Melossi both snickered before kissing their husband and following the hawkgirl. I was surprised when Mursha walked up beside me and kissed my cheek. It wasn’t that we hadn’t been sharing some quiet moments making out, it was just that she tended to want to keep everything between us in private.

	
	 Maybe a small display of PDA was good, then. She didn’t say anything, although I could sense Josie’s excitement over the bond at seeing the kiss. It wasn’t so much that she was into Mursha, but that she knew how much I was. I was definitely a damn lucky man. Almost any husband on Earth would have had his head removed for something like that.

	
	After all the women were gone, Denne snapped, “You better make an honest orc out of her.”

	
	I looked back at him to find him glaring intensely at me. I was taken back, because he had never expressed anything but support for my relationship with his sister. Maybe it was the tusks, but it was hard to tell if he was messing with me or was actually upset.

	
	Then he burst into laughter. “You should see the look on your face.”

	
	“Very funny, deputy,” I replied, with an emphasis on the last word.

	
	“Oh, you just had to go there. I thought this was gonna be fun guys’ time. Maybe go get some drinks or something, cause a little bit of a ruckus.” He shrugged. “That is the orc way of doing things. Half the time you find an orc in a bar, making a mess of things, it will be because his wife is at home delivering a baby.”

	
	“Okay, okay, I just was taken back. You do know that I offered to marry Mursha, right? I want to treat her fairly.”

	
	“Of course. We talk a lot. I was just trying to do my best impersonation of Mactosh,” Denne said, referring to his and Mursha’s father.

	
	“Well, your father can be a bit intense at times, but I always thought he was the biggest supporter of the Sheriff.”

	
	“Right again, but he is still taking it hard that Mursha would rather be a deputy rather than staying in the office as a clerk and making him a bunch of grandchildren. She is his youngest and, truthfully, always was his favorite. If there is anything that could get him up in arms, it would be anyone mistreating Mursha,” Denne said.

	
	I shook my head. “Yet he was willing to force her into a role that she wasn’t suited for and didn’t want.”

	
	“You say the oddest things,” he grumbled. “That is the orc way. Hell, it’s the Law of Family. All of Olimero is like that. Trust me. I’ve been out east and, even there, fathers decide who their daughters marry. It is a bigger deal amongst orcs and elves, though.”

	
	“Just when I think I’m beginning to adapt here, I realize that there is so much more for me to learn. My instincts are often to do the wrong thing by Olimeran standards.”

	
	“Don’t take it too hard. If anything can mess with a man’s mind, it’s his wives. You’ve already got three, and two more that are close to becoming such. If Lina has her way, you’ll end up with as many wives as my dad,” Denne said.

	
	“They definitely make my head spin, but usually in a good way.” I grinned. “I know I’ve said it before, but where I’m from, a man would have his eyes cut out if he tried to do what I’m doing here, and all the women who heard about it would probably all gang up to make it happen.”

	
	“What a messed up place… Not that I want as many wives as my dad has. Two, maybe three is enough for me. It isn’t in the bedroom that it is hard to keep up with them, it is all the other things that a wife expects. Then again, maybe you are rubbing off on me.”

	
	I just nodded, thinking about what he’d said. I had to wonder if I was biting off more than I could chew. It had all happened so naturally with both Lina and Jo-Jo. Rava had taken a bit longer to get there, but with the bond between us, I could sense what she was feeling, and knew that she was just as committed to the relationship as I was.

	
	Maybe that was part of the problem. I couldn’t read Daria’s or Mursha’s minds. Or maybe it was just the fact that five wives was going to stretch me thin. Oh well, I’d just have to suffer through. I’m pretty sure that a smirk twisted the corner of my mouth up at that thought. It was good to be the king—or rather, the Sheriff.

	
	“We should get started on patrol. Not sure how soon they will want me back.”

	
	Denne protested, “What? You were serious about patrol? We need to go drinking. And it’ll be hours, probably. They like to have the baby, get some bonding time alone with them, and then get all cleaned up. I know Nunani was upset that I saw her so soon after the birth of our child. Women have a way they expect these things to go. They won’t know what to do with themselves, if they don’t get to yell at us for drinking too much.”

	
	I heard Denne speaking, but a glint of light across the street on the roof of a nearby building caught my attention. Something about it made me go on alert, even if I didn’t have to worry about sniper rifles here. “Shh…” I hissed, holding up my hand in a fist as a sign for him to stop.

	
	As much as Denne liked to complain about stuff—what he called the Sativa-given right of every warrior—he was also a consummate professional. I could sense the disturbance in the air as his muscles tensed and he reached over one shoulder to grab his axe. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who noticed, though, because a figure stood up on the roof where I had seen the glint of light.

	
	Ki funneled into my eyes, almost of its own volition, and I sprang into action. I reflexively empowered my legs and ran immediately out into the street. Each stride carried me forward fifteen feet as I crossed the distance in seconds. A concerted push off one foot against the ground brought me up onto the roof. I saw my target’s cat tail fleeing a couple of rooftops away.

	
	I had a strong suspicion that it was Nimeera. My expanded senses had caught signs of her watching us, from time to time. There was no way I could trust her. She might have helped out against One Direction, but she’d surely had her own agenda.

	
	Denne arrived at the base of the building, his axe in hand. 

	
	I shouted down, “I think Nimeera was watching us again. I’m gonna follow her.”

	
	“It could be a trap.”

	
	“Follow as close as you can. Traps come with the job.” Then, I was off racing across the tops of the buildings. I knew I was stronger than she could ever become, but even with the great leaps and bounds I had made, I doubted I was as agile as her. Fortunately, speed is a combination of both agility and strength.

	
	I telepathically notified Josie about the situation. 

	
	She immediately responded, “Where are you? I’ll come help.”

	
	“No, I’ve got this. You take care of our Lina. Denne and I will handle Nimeera.”

	
	“Just make sure you don’t ‘handle’ her too much.” Telepathy and our bond left no doubt about what my fierce foxkin meant.

	
	“She is just a criminal for me to catch.”

	
	“Lina and I both still think that she had a thing for you. And remember—no matter what Lina thinks—you don’t have to catch ’em all.”

	
	“Don’t worry Jo-Jo, you will forever and always be my fierce foxkin—both in the sheets and at the center of my heart.”

	
	“The fact that the bond lets me know that you truly mean that, just tells me how naïve you are.” She all but mentally snorted. “The three of us won’t be the last to join you, I’d bet the white tip of my tail on that.”

	
	“Don’t do that, I like your tail,” I responded. One of the advantages of our type of telepathy was that I could send mental images with my words. Images, in this case, which showed just how much I liked her tail, and what I wanted to do to it.

	
	“Just be careful. Thoughts like that don’t belong in your head while you are racing across rooftops.”

	
	“Can’t help it, they are pretty much there all the time.”

	
	She gave me the equivalent of a mental harrumph with a secret smile, and then I dropped our telepathic connection. I had to focus on catching Nimeera—or whoever it was. She had pulled ahead a bit while I was distracted, but now I pushed more ki into my limbs. The past few weeks of practice had greatly improved my control. I wouldn’t say I had mastered it yet, but I was definitely coming along.

	
	I sent telepathic images to Denne, too, but this time, they were just of my location so he could follow from the ground. The orc deputy was about the best warrior I had met. I was pretty sure he was better than Josie, not that I would ever tell her that. Of course, being good with a blade didn’t mean he could keep up with us.

	
	At the speed we were going, Nimeera would hit the city wall in seconds. I stayed back far enough to watch for her to turn left or right. I expected she was going to try to lose me by ducking down to the streets at some point. 

	
	Instead, when she hit the wall, she simply kept going. She scrambled up it with ease and then pushed off, leaping fifty feet out from the wall. Oh, this was starting to get interesting.

	
	 


Chapter 2 - The Happiness Trap

	
	
	I didn’t let the wall stop me either, just sent a quick mental command for Denne to commandeer the nearest horse he could find and then follow me. It never occurred to me to ask if that was a thing here. In a place where the first rule was the Law of Strength, it had to be. Besides, we’d get the horse back to its owner or compensate them for it, eventually. 

	
	Despite having been in Olimero for months now, other than my first day and the times I had gone to rescue Josie and then Lina, I hadn’t spent much time at all outside of the city. That is, if Yonderton could really be called a city. I guess it was more of a large town, but the population had continued growing since my arrival, and construction was booming. 

	
	My move to widen the streets had caused quite the uproar—at least initially—but people soon began to love it. At least that was my take on it. I expect that the city manager, Roz, got a never-ending list of complaints about the changes, but that was part of her job. Whether Yonderton was a city, a town, or whatever, though, it was now behind me. 

	
	The terrain outside the city was similar to what one might expect to have seen in the Old West, back home. There were patches of grass, plenty of rocks, and lots of dirt. Through the lectures I had gotten from my city manager, Josie, and others, I had been learning about the farms of Yonderton. As barren as the ground looked in places, it was surprisingly fertile soil. Between a healthy aquifer relatively close underground, the water from a few streams that fed the river far to the south, and magic, my district grew everything from tobacco and sugar, to wheat, barley, and corn. In their gardens, folks grew potatoes, tomatoes, and a variety of vegetables in smaller quantities. Then there were the hog, sheep, bison, and chicken farms. 

	
	None of the farms were within several miles of the city, as no one wanted to have their farm taken when the city expanded. That meant there was a great deal of open land immediately outside the walls, and that was bad for my prey. She had been much more agile than me inside the city, and keeping up with her there had been quite a challenge. But out here in the open, the advantage was mine. 

	
	Moment by moment, I was gaining on her as my great, bounding strides ate up the distance. Her backside was soon only a couple hundred feet out in front of me. And thanks to my enhanced vision, I could tell just what a lovely backside it was. I did try to keep from sharing that particular thought through my bond. The last thing Lina needed, while delivering my child, was my impressions about some other girl’s ass. 

	
	Actually, scratch that—Lina would probably be thrilled. It was Josie whom I needed to be more concerned about. 

	
	When Nimeera dropped down into a ravine and was out of my sight for a second, not wanting to lose her, I extend my sense of touch to the max, which was about one hundred feet now, maybe more if I refined it to a narrow arc. The world around me took on so much more detail. They say seeing is believing, but feeling makes everything so much more real. When I did this was always a shock to my system as the amount of input I received was staggering. 

	
	Then I pulled another one of the aces I kept up my sleeve. I always made sure that I had at least a small amount of mana byproduct from each of the girls. So far, I was only doing so with Josie’s Fire mana, Lina’s Life mana, Daria’s Air mana, and Mursha’s Gravity mana, but that was enough for me to juggle. It tended to fade over time, so I had to top it off daily—but in a pinch, it gave me two minutes of extra abilities. 

	
	The effects varied, based upon the type of mana I had converted. With Life mana, it would boost my regeneration and general biological processes. After playing around with Fire mana byproduct, I discovered that I could either be protected from flame with it or, for a few seconds, I could create an aura of intense heat around myself. Gravity mana was incredibly useful, as it slowed my perception of time around myself, thus enabling me to respond far faster than my enemies could react. 

	
	As useful as I found the byproduct from Gravity mana, Daria’s contribution was becoming my favorite. Man has always had a love affair with the idea of flying, and I was no different. Air mana byproduct  didn’t allow me to fly, but it allowed me to effectively alter the composition of my body, lightening it so that I could effectively float, thus keeping myself in the air longer than expected when I leaped, or it would allow me to have sudden bursts of ridiculous speed. 

	
	In this case, I used it to create a combination of both those effects. As my body became lighter, the air around me seemed to become a stream that I could control. Body cultivation meant that I was best at controlling things inside my own body, or as close to it as possible. Using the stream of Air immediately around me to accelerate, I was soon streaking forward faster than any arrow. The combination of my freakish strength and new compatibility with the air around me sent me zipping forward. 

	
	I timed it so that, after my last step before I hit the ravine, I soared upward. That gave me a bird’s eye view of everything below me. The ravine quickly widened out from a crevice carved by a small, though swiftly flowing creek, into a lush valley. There, the much wider stream led by a farm, off in the distance. 

	
	At first, I didn’t see the catgirl as much as I sensed her. She had stopped and was pressing herself up against the steep side of the ravine. I laughed when I realized that she had expected me to overshoot her position. I probably would have, but for my ability to hang in the air. The few extra seconds Daria’s mana byproduct gave me was all the time that I needed to spot her. 

	
	Unfortunately, it also gave Nimeera an opportunity to fling a trio of blades at me. I ducked below one and knocked the other two aside with a ki-enhanced palm slap, but due to my lighter form, I was sent spinning backwards by even that brief contact. It was clearly going to take me some time to get used to this weightless ability, so I stopped burning Air mana byproduct and cancelled the effect. I immediately felt myself become heavier, and I plummeted to the earth. 

	
	I was only thirty feet up, which was no problem for my durability to handle, but the bigger problem was making sure I didn’t lose her. At least I’d seen her face and was able to confirm it was the Nimeera. I still had a bit of trouble, comparing the street waif that we had taken in with the vivacious woman before me, but life was what it was—and not what we thought it was. 

	
	She was up and sprinting off before I even hit the ground. As I fell, I could sense Denne was closing on us quickly with his horse. That was when it hit me: a feeling of joy and peace. Everything was going so great. I was about to become a father, and despite how nervous I was about that, I honestly was thrilled. I had beautiful women who loved me and a job that I seemed finally to be growing into. 

	
	In general, I had a new lease on life. What did it matter if Nimeera was stealing a peep at us? She was probably jealous, because I couldn’t imagine that anyone in the history of the world had ever been as happy as I was at this moment. In fact, I would have felt sad for her, if I could have. The problem was that I was simply too happy for there to be any room for sadness in me. 

	
	I watched her run off before turning to see Denne ride up. It didn’t matter. Heck, I even had a good friend now. As much as I loved my women, it was nice having a guy around. Maybe he and I should go drinking, like he had suggested. That seemed like a much better idea than chasing after Nimeera. 

	
	She was harmless. Heck, the more I thought about it, the more I realized even the knives she had thrown at me were just a tactic to force me back and give her some time to escape. They hadn’t actually been thrown to try and hurt me. 

	
	When Denne rode up, he looked at me funny for a second before asking, “Something wrong, boss?”

	
	“Nah, everything’s perfect. Maybe we should go get that drink you were talking about.”

	
	Now he looked really confused. Enough so that it was threatening to affect my happiness. 

	
	With a frown, he asked me, “Did she get away?”

	
	“Who? Oh, you mean Nimeera? I just stopped chasing her. I have too much good stuff going on in my life and realized there’s no need to worry about her. She’s harmless.”

	
	“Uh… Sheriff, I think she may have used her magic on you.”

	
	I began to protest, but somewhere in the back of my mind his words tickled something. Looking inside, I realized there was an imbalance in my body created by some foreign mana. I was happy—like really happy—almost too happy. 

	
	I should never have been so happy that I stopped pursuing a criminal. When it finally dawned on me, I began to spin my core and sucked the Emotion mana inside it. As I turned it into ki, I felt my mind clear. 

	
	“Dammit!” I growled.

	
	Denne started to laugh. Oh, he tried to hold it in, but I could see his shoulders shaking. 

	
	“That’s enough of that,” I snapped. “And not a word about this to the girls.”

	
	My friend gave me an innocent, wide-eyed look that belied his big, tusk-filled grin. “I take it you aren’t so happy anymore.” 

	
	I glared at him.

	
	With a final chuckle, he wiped the smile off his face and added, “Don’t worry, your honor is safe with me. Emotion mages are very rare—even more so than mind mages. Normally, they hit you with despair or hopelessness.” A shadow flittered across his expression. “I was once in a battle where the enemy had a mage like that. It cost us half of our forces. The enemy was able to chop a bunch of us down, stricken so deeply with despair that they fell without a fight.”

	
	I thought about that for a second. It sounded grim. For the most part, I had written Nimeera’s power off as more of a tool of seduction, but what Denne said convinced me how badly I had been underestimating her. The truth was, I still had a soft spot for the homeless girl I thought I had been rescued from the streets. 

	
	“Despair wouldn’t have worked on me. I have too much to live for. She must have been watching us enough to realize that, and figured out that an excess of happiness would do the same thing.”

	
	Denne scratched his chin. “No orc would think like that.”

	
	“Her creativity is what makes her so dangerous,” I said with a sigh. “It is also why I wish we could have turned her into an ally, rather than her being a dangerous enemy.” The euphoria I’d felt a moment before was fading, and I truly regretted the lost opportunity. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see a way for her to gain back my trust, given what she had done. 

	
	Denne grinned and elbowed me in the side. “I’m sure your hoping to keep her around doesn’t have anything to do with those pouty lips of hers, or the way her hips sway when she walks.” He shrugged. “I was still settling in with Melossi and Nunani at the time, but even I noticed her when she was just the cleaning girl at the office.”

	
	I looked at him as my eyebrows came together. I blushed, suddenly reminded of those hips and how her tawny tail flicked from side to side as she swayed down the hallway. I didn’t want to dwell on that, partly because I didn’t want to convey that emotion to my wives over our bond, though I wondered if there was any truth to it. 

	
	No, I shook my head. Definitely not. I wasn’t going to be that cliché guy who forgives a girl for anything she does, just because she is pretty. 

	
	“Let’s look around and see if she left any evidence about where she is going or what she was up to,” I said. Yeah, definitely better to stay busy and not let my mind dwell on certain things, such as pouty lips or swaying catgirl hips. 

	
	Maybe I was partially on edge because, even at this distance, I could feel a tiny fraction of the pain Lina was experiencing during contractions. What was that saying from back home? Something like: ‘Only a woman who has experienced twelve hours of labor could understand how a man feels with a cold’. 

	
	I laughed to myself but kept it inside. I didn’t think jokes like that would have a very big audience on Olimero. Did they even have the common cold here when most folk’s durability helped them overcome illnesses quickly? 

	
	“Uh… boss, you need to see this.”

	
	I turned to Denne, something in his voice catching my attention. I immediately noticed he wasn’t scanning the ground for anything left behind by Nimeera, and I almost made a sarcastic comment about his lack of focus. I caught myself, though—that was just me being pissed at myself for letting her escape. It wasn’t fair to take it out on him. 

	
	He pointed off down the valley. 

	
	When I looked to where he was pointing, in the distance, there was a dust cloud which seemed to be headed our way. As far as I could tell, it was headed in this direction, but was still miles away. I sent more ki to my eyes and then sucked in a breath. 

	
	 


Chapter 3 - Fortuitous Timing

	
	
	As my enhanced eyesight zoomed in on the dust cloud, I saw what looked like a stampede. Instead of buffalo or other grazing animals, it was comprised of what looked like the love child of a lion and a scorpion. There had to be several hundred of them, and they were headed straight for the farm in the valley. 

	
	My first instinct was to start racing for the farmstead. I could see pigs, some crops, a barn, and a nice, little farmhouse. Then I noticed wagons that were leaving the farmhouse. If I really strained, I could see men fighting to slow the stampede, but they were quickly swallowed by the mass of monstrous bodies. 

	
	There was nothing I could do for the farmhouse. Hell, I wasn’t even sure we could help the wagons, but I couldn’t live with myself if we didn’t try. They used to tell us all these cute, little sayings about how it takes a special kind of person to run towards danger when everyone else is running away from it, but that is just so much bullshit. The last thing I wanted to do was to run that way. It’s just… that is what a man sometimes has to do, if he wants to be able to look his image in the mirror in the eye the next day. 

	
	He does what he doesn’t want to do, either because it’s his job, or simply because it is the necessary thing to do. If he doesn’t do it, then you can be damn sure no one else will.

	
	I summoned my stone horse while shouting to Denne. “We need to see if we can help those wagons.”

	
	“Help them? Help them, how? That’s a beast wave. I’ve never seen one, myself, but I’ve heard of them before.”

	
	“Hopefully the stampede will lose some of its momentum when it hits the farm.” I paused, studying the chaos as I mounted my summons. “The wagons have a few minutes’ head start, near as I can tell. We have to see if we can rescue any of the people or just get the wagons out of the path of the stam… err, beast wave, or whatever it’s called.”

	
	“And here I thought signing up to be a deputy wouldn’t be as risky as fighting as a mercenary,” Denne grumbled, but that didn’t stop him from spurring his horse forward at a gallop.

	
	I had a ton of questions about this so-called beast wave, but getting any answers to them would have to wait. I felt I needed to let the girls know what was happening, but also didn’t want to interrupt them—or for that matter, have one of them end up trying to charge out here to help me. 

	
	Rava, yeah Rava, she was the best choice. She was the one least likely to get emotional about it. “Rava, I need to tell you something, but I don’t want you to panic or let the others know until it’s appropriate,” I sent to her telepathically.

	
	I could tell she got my message. In most ways, telepathy was better than a text. But I also sensed hesitation on her part. “Is something wrong?”

	
	“Your son is healthy,” she finally responded. 

	
	Her words hadn’t answered my question, but I didn’t have time to dig into what the problem was now. A thousand different scenarios began spinning through my head, and it took a force of will to shove my panic down into a box and slam the lid shut on it. The hundreds of monsters ahead of me were more than enough for me to worry about, right now. My son was just about the most important thing in the world to me, but sometimes a man has to know the difference between urgent and important. 

	
	“That is great and, any other time, I would pursue whatever it is that you aren’t saying, but I’m about to deal with a beast wave. Hopefully, it doesn’t head for the city, but you need to have Daria and Mursha get the city ready.” I paused. “Only tell Josie and Lina if they can handle it, but something tells me they have their own issues to deal with at the moment. Above all, though, no one can come outside the city looking for me—if you have to, tell them that is an order. Denne and I are safe.”

	
	“I take it as a compliment that you are telling me this. You must think I’m the one with the clearest head. I’ll honor your instructions… for now. But don’t think this is over. And yes, there is more to talk about—but for now, we just need you to get back to us in one piece,” Rava replied. 

	
	Again, I wanted to ask her more, but we were almost upon the wagons, so I left things where they were, simply saying, “Thank you, my love.” 

	
	Maybe I shouldn’t have said the last part as it elicited a telepathic gasp, but a man says the darnedest things when facing potential death. This was no time for holding words back. I only wished I could see the look on my elven wife’s face. 

	
	When we reached the wagons, they were full of women and children—divided evenly between the two wagons. I saw an elf driving one wagon, a foxkin sitting next to her clutching a baby close. The other wagon was driven by a bunnykin. The wagons had three and four children in them, respectively, who matched the race of the woman driving each wagon. 

	
	I snorted as I saw a number of household possessions stacked neatly amongst the children. Trust a woman to load up on things while fleeing for their lives. I bit down on that sentiment. I’d never had to flee my home or start over from scratch—even when Sativa had sent me to Olimero, I’d had help getting set up. 

	
	“Ladies, we need to get all of you into one wagon,” I loudly declared, “which I’ll attach to my stone horse. We need to get out of here. We can replace your belongings, but not your lives.”

	
	There was a bit of a ruckus when they realized who I was. At least none of them questioned what I was doing. They glanced from me to Denne, before the elf stood up. Even in this high-pressure situation, she personified the grace that I had come to expect from elves. “Thank Sativa for sending you, Sheriff. We will do what you ask, but can’t you do anything to save my husband and his farm hands?”

	
	I grimaced. No one wanted to tell a woman and her children, let alone three of them, that their husband was most likely dead already. Maybe it was cowardice on my part, but I did something stupid—something completely driven by emotion. I justified it in my mind as what I would want someone to do for Josie, Lina, or Rava.

	
	“No promises, Ma’am,” I nodded to her, “but if you work with my deputy here to get you all in one wagon, I’ll do my best.”

	
	I saw the relief written on her face. She’d held it together up to this point, even though I suspected she already knew the truth. The bunnykin smiled through her tears, as she pulled her children out of the second wagon. 

	
	Looking at Denne, I tossed him the stone horse pendant that I wore. “This should let you control him. Get them out of here while I check on their man and his help.”

	
	The cacophony of destruction from a short mile or two away was overwhelming. As I had  hoped, the beast wave had crashed like a wave against the farm. It actually worked better than I had expected, as the oncoming destruction came to a complete stop as they killed every living thing, and then destroyed every structure, on the farm.

	
	Denne said, “You must be insane. There is no…”

	
	I held up a hand, cutting him off. “It comes with the job.”

	
	 “My sister is gonna kill me if something happens to you.” He shook his head. “But you’re the boss.”

	
	I nodded in appreciation before turning to the farm. A last-minute idea hit me. “Hey, do you still have Mactosh’s latest version of the shotgun?”

	
	“Yeah, dad hasn’t gotten that new metal you gave him to work, but he did make some improvements. This one most likely won’t blow up in your hands—at least till you’ve fired it a few times.”

	
	Then he tossed me the two-foot-long, double-barreled creation. It looked much less like a prototype than the previous iteration had. The wood stock was well made and shined to a high gloss. The metal was lighter than before, though I hoped Mactosh had taken to heart our discussions about what was necessary for a gun to work. The metal had a strange hue, almost like gold. It looked out of place for a gun, but I trusted that Mactosh knew a hell of a lot more about metal than I did. 

	
	Denne next tossed me a bandolier filled with a variety of shells. “The black ones are standard slugs. Red is fire and blue is lightning, while green is a poisonous gas.” He frowned. “The gray ones I haven’t used yet, and the yellow one is a bunch of tiny bits that explode. The gun may not be perfected, but your wife is an absolute terror with her alchemy.”

	
	I snagged the bandolier from the air, slipping it on. “Don’t I know it.” Then I raced off towards the house, pouring ki into my legs. 

	
	As I ran the couple of miles to the farmstead, I looked for any signs that any of the men had escaped. My mind also ran over a strange thought. The elf had thanked Sativa. It was awfully lucky that Denne and I happened to be out here just now. Was it simply coincidence, or was there more to it? 

	
	That question left me with a second uncomfortable concern. What role, if any, had Nimeera played in this coincidence, or was she a pawn, too? And if a pawn, whose?

	
	All such thoughts fell to the wayside as I hit the edge of the farm. The monsters hadn’t reached this side just yet; they were still busy killing all the pigs. I didn’t see any men moving and didn’t even hear any screams. The noise of the beasts’ roaring and the pigs’ terrified squeals was all I could hear. I knelt beside the fence and checked out the scene. None of the monsters had noticed me… yet. But I knew that was only going to last so long. 

	
	Part of me wanted to engage these monsters. Up close, I finally got a better look at them. They were essentially manticores. I didn’t remember them being on the list of monsters in the quest Sativa had given me, but I would check it again when I returned to the office. The one thing I was glad of, was that I saw they didn’t have wings. In fantasy books I’d read, they’d been described both ways, winged and wingless. 

	
	That would have definitely made an impossible task even harder. 

	
	The smartest thing would have been simply to leave them to their slaughter and pork dinner. I could wait for a while, and then report back to the widows about their loss, but that wasn’t who I was. I’d gotten a quest about monsters coming out of the Untamed Lands, and I was now seeing a wave of them a scant half a dozen miles from town. Now that I knew this was an issue and not just a risk, it was better I started dealing with it.

	
	At least the beasts were smaller than I’d expected. Their bodies were on the small side for lions, meaning that even the few males I had seen, who stuck out, with their bushy manes, likely weighed around three hundred pounds. The females couldn’t have been much more than two hundred pounds. Definitely larger than a mountain lion, but not as big as an African or Asian lion. 

	
	Of course, they also had three-foot-long scorpion tails extending behind them or curled over their backs. I watched as more than one pig was killed when one of those stingers plunged down into their heads. I couldn’t tell if they were venomous, or if their tails were simply being used like spears. It was safer if I just assumed the worst: that they were venomous. 

	
	I felt my confidence grow as I took stock of the creatures. They were acting crazed, completely out of control. They would often fight each other over a kill, and it seemed they might not move on for a while. The hundreds of pig carcasses might be enough to sate them, at least temporarily. 

	
	Still, that didn’t give me a clue about what had pushed them out of the Untamed Lands. , Why had so many predators gathered together? And why had they come so far from their home territories? What little I knew about predators from Earth made me think this had to be unnatural.  

	
	I watched a Manticore get pushed back from its kill. A larger male claimed the prize, roaring at the smaller one. It snarled back, but then backed down. It was good to know that they had some type of pecking order, although I wasn’t sure what I could do with that information. 

	
	The smaller one started to wander in my direction. It was time to fish or cut bait, as my grandfather used to say—I wasn’t ready to run, but I didn’t want it to find me. I needed to decide what to do, and quickly. 

	
	Despite it looking like a creature from some horror show, I wasn’t scared. That was one of the differences on Olimero. Animals or, in this case, monsters, did not have insurmountable natural advantages; they were not vastly stronger than people. Hell, I was willing to bet that I was stronger than it was, not that I planned on letting it get close enough to test my wager. 

	 


Chapter 4 - Man vs Manticore

	
	
	I quickly stowed the shotgun in my spatial storage. The noise it would make might serve a purpose later, but not now. Arrows would serve me much better. Reaching a hand into my pouch, I pulled out my enchanted bow. Sativa had given it to me when I first arrived in Olimero. It was part of the conversions she’d done of the gear I’d had with me on Earth. It was supposed to replace my shotgun. The best thing about it was that it turned arrows into explosive projectiles. 

	
	Arguably, with the bow, I didn’t have a need for a shotgun. There were other reasons for wanting to develop an equivalent on Olimero to guns, not the least of which was that I wanted my deputies to be better armed. It was hard to get away from the idea of having weapons that went boom, having grown up in a proud NRA family. 

	
	I watched the creature alternating between sniffing around and licking the wound it had sustained on its shoulder when the larger male had pushed it aside. There were no signs of the madness which must have driven these monsters into a beast wave. That told me there was more at play here than I understood. I desperately needed more knowledge if I was going to protect my family and Yonderton. 

	
	In fact, that had been the case since I had been dumped here. To say that Sativa was very short on her information-sharing would be an understatement, and there hadn’t been a tutorial or even a guidebook. Not like there was a tutorial for life on Earth, but at least you had parents who hopefully helped you learn what you needed to succeed in the world. \Here, I always felt like I was playing from behind the eight ball. I was tired of reacting and wanted to direct the narrative myself. 

	
	I still remembered Deputy Wilson. He had been new on the job during my second year. He was always ranting about how we needed to crack down harder on crime. Then he started making a rash of arrests. He was suddenly the golden boy of the department. That was, until his arrests all began to fall apart. 

	
	It turned out his string of successes was largely due to a string of improper searches, civil rights violations, and police brutality. Soon, not only was Wilson booted out of the department, but he was facing charges himself. I’d stopped following the story then, because I didn’t really want to think about what could happen to me. 

	
	Here, however, I didn’t have to worry about defense attorneys or the fifth amendment. Here, I was the law, and I simply had to follow Sativa’s Four Laws. My own strength and that of my deputies was a defining part of law and order in Yonderton. Until a few weeks ago, I had been too weak to make that work for me—but now, things were different. 

	
	If nothing else, this encounter convinced me that I needed to crack down in town and be more proactive. I had to stop worrying about all the constraints that police have on them in my old world. Immediately, I knew that could be a slippery slope, but I couldn’t turn from it. This wasn’t Earth, and I was already learning to form a different kind of family, so now I had to do whatever it took to protect that family.

	
	That started right now. I raised my bow and sighted in at the manticore. It was only a hundred feet from me, but the fence was mostly hiding me, and I was upwind from it, as evidenced by the pungent sent of blood that the wind was carrying to me from all the slaughtered pigs. 

	
	I wanted it to get as close to me as possible. The explosive force of the arrows was magical, so it didn’t make the loud sound of a gun, but I still didn’t want to draw a bunch of these monsters to me. A single one I was confident of killing, but more would began to get tricky. 

	
	Under my breath, I mumbled, “That’s it. Just a little closer.”

	
	The manticore continued moving until it was only fifty feet from me. Then it raised its head like it was sniffing the air. I didn’t know if it could make me out, but I was never gonna get a better shot than that. Even with its scraggly mane, I still had a clear shot at its exposed throat. I let the arrow fly. It streaked across the distance and hit the manticore.

	
	A simple arrow to the throat would not have been an instant kill. But as much as Sativa had scrimped on the truth about what I was getting myself into, she hadn’t on the bow. The explosive force released by the detonating arrowhead tore its head clean off its body. My heightened senses heard the blast, but it was very muffled. I doubted the monsters had heard it from several hundred feet away. They were all too busy eating.

	
	Still, I wasn’t going to be stupid, at least not any more stupid than coming here in the first place had been. I watched for any sign that the explosion was going to draw other monsters my way. Thinking about it, I realized that the blood from the dead manticore might draw them over as easily as anything else, but fortunately the wind was blowing towards me and working my favor—for the moment. 

	
	I smiled after a few seconds. The manticore had been easy enough to take out, and there had even been a quick notification telling me that I’d earned two merits for killing it. That wasn’t much, but it was more than the weakest creatures listed in the quest description I’d received. That also meant there were much more powerful monsters I would have to deal with. If I remembered the quest description correctly, there were some monsters whose deaths were worth up to twelve merits. 

	
	As I watched, it became clear that the swarm of monsters was settling down. This farm must have been enough for them to stop their rampage. The question was, what should I do about them now? I couldn’t leave them out here, but I wasn’t arrogant enough to think I could take them all out on my own. It had mostly been luck which enabled me to get one alone. 

	
	With that in mind, I determined to head back to town. I could get input from my deputies, who all knew more about this world than I did. That, and maybe we could raise up a militia of sorts, to deal with such catastrophes. It was in everyone’s interest, but it would have to be done quickly—before they went to another farm. 

	
	In fact, maybe I should warn the adjacent farms. What I really wanted to do, though, was to head straight back to town. Now that the imminent danger seemed to have abated, I had a son I wanted to meet. 

	
	Then I felt it. My senses were not expanded out to maximum capacity, but I kept them heightened pretty much anytime I wasn’t at the office. It was a constant drain on my ki, but I could maintain it for dozens of hours, maybe even for a couple days. Something was moving around behind me, something big. 

	
	I didn’t want to let it sneak up on me, but I also was trying to make sure I knew where it was—rather than assuming it was simply a wandering monster. Wait, make that… monsters. There were three of the manticores, all smaller females. I didn’t know if they were like the lions they appeared at least partially to resemble, but it seemed likely these three had been pushed away from the better feeding spots and were looking for an easier meal. 

	
	The beast wave was overwhelming, as a whole, but even spread out I was worried about what these predators might do. I had no choice but to put them down, even if they weren’t hunting me. They were about fifty feet behind me. I wracked my brain for any memories about how close predators typically got before they charged, but had to assume this was close enough. 

	
	Rather than risk not being able to get my weapons out after getting off a single shot, I put my bow away. I still didn’t want to use the shotgun, for fear of the noise it would make. The only reason I had asked for it had been a naive hope that the noise might have been useful as a way to redirect the stampede. But that plan was no longer relevant. 

	
	I had my fighting stick in my right hand and my short sword in my left. Just about the only thing Josie and Denne agreed on was that I needed to learn to use a longer melee weapon. Of course, they didn’t agree whether it should be a longsword or an axe. 

	
	Truthfully, I was becoming more used to fighting with just my body. It was the source of my power, after all. That didn’t mean that I didn’t like the reach a bigger weapon gave me, though, and without being sure how strong or quick these monsters were, I didn’t want to risk relying on just my hands and feet. 

	
	My expanded sense of touch told me the moment that the lead manticore in the trio approaching me from behind tensed up. I could feel it, almost like my hands were running over it. Its scorpion tale tensed and straightened, as its body went rigid. Then, like a bullet, it streaked at me. 

	
	I only had a split-second to judge its attack. If I had to guess, it was even faster than Josie—at least in a straight line. But then again, when I applied ki to strengthen my legs, I was faster than either of them. The more pertinent issue was whether it could dodge at that speed. 

	
	It was hard for me to bide my time until the last moment, but I forced myself to stay still as the creature crossed the distance in seconds at full speed. Then, just as it leaped into the air to pounce on me, I stood and pivoted on one foot. It was just enough of a movement to cause the creature to miss. As I avoided the outstretched claws which sought to rend my flesh, I brought my fighting stick down on the back of its head with nearly all my strength. I was glad that Sativa had magically enhanced the fighting stick she had given me. Unenchanted wood would have crumpled under the impact, the same way the beast’s skull caved in. 

	
	The thrill of danger was oddly satisfying, after a few weeks of training without any real risk. What I hadn’t anticipated was the way that, even as gray matter leaked from its shattered skull, its tail still reflexively stabbed out. It caught me square in the chest and managed to punch right through my armor. Still, my armor made a difference—well, that and my enhanced, toughened skin.

	
	Pain blossomed in my chest, but it wasn’t a fatal injury. I couldn’t even be bothered with it, other than to cycle ki through my body to enhance my durability. My skin took on the toughness of stone while remaining flexible as I moved. The other two manticores came in at me from the flanks, as I freed myself from the tail which had tried to impale me. I cut myself free with an awkward slice and then leapt backwards over the fence I had been hiding behind. 

	
	That was enough to give me a moment to focus my thoughts. I didn’t need any of my special tricks for these two. I let loose a low roar of my own and charged at the closest of the manticores. It seemed shocked by my aggression and hesitated for just a moment. That sufficed, as I brought my fighting stick down with a crunch on its shoulder. Bone folded, and it roared in agony, but by that point, I was close enough to drive my knee up under its chin, flipping it onto its back. 

	
	I waved my sword menacingly to keep the other one at bay, then dodged forward in a roll to avoid another spearing tail. Coming up right in front of it, beneath its strike, I drove my sword into the chest of the third manticore as the one with the injured shoulder struggled to its feet. My sword was wrenched out of my hand by the wild jerking of the beast I had just stabbed. It was as good as dead, but that didn’t stop me from having to jump out of the way of its death throes. 

	
	Knocking the thrashing beast’s tail aside, I stepped up on its back and used it as a springboard to leap toward my injured foe. As I crashed down on it from above, it wasn’t able to respond quickly enough. A powerful, overhead chop caved in its skull, but then I had to drop my fighting stick to catch its descending tail in both hands. With a mighty, twisting wrench, I cracked the scorpion-like shell and ripped off its stinger.

	
	Green goop leaked from it. I imagined this was most likely a valuable alchemy component, and my mind raced to consider what type of favors I might be able to get from Rava in exchange for it. It was good to be the Sheriff. Adrenaline rushed through my body, and I felt the urge to keep fighting. I imagined I could take another dozen of them out, but knew that was battle lust speaking. Even if it were true, it would have been foolish for me to try.

	
	I mused that life on Earth would have been very different for primitive man, if he’d been able to become physically stronger than the predators and beasts that haunted many of our ancestors’ nightmares. Fortunately for me, these manticores had been hunting quietly, as they likely hadn’t wanted to share the meal they thought I would be with any of their larger ilk.

	
	Still, if I stayed here for too long, I’d eventually have more company. The longer I was out here, the more aware I became of a slow pressure building in the back of my head that I recognized as worry from one or more of my wives. So, no matter how much a wild part of myself longed to test myself against these monsters, I had to be smarter than that. 

	
	I was a father now, and I had a family to provide for. 

	
	I did take a few minutes to strip anything from the manticores which seemed like it might make for a valuable alchemical component, and then I was off, running for home. The disaster the monster wave represented seemed to be averted—for now—but I wouldn’t tolerate a threat this close to my town. I telepathically sent the girls a message that I was returning. I made it clear I wanted to see my son, and that then, we would have some planning to do.

	 


Chapter 5 - Stats 1

	
	
	As I came down off the adrenaline high that had fueled me through the vicious battle with the three manticore, I wondered what impact, if any, the fight had on my stats. Curious, I pulled up my stat page and reviewed it. 

	
	Stats:

	Strength: 132

	Agility: 89

	Durability: 96

	Magic: 122

	Cultivation Grade: C9

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy 62

	Ranged Combat: 39

	Melee Combat: 43

	Telepathy: 16

	Mana Refinery: 21

	Bone Hardening: 6

	
	C-Rank Body Fortification:

	Left upper region fortification: 6%

	Right upper region fortification:7%

	Left lower region fortification: 2%

	Right lower region fortification: 2%

	Heart region fortification: 0%

	Groin region fortification: 0%

	Mind region fortification: 0%

	By-Product Manipulation: 25%

	Progression to cultivation rank C8: 7%

	 


Chapter 6 - Junior

	
	
	After I linked back up with Denne outside Yonderton’s walls, I directed him to take the widows and their children to see Rozelle, our city manager. She was the overall project manager for the housing we were building. Not only did the new housing provide a safe place for the disadvantaged like this, but it was also starting to provide a nice income for me.

	
	When I’d learned that all the unimproved land within Yonderton and for two miles outside of the city belonged to me, I guess you could say I got a bit… build-happy. We now had a couple dozen homes already up, and with the size and strength of the work crews, were putting up roughly an additional house per day. I’d even authorized hiring more workers, though I had to pay for them with actual coin until I accrued more merits.

	
	Ironically, the beast wave could provide a steady source of merits for me. The question was, was I willing to become a monster hunter to build up our town? For now, I would wait a bit before making any decisions on that front. 

	
	It was just good to know that we were building up the city. Rozelle assured me that it was unusual for Sheriffs, or other town leaders, to build free or low-rent housing as a means of attracting more people to your town. Still, she still went along with it. Hell, she’d even reached out to her contacts in the East and sent a number of letters to start advertising for settlers. 

	
	If things worked out like I wanted, we would double the size of Yonderton in ten years or less. My city manager was doubtful, but dutiful. I was still getting to know Rozelle, but if I had learned one thing, it was that she brooked no nonsense. I’d given her a great deal of control, but I was reassured by the fact that she was sent here by Sativa to work for me. 

	
	For all her faults, Sativa had picked me for this job. That meant she couldn’t be all bad, even if she never gave me the information I needed. If I ever got to meet her again, that was certainly something I was going to bring up.

	
	By the time we got inside the city walls, I was antsy. It took a conscious effort of will not jump from the horse I rode and start running for the office. Once I’d turned the horse over to Denne, so that he could return it to its owner, I stepped up my pace. And then decided I didn’t care who saw me—let them talk about how the Sheriff running in the streets. I wanted to meet my son and see that Lina was okay.

	
	I could sense her and feel her emotions through our bond, so I knew that she was physically okay. I sensed the same was true of my other wives through our soul bond, but each of them had a knot of tension inside of them. It was the largest within Lina. That clue, along with the way Rava had been speaking before, cued me in to the fact that not everything was perfect.

	
	Wild fears ran through my mind without any factual basis. I worried that my boy was handicapped, or impaired in some way. Try as I might, I couldn’t recall seeing any handicapped children since I’d come here. I worried how he would survive, were that the case. That might sound callous, but Olimero was a hostile world. 

	
	I swore then and there, that I would love my son, no matter what. At least I thought that I would. I just didn’t know how Olimerans viewed such things. I had only seen a couple of people without arms or legs, for example—and they were all adults who had been injured in work accidents, or fights. 

	
	As I played through the different scenarios through in my mind, the Sheriff’s office came in sight. At some point, I had stopped thinking of it as my office, and more as my home. Technically, it was both, but with wives living here and now a child, it was going to be a family home. I’d been more excited for that than I had expected.

	
	When I walked up to the front door, Nunani and Melossi were both leaving to go help their husband. They gave me sad smiles, but didn’t say anything. That only added to my concerns. Inside, I found Mursha holding Nunani’s baby. The powerful orc warrior and smith held the bouncy monkeykin child in her arms. It was amazing how quickly Mursha’s niece had grown. 

	
	At least, it was amazing to me. I estimated that, though it had only been a few weeks, the child was more like a six-month old. Everyone else thought this was normal, but it made me wonder how quickly my own children would grow. It definitely put new spin on that old song, ‘Cat’s In the Cradle’. You can’t get back time that is lost. I knew then, that if I didn’t make a priority of my family, that time would go fast.

	
	Josie walked out of our bedroom, which was where we had agreed Lina would deliver the baby. It had easy access to water, after the private bathroom had been upgraded, and it was the most comfortable room in the office. Besides, it was as much Lina’s room, now, as it was mine. She might occasionally give me and Josie, or me and Rava, some private time, but I never woke up in the morning without finding her tangled up in our bed.

	
	My lovely foxkin saw me and smiled, “You need to assure her that this isn’t her fault.”

	
	“Whoa, hold up…” I frowned at my fiery-haired wife. “No one has told me what’s going on.”

	
	“We didn’t want to interrupt you, while you were out there in a fight, and Lina begged us to give her some time with the baby…” and here she teared up for some reason, “in case you decided it needed to be exposed.”

	
	I didn’t have a clue about whatever it was Josie was talking about. I seemed to remember that certain old cultures on Earth had set unwanted children outside to die from exposure. This thought stoked a burning fire in my gut. 

	
	No matter what was wrong with my child, I would never consider such a thing. I tried not to become angry with Josie. My usual chant, when things were different, was ‘when in Rome… do as the Romans do,’ but that didn’t apply to killing innocent babies. I counted slowly backwards from ten inside my head to get my emotions under control.

	
	“Under no circumstances is anyone going to harm my son—no matter what issues he may have,” I declared. I spoke slowly and purposefully, staring the entire time at Josie. Between that and the bond, I hoped she would see just how serious I was. 

	
	I added, “I will do many things to fit in here, but discarding an innocent child because it isn’t perfect is completely unacceptable to me.”

	
	Josie’s eyes got big then she leaped into my arms, hugging me tightly. I could feel her trembling and, but for the emotions flooding our bond, I might have worried that she was scared of me. Instead, I knew that she was incredibly relieved. She really had been afraid that I might do something to my own son. That cut me to the quick. We were still in the honeymoon phase, all of us were, still getting to know each other—but I would have hoped that she knew me by now better than that. I tried not to let my disappointment that she would think that of me cross the bond.

	
	She pushed away from me. “You smell good. I like it when you’ve been fighting. But it would be wrong of me to try to drag you off for myself at this time. You really should go see Lina. And it isn’t that bad.” She shrugged. “The baby still has ten fingers, ten toes, and all the same parts you have… even if he is a little ugly.”

	
	I shook my head but didn’t say anything. When I turned away from Josie, I saw Rava standing in the doorway of our bedroom. 

	
	“Hello, husband. I heard what you said to Josie. Do you really mean it?”

	
	“We’re bonded, Rava, and you know that I can’t lie to Josie, to Lina, or to you.” I sighed in exasperation. “Even without the bond, though, you should know by now how I feel about such things.”

	
	“True,” she nodded, “but bond or not… sometimes there is no substitution for hearing you say it.”

	
	I stepped forward and pulled the elf into an embrace. “I mean it, Rava. Truly.”

	
	She wrinkled her nose and asked, “Is that manticore poison, I smell?”

	
	I chuckled. “Josie said she likes the way I smell.”

	
	“I’m not a beastkin. I don’t like the smell, but please tell me that if you fought a manticore, you at least got its poison glands. They are useful in a number of potions.”

	
	“I have several of them, and I think you are going to get a lifetime supply in the near future, but we can talk about that later. I don’t want to touch the glands now and risk getting poison on Lina or my son.” 

	
	I started to let go off the lithe beauty and went to step back when something occurred to me. “Oh, by the way, I should have asked this before… but are there customs on Olimero for how to name a baby?”

	
	She blinked up at me, but then leaned in close, craning her neck up to steal a kiss. “Thanks for thinking of me, even while you were fighting. To answer your question, each race handles the naming of children a little bit differently. With orcs, it is the prerogative of the father to name all the children. With elves, it is more of a collaborative decision. Beastkin, though, tend to follow the pattern of fathers naming their sons and mothers naming their daughters—and they tend to lean heavily towards using family names. That means, Lina is probably expecting you to name your son after you. That is, if you don’t….”

	
	“No more of that,” I interrupted her. Giving her one more kiss, I pushed past her and mentally prepared myself. 

	
	I might as well get over this. Based on their reactions, they thought this was something serious. But for some reason, I had a hard time believing it could be anything that bad. Maybe it was my budding optimism, that everything was going my way.

	
	Lina immediately moved to sit up in the bed when I entered the room. 

	
	“No,” I held a hand out towards her, “you just lay down and rest.” Though I knew she was far more durable than an Earth woman, pampering your wife was never a bad idea.

	
	My blonde bunnygirl held a tiny bundle in her arms. As I strode over to her with a purpose, I noted a flicker of fear in her eyes. Dammit! Why the hell did my women think so little of me? Didn’t they know me better than that?!

	
	“You have nothing to worry about,” I told her, struggling to keep my frustration out of my voice. “I would die before I allowed any harm to come to our child.” 

	
	Kneeling down at the side of the bed, I kissed her cheek and then leaned in. “Please show me my son.”

	
	Lina was always quick to believe me, even when I spouted things off about Earth that she thought were preposterous. I was relieved to see the fear wash away from her, but I still slid my arm around her back as she lay propped up in bed and gave her a side-hug. From there, it was easy for me to look down and see our son’s face when she loosened the swaddling.

	
	What I saw, made my heart skip a beat. 

	
	He was beautiful. I had never known that I could love something or someone as unconditionally as I did in that moment. I mean, I loved my wives. We were bonded, and what I felt for each and every one of them surpassed anything I had hoped for in marriage. But seeing this helpless, little bundle in Lina’s arms made me feel warm and fuzzy all over. His little eyes were closed, but his face might as well have been a copy of what I remembered of my baby photos—pictures which my Mom had tried to show any girl I risked bringing home.

	
	“He’s perfect, just like his mother.”

	
	I leaned down and kissed his forehead.

	
	“You really are okay with him, aren’t you? I know he isn’t a bunnykin, but I promise I will still love him. In fact, I’ll love him even more, because he looks like his father.”

	
	Then it dawned on me what had happened. On Olimero, the race of the mother determined the race of the child. I pulled the little bundle that was my son out of his mother’s arms and carefully unwrapped him. Ten fingers and ten toes, everything looked to be there. He was a perfect baby. 

	
	Clumsily, I wrapped him back up into not nearly as tight a package as I’d unwrapped. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I held him close and cuddled. Lina got up on her knees next to me, hugging the both of us.

	
	“I’m so happy,” she sniffled. “You’ve made me your wife, and now a mother. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

	
	“Of course.” I kissed the top of her head as I nestled my boy in one arm and pulled his mother in close with the other. “I won’t say that I was planning on having a baby in the first year I got to town, but I do want to make a family here. I swear I will protect the both of you.”

	
	Arms around one another, we cuddled together in the bed with our son, as a family. 

	
	After a long moment of tender silence, Lina asked, “What will you name him?”

	
	I stayed quiet for a moment. “Can we decide together? Consider it another one of those odd Earth traditions.”

	
	She smiled, “I’d like to name him after you. That is a very common thing to do for first sons. Could we call him Robbie?”

	
	I chuckled. “Robbie is a fine name for a boy, but when he is a man, that’s a name he won’t want to be called.”

	
	She pouted at this. 

	
	“But he can be Rob Junior, if you like, and while he is little, we can call him Robbie.”

	
	She nuzzled my cheek. “I’d like that.”

	
	Her words fixed in my mind my purpose. Making my wives happy became one of my greatest missions in this life—it brought the greatest joy I could imagine. Well, other than the joy I held in the crook of my arm.

	
	 


Chapter 7 - The Man With a Plan

	
	
	After a few hours of cuddling and sleeping with Lina and the baby, I got up to go meet with the others. Of course, by then, the office was completely dark and quiet. That was the true risk of a long, afternoon nap. I heard some noise, but immediately realized it was coming from Denne’s room. We had spent a few merits to combine two of the bedrooms, so he would have enough room for himself, his wives, and his child. 

	
	I grinned at the sounds, and realized we needed to invest in some better soundproofing for all the rooms. Then I pushed the thought out of my mind as I mumbled, “Get some, Denne.” I figured happy deputies were good deputies; and thinking of that, I decided to check on the rest of them. 

	
	Mursha and Daria each had their own rooms, but Josie always slept in my—or rather, our room now. All of her belongings had been moved in. I struggled to picture the proud foxkin asking to crash in one of the other deputies’ rooms, and I wondered where the redhead ended up. Then there was Rava. She might be a clerk, but she still spent a great deal of time at her home and shop, which were really one and the same. 

	
	The question of the hour was, who should I check in on first? My limited experience with having a harem told me that my women were very sensitive to any impression that they weren’t getting enough of my attention. And they each had their own ways of responding to any perceived lack of attention. 

	
	Daria, for example, was much worse than any of my wives. She still seemed to feel like I was putting her off—though, if I was honest with myself, I kind of was. I had this vision in my head about how it was going to work. Maybe it was time to just climb on board that train. Sometimes, with how I tended to overthink things, perfect became an obstacle to damn good. I just needed to get out of my own way. 

	
	I almost knew what Daria felt like, being on the receiving end of such a situation with a certain green-skinned beauty. For all that Mursha had said she didn’t want to marry me, even when I offered, she was every bit as jealous of my time with her as Daria. It occurred to me then that I didn’t have to figure this out on my own. I could ask my wives for guidance. It’s a stupid man who takes a woman to his bed, calls her his wife, but then won’t listen to her advice. 

	
	I reached out telepathically to Josie, “Jo-Jo, are you awake?”

	
	The impression I got back was of her curled up in some blankets. “I am now. Is something wrong? Are Lina and the baby okay? It doesn’t feel like anything is wrong.”

	
	As if it wasn’t enough that I was bonded with my wives, they were all bonded with each other. It was already creating some interesting situations that I had not expected—for one, they all tried to give me pointers about what to do in the bedroom that felt best for the others. The first time that Rava had tried to tell me how Lina liked me to use my tongue, my first instinct had been to be duck and hide my burning cheeks somewhere else.

	
	I already was —and I’m sure the ladies were, too—grateful that I’d managed to push that urge aside. They were excellent tutors about how to pleasure my other partners, and they seemed to take a voyeuristic pleasure in explaining to me the proper ways to press their sister-wives’ buttons. For Lina, I think it was just her personality, while Jo-Jo was as embarrassed by it as I was. But Rava? My long-legged elf seemed to consider helping me better understand the others’ desires the ultimate exercise in intimacy. 

	
	The irony of it all was that I could feel what they were each experiencing when we made love—to an extent. Evidently, I experienced their intense sensations and emotions differently across the bond than the girls did. I chalked it up to their biological similarities making it easier for them to become attuned to one another. And they were most definitely attuned, now. 

	
	It wasn’t unusual for one of them to orgasm while I was making love to another of them. Rava had even gone so far as to insist, in no uncertain terms, that we warn her if we were going to get amorous while she was at her office. She claimed we had made her spill a potentially volatile potion, which caused her to utter swears she hadn’t used in ages—many of which I’m not sure were anatomically possible. Warning her certainly seemed safer. 

	
	“No, everyone is fine. They are sleeping, and I wanted to check in on everyone. I didn’t know where you and Rava were.”

	
	I heard the elf chime in then. “We’re sleeping at my house.”

	
	“Together?”

	
	Josie replied with annoyance, “Of course, but not like that. We are just sharing a bed. I’ve grown accustomed to a full bed.”

	
	A part of me felt like a heel, but I was somewhat relieved that they weren’t fooling around, without me there. Rava must have gotten a hint of my relief and the cause of it, because she laughed, “You are rather outdated in your thinking, but no, there is no need for us to join the knitting circle, so to speak.”

	
	“What is the knitting circle?”

	
	They both telepathically giggled in my head. Josie simply said, “Think about it.”

	
	Rava offered a bit more context. “We’ve told you before, that it is very common for a man not to worry that much about the sexual needs of his wives. Given that fact, it is quite common and socially acceptable for wives to meet one another’s needs. But lack of stamina or being able to satisfy multiple women hasn’t been an issue with you. Body cultivation definitely has its benefits.”

	
	Across the bond, I felt a surge of desire. “I can come over if you want?”

	
	Josie replied, “No, you should stay there so you are near if Lina needs you.”

	
	“I agree. I have a lot to do in the morning. I’m meeting with Mactosh to go over some new ammunition for his next proto-type weapon.”

	
	“And I’ll be starting patrol first thing in the morning,” Josie sent.

	
	“Hmm, guess I’m not used to having much time to myself. Should I go check on Daria or Mursha?”

	
	“Don’t check on the hawkkin,” Rava snickered, “unless you are ready to consummate your marriage to her. She is at her wit’s end. You really need to stop stringing the poor girl along.”

	
	“I’m going to fix that. As soon as I set things up, she and I are going to go investigate how much of a problem these beast waves might be. I have only put it off, waiting for Lina to give birth.”

	
	“Good, that is good. Lina has been frustrated lately that you aren’t following her guidance as your Mistress of the Sheets. Although, I fear if you completely gave in to her, you’d have at least a dozen wives by now. I want us to have a strong family, but I don’t mind you taking your time to make sure only the right women join it,” Rava admitted.

	
	Josie quickly chimed in, “But you know we have already approved of Daria and Mursha. So, maybe you should join the orc in her room. You keep acting like you are waiting for her, but she is simply waiting for you to show you want her.”

	
	“But I do want her.”

	
	“We’re bonded to you; you don’t have to convince us.” 

	
	I could just picture Josie rolling her eyes.

	
	“But,” she continued, “Mursha is feeling insecure. Your way isn’t how orcs do things. You have proven that you are stronger than her; now she expects you to take her. It is sweet that you have allowed her time to realize this herself, but the time for waiting is past.”

	
	“She’ll have to wait a bit longer; I don’t plan to pursue her too heavily, until after Daria. It wouldn’t be fair to let Mursha skip to the head of the line.”

	
	I was pretty sure that Josie growled something about me ‘acting like a stupid human’, but apparently it is possible to mumble via telepathy. 

	
	I growled back at her, “Don’t worry. The time of waiting is past. I’m the hunter now, and I will bring each of them into our family—but in my way and on my timeline.”

	
	She replied back, “Yes, husband.” And for the life of me, even with the bond, I wasn’t sure if she was messing with me or not. 

	
	“I want to meet with everyone tomorrow afternoon,” I continued. “I have some plans in mind, but need to run some errands in the morning.”

	
	We talked for a bit more before I let them go back to sleep. I was still torn, but I decided that this was my house, and that I would check in on both Daria and Mursha—in that order. If they were going to be my wives, then we needed to be able to communicate. And honestly? I felt like it was high time I took charge of the direction my life was headed. 

	
	Bracing myself to stay strong, I knocked on Daria’s door. There was a bit of shuffling, and then she said, “Come in, Sheriff.” 

	
	I wasn’t really surprised that she knew it was me. Most beastkin had senses far sharper than a human’s limited abilities. Opening the door slowly, I stepped into her room. 

	
	The light was dim, but Sativa had gifted me to be able to see in the dark. Nonetheless, I still channeled an extra bit of ki to my eyes to help me see even better. I hadn’t been in Daria’s room before, but I noted in a glance that it was sparsely furnished. She had what I would call a nest of blankets and pillows in in the center of the room, rather than a bed. Her clothing and weapons all hung from what appeared to be clotheslines that crisscrossed the room. There were no other ornaments or decorations to indicate that Daria had made herself at home.

	
	As for the hawkgirl herself, she sat cross-legged in the center of her nest. She had only bothered to partially cover herself. The way the thin blanket was draped over her shoulder made it abundantly clear there wasn’t much, if anything, underneath that thin barrier of cloth maintaining her modesty.

	
	I’d be lying if I denied that I felt a surge of arousal. With three wives each displaying their eagerness in different ways, I had gotten used to having more sex than any normal man could have sustained. With today’s battle, and no release since then, my need manifested in both an increased heart rate and a swelling bulge in my trousers. Were it not for the increased control of my body which I had developed, I would likely have been pitching a tent for the whole world to see. 

	
	“Sorry, if I woke you,” I said. “We didn’t get time to speak earlier, but I wanted you to know that we will likely be leaving on our tour of the countryside in three days or so. That is, unless we can deal with the manticores sooner.”

	
	She made a low, clucking sound. “You didn’t have to come to my bed chamber just to reveal that, Sheriff. Was there something else you wanted? Perhaps something you see that you like?” 

	
	As she spoke, Daria allowed the blanket, which was draped around her breasts to loosen, and I saw even more of her cleavage. The exotic look of her feathered hair combined with the hawkgirl’s piercing gaze was quite sexy, but seeing those delightful curves shamelessly flaunted before me was enticing at a completely different level. 

	
	I had already decided that I was going on the offensive, though. I was the hunter, not the prey. “I see a great deal that I want. In fact, I see something I’m going to take and thoroughly enjoy—But it will happen when it happens, according to my timeline.” I gave the pouting beauty a wink. “You deserve some alone time, and we will have that on our trip.” 

	
	I crossed the room and knelt down in front of her cloth nest while I spoke. I could hear the beat of her heart and feel her breath as I got closer. My expanded senses left no doubt about what was on her mind. Why waste it? 

	
	“But that doesn’t mean,” I continued, “that I can’t have a taste of you, now.” I slid my hand around behind her head and leaned in while pulling her head forward. 

	
	Our mouths met in a passionate kiss, and I felt her melt into me. For the next several minutes, I showed her just how much passion I had built up—all without letting things go any farther than I intended. I definitely enjoyed how responsive she was, when I cupped her small-but-firm breast in my hand. She was most likely a full B cup, though smaller than any of my wives, including Rava. 

	
	That didn’t keep her breasts from being enticing as hell, or me from enjoying how Daria trembled in my arms when I used my thumb and forefinger to stimulate their peaked nipples. I kissed and licked and teased and rubbed just about every inch of the amorous woman above the waist, but never let her undo my pants. Each time she tried to do so, I would only whisper, “Soon, but waiting for this egg to hatch will only make it better.”

	
	By now, I was even getting to know how to speak in metaphors that would be most familiar to each of the women in my life. Just because I wouldn’t let her undo my pants, though, didn’t mean that her hands weren’t actively stroking and rubbing my crotch. It was all more than a little hot, but I made sure not to let things get out of control. 

	
	Daria was a wild thing—a true predator—but one that I needed to tame. I liked what she was doing, what she wanted to do, but had to let her know who was in charge. I needed to set the tone for our future relationship.

	
	After a good half an hour of hot and heavy necking and petting, I pulled back. The urgency in her eyes almost caused my resolve to crumble, but I knew it would be worth waiting for. “I can’t wait to explore the wilderness with you,” I whispered in her ear, before nuzzling the feathers at her neck one more time. Then, I left her wanting more. 

	
	Truthfully, both of us wanted more, but I forced some unwelcome discipline on the loudly protesting little Rob. Once back out in the hallway, I eyed Mursha’s door. I’d restrained myself once, but twice might be pushing my luck. Shaking my head, I decided to go down to the mana chamber. I wanted to see if I could refine the Emotion Mana I had drained from Nimeera earlier. There would be enough time tomorrow for my fierce but beautiful smith.

	
	
	 


Chapter 8 – Oops…

	
	
	Walking through the kitchen and down to the lower floor, I changed my mind. Before I went to the mana chamber, I decided to hit the range. While I had been effective enough against the manticores, it was clear that my ranged combat was not progressing as quickly as my melee skills. Perhaps it was to be expected, with the development path I had taken. 

	
	I shook my head as I rejected that thought. Using a ranged weapon could only benefit from my enhancements, if maybe not as much as it benefitted my melee skills. Enhanced eyesight, steadier hands, and even the way I could expand my perception through my enhanced sense of touch would make this an impressive part of my repertoire. I just needed to put the work in. 

	
	I had been practicing my archery with Daria, but given that I’d been trying to avoid my instructor, I’d been shirking this training too much, of late. Time with the tightly wound hawkgirl had become uncomfortable, but now that I was determined to seize the initiative, I wouldn’t back down.

	
	I set the course to create constantly moving targets and then set myself up at about a hundred yards, a good three hundred feet from the targets. I could shoot an arrow at least twice as far as this with accuracy, and could probably hit larger targets from three times this distance. The magical bow given to me by Sativa continually increased its draw pressure in response to my growing strength. 

	
	In that sense, the weapon leveled up with me. 

	
	But neither accuracy nor range was  my biggest problem. My real problem was that I needed to be able to hit multiple targets more quickly. If beast waves were going to become a thing I had to deal with more often, then rate of fire would be critical. I also needed to test my latest shotgun prototype, but first I started with the bow. 

	
	The course had targets which popped up at random intervals anywhere from ten yards to the full hundred yards out. They also moved from side to side and even on uneven paths, which could bring them closer or send them further away. Then there were some targets which followed a path from the farthest designated point to right before me, simulating a monster which was coming at me. Of course, the opposite was also possible, causing the target to turn move away from me, allowing me to practice hitting a fleeing target. I had to give it to Sativa; this course was worth every single merit it had cost. 

	
	Before I started, I sat down cross-legged and meditated for a minute. I focused on pulling ambient mana from the air in faster than I normally did. I wanted to fully charge myself, without using any of the Emotion Mana I had absorbed when fighting Nimeera. My abilities in this regard had jumped significantly with practice. Now, instead of taking more than three minutes to fully fill my core with ki, I was able to do it in just under a minute. 

	
	Now full of power, I stood and pulled out my bow. The course reacted and started moving once again. That gave me an idea for an upgrade. I wondered if Sativa could make it so the marksman could stand on a moving platform, which would make things even more difficult and force me to respond to multiple changing variables. 

	
	For the moment, I fed ki to my eyes, ears, and skin. I wanted to be as completely aware of the setting as was possible. Once again, I found it was easier to react to the stimuli that I felt, rather than what I saw or heard. When I sensed a target starting to come up from the floor, I was able to react before it even reached its full height. The ebb and flow of sensing and then reacting sucked me in, and I lost myself in it. 

	
	It made me feel alive in a way that nothing short of real danger—except perhaps my wives—could make me feel. I dodged and rolled from side to side along the firing line, running up and down the full width of the course as I fired again and again. The course itself seemed to be adaptive, and whenever I got into a groove, it would shake things up. 

	
	At one point, it had forty targets all charge at me. The targets were each moving at the speed of a running man, which meant that I only had about twelve seconds to get my shots off. Even with my superhuman Agility and enhanced senses, I only got off four shafts before the targets reached me. That would have been bad if they’d been real opponents. 

	
	It was that very thing for which I’d come down here to improve my ranged combat skills. I knew I could be faster, but my conscious mind kept getting in the way. My body was faster, and my senses were sharper, but decision-making still slowed each and every shot. 

	
	I set the course to repeat that same obstacle and once again found myself facing forty charging, man-shaped targets. This time I was a bit faster and got off five arrows, but I knew it was still decision-making which was holding me back. There were limits to how quickly I could nock and loose my shafts—if I had to rely upon my conscious mind to aim. On the fifth attempt, I got off six arrows before the targets reached me, but I was almost certain that one arrow every two seconds was the peak of my conscious mind’s ability. 

	
	I paused the course and sat down to meditate. Cycling ki helped me strengthen my body, but that wasn’t why I did so now. I typically maintained the cycle, as it had become a mantra with me to keep my ki enhancements as active as possible, which allowed me to relax. I had learned to do this without conscious thought through continuous practice. Now, though, I needed to adapt my body cultivation to improve my archery. 

	
	After a quick, telepathic check-in to verify that my birthing wife and my newborn were resting safe and sound, I began two hours of meditating to center myself. This was followed by attempts to fire my bow without so much thought, which left me feeling frustrated. At first, all that had happened by increasing my rate of fire was that my aim fell to shit. I completely missed, or hit only glancing shots, when I accelerated to a pace of one arrow per second. I went with that for a bit, hoping that practice would refine it; but though I got a little better, I felt like I was missing something. 

	
	My body was able to push my rate of fire to just slightly faster than one shot per second, but I couldn’t do so with a reasonable degree of accuracy. Just as I was about to throw in the towel and try a different strategy, I fell into a flow state, if only for a few seconds. It was a place where my body did its thing without conscious thought. In three seconds, I fired off five arrows, with each shaft nailing their target’s center mass. Of course, as soon as I was aware of what I was doing, I lost the feel for it. 

	
	I decided to stop at that point. My efforts hadn’t resulted in a complete failure, and I knew better than to think I could achieve my goals in a single session. Still, I got three level ups to my ranged combat skill—so this session had been quite fruitful. 

	
	Now, I just had to put the time in and practice more consistently. Unfortunately, there wouldn’t be much time for that before I had to deal with the manticores and then left to tour the district. I knew you had time for what you made time for, so I would simply have to figure out where to squeeze such practice in. 

	
	That left me with testing the latest shotgun prototype that Mactosh had made. The previous ones had been as likely to explode in my hands as to blast the enemy. They were certainly effective when they worked, but reliability was even more important than power. I hoped that the quest reward I had brought to Mactosh for shutting down the slavery ring would help him overcome the problems we’d had with crafting a reliably functioning device. 

	
	That wasn’t the only quest I had completed, either. Defeating An’kesh, the mind mage who had plagued me since shortly after my arrival in Yonderton, had netted me a few odd, magical charms and a collection of healing potions, along with a tidy sum of coin and another spatial container. I had given that one to Lina, as she ran our household and I wanted her to be able to shop with ease. 

	
	It was the sword which I had taken from him which was the quest’s greatest reward. I paused for a moment before pulling out the shotgun and examined the sword once more. The notification had been informative, while also leaving me with more questions than answers, so I scrolled back to it. 

	
	Bargon’s Slice: This long sword was enchanted by a distant ancestor of the Bargon Family. An’kesh was a young, but promising member of this family. Beware, some of his kin may seek to avenge his death. The blade is a B-grade item, with the potential to become an A-grade item if infused with the correct combination of mana. 

	
	Current state: The blade’s edge never dulls and is sharper than any razor. It can pierce or slice through steel as easily as it does through flesh. The blade is so sharp, it likely has a spatial edge—though the secret of its forging is lost to history. Some believe the blade is alive.

	
	It was hard to put my finger on it, but I understood why some might believe the blade was alive. I had tried practicing with it after An’kesh’s death, but the sword almost seemed to want to fight me for control. It twitched in my hand and pulled to the side at odd moments, like it wanted to take flight. That sort of thing could be fatal during a fight, but I wasn’t about to give up on an upgradeable, B-grade item. 

	
	If I could master it, this sword would be a significant upgrade to my arsenal.

	
	A part of me had considered giving it to Josie. She was clearly more of a master with the blade than I might ever be. Swordsmanship was in her blood, while my body was a weapon on its own. Something held me back, though. It didn’t seem right to finish a quest calling for me to defeat my arch-nemesis, only to give the quest’s biggest reward away. For now, at least, I was determined to make the blade my own. 

	
	It wasn’t the blade that I had intended to look at, however. Rather, it was the other quest reward I had obtained after completing one of the most important quests I’d received—End the Kidnapping Ring. I remembered being disappointed when I’d obtained it, before realizing the amazing potential it had. The reward had been a crafting formula for creating an alloy known as fibrosteel, along with two pounds of mithril. 

	
	Mithril was a key element for making the new alloy, but when crafted correctly, it only constituted five percent of the new metal. This would allow us to stretch the super-rare mithril much further than I’d hoped. At first, I had assumed that simply turning the formula and mithril over to Mactosh would allow him to make fibrosteel. Nothing could have been further from the truth. 

	
	The reality was that this was a grandmaster-level task. And even with Mactosh’s Master Smith-level skill and his Metal mana, it was complicated. The first few batches had been failures, which of course had me screaming internally about losing some of the mithril. Some of it could be salvaged, but not all of it. 

	
	The only good thing about these failures was that they really got Mactosh worked up. He still wasn’t sold on the idea of guns, but he heartily appreciated the opportunity to work with a new metal. He redoubled his efforts to demonstrate his skill at the forge.

	
	I pulled the shotgun from my spatial storage and examined this newest prototype. As with all of Mactosh’s work, it was immaculate. He wouldn’t allow even a test weapon to leave his shop until it was polished and made to look as beautiful as he could manage. My examination of it revealed that this weapon was created from only 80%-efficiency fibrosteel, but that was an improvement over Mactosh’s previous efforts. Before this, 50% efficiency was the best he had obtained. 

	
	I also pulled out the bandolier of shells that Denne had given me. A quick examination of the shells revealed that there were twelve black, four red, four blue, four green, six gray, and another dozen of the yellow ones. I expected my testing and practice would end up using all of these just to acclimate myself to this weapon, but if that was the case, then I’d just have to sweet-talk Rava into brewing me some more. I was sure that whatever she asked for in return wouldn’t be too onerous. In fact, thinking about what she’d most likely want in return forced me to school my libido, so that I didn’t wake the girls up with a rush of lusty emotion. 

	
	The most important part of this initial testing would be to determine the effective range of the weapon, as well as learning how quickly I could work it. Reloading should be fairly easy. We hadn’t yet worked out a system to eject the spent shell casings, but the weapon opened smoothly on its hinge, and the spent shells could then simply be plucked from the barrels before reloading. It would always have a slower rate of fire than the bow, but I hoped the weapon would make up for that weakness with its shock and awe effect. 

	
	I set the course to have rotating targets moving before me at ranges of twenty, forty, eighty, and one hundred yards. Then, I loaded up some of the solid slugs. At twenty yards, the force of the impact was as great as my magical bow—which is to say that it caused the wooden target to explode into splinters. The same happened at both forty and even eighty yards. At a full one hundred yards, I was still able to aim it accurately, but it was obvious that the impact had started to lessen. 

	
	I set up other targets and realized I was able to hit out to two hundred yards with a slug, but with only a dozen to test with, I stopped with after firing five of them. However Rava had made the shells, they worked as designed. For now, I would tell her and Mactosh to stop producing slugs. They couldn’t do anything more than my bow could do. If we ever got to the point that I could hand out a shotgun to each deputy, that’s when I would have to re-evaluate this decision. 

	
	Next up was testing the elemental types. I wanted to see how much of an Area of Effect—or AoE—they had. I loaded up a single red Fire shell in the left barrel and a blue Lightning one in the right side. Then, I found a target twenty yards out and cut loose with the Fire shell. It was freaking awesome. The gun heated up slightly in my hands, but nothing I couldn’t safely manage. And its effect was beyond anything I had hoped for. 

	
	I had expected the shell to hit its target and explode in a blast of flame, sort of like a magical grenade. What happened was so much better; I might as well have been wielding a flamethrower. A stream of fire shout out from the barrel. At first, it was only as thick as my fist, but it rapidly expanded until by twenty yards out, it completely engulfed the entire target. In seconds, there was nothing left but a smoking pull where the target had been mounted. 

	
	Even better, the flame’s power had continued on far beyond the target and managed to scorch holes into a second target a full sixty yards away. That was one deadly stream of fire! I wasn’t sure how lethal it might be at that range, but anything hit by it would certainly be wishing they hadn’t gotten out of bed that morning. And the effect wasn’t confined to the space of a single target, but rather spread out until it was a fifteen-foot-wide cone. 

	
	I desperately wanted to test some more of the Fire shells—you know, for science—but something told me it would be best not to upset Rava by wasting them. After the extreme power of the Fire shell, the Lightning shell was a bit underwhelming. It seared the targets it struck and had a decent AoE, arcing bolts across an area roughly seven feet wide by one hundred yards long. It was just that it didn’t pack the same sense of overwhelming force that the Fire shell had produced. I would need to ask Rava and Mactosh about the differences in how well the weapon held up to repeated use of the elemental ammo, but figured I had best rest the weapon for a bit. 

	
	The combination of the earlier slugs, along with these two magical rounds, had heated the weapon to the point that the wooden stock had started to blacken. It amused me to find that my hands were tougher than the wood, because to me it only felt warm, not hot. That, of course, meant that I would need to change my expectations. My toughened skin and stone body were strong enough that I needed to consider any noticeable heating of the stock or action to be a dangerous threat to the weapon’s integrity. 

	
	While I waited for the weapon to cool down, I made another observation. I’d absorbed a small amount of mana when the weapon discharged—at least for the elemental rounds I’d fired. Fire mana was the most easily recognizable to me. In fact, it felt like I’d absorbed some of Josie’s flames. As I thought about it some more, I realized I had even absorbed some mana when firing the slugs—though that was more of a generic mana that I associated with alchemy and Rava, rather than any elemental mana. 

	
	The same held true with the Lightning mana round. That got me thinking, but I figured I’d save my guesses for when I next spoke to Rava. For the moment, I set myself to absorbing any mana which lingered in the weapon. I got some Fire mana and then some Study Mana. As I pulled harder, I felt remnants of something that I didn’t recognize at first but eventually determined was Metal Mana. 

	
	The problem was that I didn’t realize what I was doing until it was too late. By the time I understood what I was doing, I had siphoned out too much of Mactosh’s Metal mana for the weapon to maintain its integrity. I wouldn’t say that it crumbled to bits in my hands, but it definitely fell apart. 

	
	The trigger and a few other parts seemed unaffected, but most of the metal that made up the two barrels broke up into jagged chunks. Mactosh was gonna kill me, but this opened all kinds of options I had never considered. It was going to take quite a bit more testing, but if I could destroy the integrity of an object by sucking up the mana inside it, that could greatly expand my options in a fight. 

	 


Chapter 9 - Compression

	
	
	I swept up all the pieces of Mactosh’s prototype shotgun into a cloth bag before dropping that bag and the bandolier into my spatial storage. So much for range time. Now, I needed to head down to the mana chamber. 

	
	As I walked to the stairs in the floor at the far end of the range, I pulled two objects out of my spatial storage. I wanted to be able to work on them inside the mana chamber. , Of course, the first was An’kesh’s sword. The second was a clear crystal as wide as a man’s fist and an inch thick. A band of gold rimmed the crystal’s edges, with a number of runes etched into it. 

	
	This was what An’kesh had referred to as his mana well. Rava had explained it as a battery which could store mana. I had, as of yet, been unable to put mana into it, but I wanted to try again. If I couldn’t make it work, then I would give it to one of my wives, hoping they would be able to use it. 

	
	Rava insisted it was a highly enchanted item and easily worth a few thousand gold. I had no reason to doubt her, but so far it hadn’t proved to be more than just a piece of gaudy, crystal jewelry. With both in hand, I paused at the foot of the stairs on the lower level. Before I entered the mana chamber’s entry hall, I sensed someone else had just entered the lower floor. 

	
	A smile crossed my lips. The sound of her steps was unmistakable. None of my other deputies walked like she did. Believing I knew who approached, I enhanced my sense of smell to double-check, and I got a whiff of metal and roses. Mursha had a thing for rose petals. 

	
	I had a minute to kill before she reached me. It was possible that she was only coming down here to use the forge, but I expected she wanted to speak with me, and that wasn’t a bad thing. It was high time I put her on the defensive, instead of my always feeling like I had to justify myself to her. 

	
	While I waited for her, I pulled up the description of the mana room, checking the upgrades I had made to it after my previous mishap with several mana crystals loaded with Mursha’s Gravity mana. 

	
	Mana Room:  A room which focuses the spirit of Telmorra, goddess of mana. Over time, the density of mana will increase, not only in this room, but in the areas adjacent to it. 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.

	 

	Upgrade 1: Safety release. The chamber may be exited at any point by speaking the safe word: Blueberry. 

	 

	Upgrade 2: To ensure greater safety, the mana room will now counter any time distortions which occur within it. As a side effect of this upgrade, spatial devices may not be taken into the mana chamber, or it will not seal. 

	
	The second upgrade had cost me a bundle. It was necessary and one which I had only thought of a couple days ago. It had cost me the majority of my free merits, but if it worked as I hoped, it would be merits well spent. I simply hadn’t been able to try it out yet.

	
	Satisfied with the new upgrades, I was taking off my gear, dropping all my spatial storage pouches outside the mana room, when Mursha walked up to me. 

	
	“Have I offended you, Sheriff?”

	
	She stood with both hands on her hips, which I presumed was to convey her irritation with me. It had the pleasing side effect of making her puff her chest out. Ignoring Little Rob’s observation of this fact, I focused on her frown and didn’t let that distract me.

	
	“What happened to Lord Sheriff?” I asked in a playful tone, because more than anything, I wanted to keep her off-balance. 

	
	“Uh… I… err… that is, I thought you didn’t want to be called that, Sher… I mean Lord Sheriff.” 

	
	Her response was as awkward as the expression on her beautiful face. Mursha might not have Josie’s delicate features, or the classic, sculpted beauty Rava possessed, or the lust-poured-into-a-physical-form expressions that Lina could make, but there was no mistaking her beauty. She was a gorgeous woman, tiny tusks and all. And I was attracted to her in a way stronger than her muscular curves. 

	
	“No, what I said was that in private, you can call me Rob. In public, you should probably call me Sheriff. I never asked anyone to call me Lord.” I tilted my head to the side, studying her. “But, I don’t know, it’s starting to grow on me. Maybe that’s how you should address me, if you are going to keep me at arm’s length.”

	
	She snorted, and a ruddy hue tinged her green cheeks. Making Mursha blush was one of my wives’ favorite pastimes, though for entirely different reasons. “Me… I’m not keeping you… wait, you said I could always speak with you, and would have as much time as I needed....”

	
	“And you can,” I interrupted her. “You will always be my deputy, but I’m still a man. What’s a man to think, if the woman he has proposed marriage to always acts all formal and standoffish with him?”

	
	“You only proposed to me because you wanted to appease my father.” Indignation was writ large across her face, though I thought—just maybe—there was a hint of hope beneath it. 

	
	“Oh… you are a mind mage, now? Have you read my mind? You know my heart?” My raised brows brought that adorable, ruddy hue back to her cheeks.

	
	“You are a very desirable woman, Deputy Mursha. I want you, and not just as a man wants a woman. Your power, despite having been maligned all your childhood, may be essential for my development. It is certainly on par with Rava’s alchemy, or Lina’s healing, in terms of importance.”

	
	The green-skinned beauty didn’t know how to respond to my bold declaration. Instead, she stood there sputtering, as she tried to find the words to respond, all the while fidgeting with the buckles of her armor. 

	
	Before she could get her bearings, I added, “We can discuss this later. I need to do some more training. I’m actually glad you are here. Are you willing to let me fill up on your Gravity Mana before I go into the mana room?”

	
	Whatever response she had been preparing in her head went out the window, as the duty which was so drilled into her overwhelmed her frustration. “Yes, Sheriff.”

	
	No sooner had the words left her mouth than I felt the surrounding gravity begin to increase. The ground pulled on me, and within seconds, my body weighed ten times what it had before. I smiled as I realized Mursha was getting better at this. She’d learned not only how to adjust her gravity fields to a greater extent, but how to do so very quickly. 

	
	It was all I could do to keep a smile on my lips as the increased weight pressed me down to one knee. I had learned, with this level of gravity, it wasn’t simply about being strong enough to stand. My veins had to be strong enough to not collapse. My lungs needed to be able to keep expanding, and my heart had to be able to keep beating. 

	
	Before, it had almost overwhelmed me, but my body had grown stronger since then. I was at a new level, and able to withstand this—not that I would call it pleasant. As gravity pulled me down, I placed a hand on Mursha’s arm. 

	
	The gloves I wore were the first quest reward I had received from Sativa. They allowed me to siphon mana more quickly. With their aid, I sucked Mursha’s Gravity mana into my core as quickly as possible. With my core spinning at full speed, instead of converting the Gravity mana into ki, I refined it as much as I could. I pushed and worked to compress it. Just as the gravity tried to crush me, so I too crushed the mana streams. 

	
	Mursha’s power may have grown, but so had mine. I was able to drain all the mana from her in under a minute. My eyes nearly rolled back in my head with the effort, but I focused on the fine play of muscles under the green skin that I grasped and brought it all under control. Her mana absorbed into my core, and I spun with as much force as I could muster. I didn’t let it break up or convert to ki. Instead, I removed all the impurities from it and condensed it with the internal pressure of my core. 

	
	Once the mana was all compressed, I refined it again, repeating the process. It would take longer to describe, step by step, what I did each time, but after several cycles of spinning and refining, I couldn’t condense the Gravity mana any further. It was now a good six times as pure and compressed as it had been when Mursha had first projected it. 

	
	With a smile, I said, “Your mana may be my favorite to absorb. I feel like it connects me with the fundamental forces of the universe.”

	
	“You don’t have to flatter me.” The way she looked down her nose at me spoke volumes of how skeptical she remained of any positive feedback about the gift her father always denigrated as ‘heavy’ mana. 

	
	“And you don’t have to believe the lies you were told as a child,” I retorted as I stood. “There isn’t room in our relationship for you, me, and your dad. While I like Mactosh an awful lot, you can’t let his biases hold you back. Metal mana isn’t the only valuable type of mana.”

	
	Still sad, her gaze was rooted to the floor, now—something I hated. 

	
	Reaching out, I cupped her chin and raised it. “No, Mursha, look at me. I’ve told you that you will be mine, and that I treasure you. But that will only be enough for you if you accept yourself the way I see you—the way that Lina, Josie, and the others see you. Only then will you be able to give yourself to me.”

	
	I leaned in and softly pressed my lips to hers before pulling back, as she gently exhaled a breathless groan. “You do want to give yourself to me, don’t you?”

	
	“Yes, Lord… er… yes, Sheriff.”

	
	“Just Rob when we are in private. If you want to call me your Lord, you are going to have to earn the privilege, I think. If I’m to be your Lord, then it will be because my opinion is the one you hold most important—besides your own.”

	
	Her brows knit together in consternation. 

	
	“Yeah, that’s right—your own opinion will always be the most important for you—even if you insist on letting someone else determine your value.” I shook my head. “I only want to affirm you, not define you. I accept you as you are.”

	
	Though I longed to kiss her again, to touch her further, that would only undercut what I had just told her. She needed to reach this point on her own. That, and I really owed Daria first. 

	
	Mursha mumbled something about needing to work in the forge, so I let go of her. I didn’t say anything further—best just to let my words sink in for the moment. That didn’t keep me from appreciating the look of her muscular rear as she walked away. An image of what she could do to a watermelon with thighs like that ran through my mind, which in turn made me shake my head. 

	
	What a glorious way to go that would be.

	
	But now, I needed to focus. Time was getting away from me. The sun would be up soon, and people would be clamoring for my attention. There was the beast wave to deal with, but that was one of several issues I had to address—and really a small problem, compared to the tyranny of bureaucracy that ruled my days. I snorted when I realized that, given a choice between fighting lions with scorpion tales and facing Rozelle and her paperwork, it was the paperwork which scared me more. 

	
	Stepping into the mana chamber, I sealed it behind me. The level of ambient mana inside the chamber had been increasing, not only because of the upgrades, but because several of my deputies and clerks made use of it on a regular basis. A culture of success always starts at the top, and my dedication to training was definitely having an impact on the others. 

	
	Once inside the chamber, I released some of the gravity mana. The pressure around me increased to ten times normal gravity in an instant. Even my hardened body felt it, but I was able to keep my feet this time. It was time to push beyond my current boundaries. But before I did that I wanted to work on some other things. Doing so under the strain of extra gravity would only make for better training. 

	
	The first thing I did was to pull out the mana well from where I’d tucked it into my belt. As I examined it closely, I could see the matrix within it for holding mana. In some ways, it felt akin to how I sensed mana within a mage, yet completely different. With a mage, the power and level of mana inside them was constantly in flux. This was the exact opposite. It was made to hold mana in a static state, waiting for someone to tap it. 

	
	The similarity frustrated me, as I tried to push first the ambient mana, and then purified Gravity Mana into it. I even tried to pour in a bit of Emotion Mana, although I didn’t want to risk much of that. I still needed to experiment with the byproduct of what I had gained from the fight with Nimeera. 

	
	I could feel that the crystal wanted to hold mana, but for some reason, it refused to take it from me. Something was missing. I was able to push mana back into my bonded wives. Why should this be any different? I cursed my own ignorance.

	
	Yet for all my ranting, it clearly was different. I considered how I had absorbed the metal mana out of the shotgun. Supposedly, this was an enchanted item, and I should be able to absorb some of that mana from the enchantment. A voice in the back of my head said it was stupid to try this, and that I’d never hear the end of it from Rava if I dissolved the bonds that held the enchantments together. 

	
	But I was so angry that I wanted to try… something… anything. Fortunately, common sense prevailed. I shoved my irritation down into a box and slammed the lid shut. Once again, I was at an impasse. 

	
	I wondered if the enchanted item absorbed mana naturally. Maybe it was the extra gravity pressing down on me, but I couldn’t draw out a single bit of mana from the Mana Well’s physical structure—the matrix within the crystal was bone-dry. I ranted a bit more and then set it aside. 

	
	The chamber was small, but large enough for me to take a step in each direction. That would be enough for me to swing a sword and attempt at least the basic katas Josie had taught me. It was time to find out what swordsmanship felt like at ten times normal gravity.

	 


Interlude 1 - Shadow Dreams

	
	
	Rava woke with a startle. Something was wrong. She was warm, and it was still dark, no wait… it was too dark. 

	
	She moved her hand around but couldn’t feel Josie. The foxkin had been sleeping right next to her. That was a strange sensation. Rava didn’t really feel any attraction for the deputy despite her obvious beauty. Well, that wasn’t completely true. She didn’t feel attracted to her in that way, nor to any women, really. 

	
	She only had eyes for Rob, no matter how vulnerable that made her feel.

	
	Yet, she couldn’t deny there was something between her and Josie. It was the bond—it had to be that. She felt like a portion of Josie had written itself onto her. Rava was no stranger to violence, but earlier in the day, she had wanted to smash in the nose of an obnoxious client. That definitely wasn’t her. 

	
	Then, there was how wet she kept getting—virtually all the time now. Rava was far from a prude, but something about being bonded with Lina had pumped up her sex drive. She felt like she was twenty-five again, instead of more than triple that. 

	
	No, she needed to focus. Looking around, soon enough, she realized where she was. And what was going on. It just had been a really long time since she had been here. 

	
	A deep, mellow voice spoke from the shadows. The voice enveloped her, as if it spoke from all directions at once. “I’m glad you remember this place, daughter.”

	
	“I’m not your daughter. I left that life behind me,” Rava screamed. She hated how helpless she felt. It was bad enough that she felt less than in perfect control around Rob—it set her on edge—but here she knew she had no control, whatsoever. 

	
	“Prodigal daughter perhaps would be more accurate, but a daughter all the same. You may have stepped out of the shadows, but the shadow is forever in you.” The voice paused. “You look as beautiful as ever, my daughter. Do you think that would be true if you were truly flesh alone? Shadow never ages.”

	
	“You know how much I hate this. If you are going to invade my dreams, then at least show yourself. Let me see you,” she hissed.

	
	“For you, I shall do so.” 

	
	The shadows swirled and seemed to creep down the wall to form a puddle at the foot of the bed she sat on. That puddle shimmered and then rose up to form a tall man with a dark complexion. His ears were slanted, like hers, but she knew he was no elf. This could be no other than Korkanis, the god of shadow, and her former master.

	
	“Child, you bear more of my gifts than any other on this world; not even the high priest has all the favors that I have bestowed on you. You were the most fervent of my adherents. What went wrong?”

	
	“I thanked you with decades of service, but eventually, I wanted to make a life of my own. I wanted to see more of this world that Sativa made for my people,” Rava replied.

	
	“Shadow is everywhere. Had you but asked, I would have taken you all across the breadth of Olimero.”

	
	“No, I wanted to do it on my own.”

	
	There was a minute or more of silence after that. Rava could sense a shifting in the shadows. Korkanis wanted something from her, and he must want it very badly to have come to her like this. 

	
	The problem was, he was right. He had given her so much. He had changed her being and made it possible for her to gain secrets of alchemy that no other had yet learned. She’d hoped that giving him much of her life would be enough to repay him. Evidently, he did not agree.

	
	Finally, the shadow spoke. “I will welcome you back with open arms. I will even allow you to travel as you wish and will give you full, shadow flesh. Your life will be measured in millennia rather than decades. Then you may consider the secrets of the universe, which will reveal themselves to you in all that time.”

	
	“And?”

	
	“And what, daughter? What more would you demand of me?”

	
	“Nothing. You pulled me into your realm as I slept—I didn’t ask for you. But I know you, Lord Raven. You don’t offer gifts for nothing. What do you want in exchange?” Rava asked. 

	
	“Nothing that you won’t enjoy. You have already bonded with him. It is a primitive thing, but I can show you how to strengthen it. All you have to do is bring him into the shadow. Raise him up as an adherent, and I will make sure you can spend your millennia with him.” 

	
	Then the shadow made a sound she had not heard from it before—it chuckled. “Don’t try to deny it, daughter. I can see how you feel about him. You have it bad for him.”

	
	Rava wanted to deny the words. She wanted to scream at their mocking undertone, but she knew Korkanis was right.

	
	“I will even give him shadow flesh—in time—if you bring him to me. That way, you will be able to share an eternity together. But, you must bring him to the shadow. He must swear to me, and he must do it in the first temple.”

	
	Rava did some thinking. The first temple of the Cult of the Raven was located in Vulpes, at the far southeastern edge of the continent. It was about as far from Yonderton as you could get. “I’m his wife, not his master. I can’t make him do anything.”

	
	Dark laughter filled the room. “Oh child, you are woefully out of practice. Wives have been making their husbands do things on a thousand different worlds since before Sativa was formed from the cosmic ether.

	
	“He shall be my creature.” 

	
	The room grew cold, and a chill settled over Rava with Korkanis’ next words. 

	
	“If you won’t bring him, then I have two other tools who can do the job. You’ve already met Nimeera. They call her the Heart of the Shadow. Do you honestly believe there has ever been born a man who could resist the combination of her magic and her charms? But even if she has gone soft, I have yet another servant headed this way, who will stop at nothing to become my daughter.” 

	
	“That is the reward I have promised her, if she brings him to willingly kneel at my altar. But if she does that, then you won’t have him. She will. He will become her plaything, except as I need him for my purposes.”

	
	Rava stood upon the bed. She formed a blade of shadow in her hands. It might not hurt Korkanis, but it represented her fury. “You can’t do that. I’m already soul bonded to him!”

	
	The shadow shrugged. “You still know so little. I can do many things that you don’t understand… but perhaps I will allow you to stay bonded to him. That would allow you to feel the pleasure that my faithful daughters give him—but I will never allow you to feel his touch upon your skin again.”

	
	The shadow tilted its head, regarding her. “I reward my faithful, and you once stood near the very top of them. Resume your service, and all will be forgiven. Bring me the human. You have three years’ time to do this, but the others won’t be so patient.”

	
	Rava didn’t respond. She didn’t want to give Korkanis the satisfaction. She felt her mind fading from the shadow realm, but the image of his red eyes persisted in her mind long after the shadows faded. 

	
	The last thing that hit her, before she woke gasping for air in the real world, was a final warning. “Others have marked him. Sativa may have brought him here, but another gifted him to her. Even Telmorra has marked him. But if he bows before my altar, we will deal with that. Beware Mensor. His game is not clear, but I believe he wants to kill the man.” The shadow paused. “Although, I don’t know why.”

	
	As she gasped for air, Rava felt Josie sit up beside her. Their bond conveyed the deep sense of terror that Rava was feeling. Now, she had to figure out how to lie to her bonded sister-wife. 

	
	Actually, she first had to decide if she would lie. 

	
	 

	 


Chapter 10 - Heavy Truth

	
	The weight of my body, and now of the magical sword I held in my hand, felt good. There was a tremendous amount of pressure on me to get everything right. People’s lives—or at least their well-being—depended upon me. That, and I had three wives to care for. Soon, that would most likely become five. Add in my son—who, knowing the women of Olimero, would only be the first of many children—and that was more responsibility than any man should have to bear. 

	
	That made the increased gravity inside this chamber almost refreshing. I started going through one of the sword kata which Josie had taught me. I lost myself in the rote motions, working slowly and deliberately through each one, and I noted how the extra gravity affected every slash, thrust, and turning step. 

	
	It was incredibly difficult, but strangely peaceful, almost pleasant. My body was quickly adapting to the ten times gravity, so I knew that I would have to increase it soon. But for the moment, I just enjoyed the mindless activity.

	
	Not that my mind wasn’t racing in the background—but it was more that I was letting my subconscious sort things out. I had determined to take charge and to start acting, instead of always reacting. This was my life, and I was tired of it being directed by outside events. Sure, I’d have to respond at times to things such as the Manticore monster wave, but now I wanted to be more proactive with these threats, with the town, and with my wives. 

	
	Each slice of the sword made it feel more natural to me. This was truly an exquisite weapon. But then I scoffed at myself—it would be years before I was a match for Josie… if ever. I simply was too far behind, and while I could become stronger and faster than she was, skill with the blade didn’t come that quickly. 

	
	The Zen-like peace which comes in moments of physical activity swept over me. I didn’t need to be a better swordsman than Josie. I didn’t need even to be as good as she was. I would focus on what I could control—but more than that, I would lean on Josie as my sword. I wasn’t in this alone. 

	
	My wives wanted to protect me and our family as much as I wanted to protect them. Perhaps for the first time since I was a young boy, blindly trusting in my parents, I was able to lean on others. The bond may have been disrupted by the mana chamber, but I knew how they felt. It would be stupid of me not to lean on each of them for their respective strengths. 

	
	I had already tasked Rava with setting up my business ventures. No, not mine… ours. She was my wife, and those businesses jointly belonged to our family. I chuckled to myself; glad they didn’t have pre-nuptial contracts here. 

	
	Divorce wasn’t a thing in Olimero, but if it were and I ever had to divorce three wives? Whew! After giving them each half, I’d end up in the hole. 

	
	No, I was glad that wasn’t a concern. I was letting Rava run, or at least set up, our businesses. That caused me to wonder, what other talents might she have that I wasn’t yet relying upon? Certainly, her experience and knowledge were greater than any of the rest of us. 

	
	I would have slapped my own face, but I was wielding a sword. I had been stupid not to tap her knowledge more often. Not that I’d been hesitant, of late, to ‘tap’ that. I snickered at my juvenile joke. Maybe it was true that there was a middle-schooler stuck inside of every grown man, just waiting to pop his head out at the most inappropriate times. 

	
	Seriously, though, I had turned over running of our household to Lina. But what else might she be capable of? And what help did she need from me? I readily admitted I hadn’t delegated enough to my Chief Clerk.

	
	Then, there was leadership of the deputies. Of course, I was the Sheriff, but Josie—and now Denne—were each qualified to lead the deputies in my absence. I needed to figure out how to better utilize their talents. Fortunately, I didn’t have to figure it out on my own. It was high time for some more open conversations. 

	
	With that decision made, a great deal of responsibility lifted from my shoulders, and I felt lighter than ever. The look I saw of my eyes reflected on the smooth metallic walls of the mana chamber was probably the look I got when Josie said I was about to do something stupid. Maybe I was, but the truth was that I hadn’t achieved these results in only a few months by playing it safe. 

	
	I began by sitting to meditate and absorbed as much of the ambient mana in the chamber as I could. I pushed my core, stretching it as far it would go. Now that my ki had condensed to a liquid form, it was considerably more potent than before. 

	
	Even after weeks with my new core, I was still learning the limits of its abilities. Pushing my limits was where my real growth came, but after my last mishap in the mana chamber, the girls had all conspired to keep me from using it again. 

	
	Well, I thought to myself, time to go big or go home. 

	
	So, I kept sucking in the ambient mana. Inside me I already had bits of Fire, Air, Study, and Life Mana in me. I also had a large portion of Emotion and Gravity mana available—oh, and most interestingly, Metal mana from my inadvertent destruction of Mactosh’s prototype shotgun. I kept working to refine what I had inside me, using my core as a centrifuge to purify and compress the mana down to its most refined state, or at least as refined as I could get. 

	
	“Very good, you are learning to do what the mages of this world have failed to grasp. And to think that such a thing would come from someone who was completely mana-inept.”

	
	The voice wasn’t in my head. I heard it clear as day echoing around the chamber. Yet, I couldn’t see the speaker. Thankfully, I’d heard this voice before, so apart from a slight tremor when I first heard her, I didn’t let Telmorra, the goddess of magic, get a reaction out of me. Her voice had the same raspy quality to it as before, almost like she wasn’t used to speaking. 

	
	“I’ve been wondering if you were going to speak to me again.”

	
	“I can only do so here, with this density of mana, and even then only briefly. Although, your efforts at condensing the mana does make it easier for us to talk,” she answered. Then, the goddess appeared in front of me. 

	
	She looked the same as before. I tried to school my thoughts—she was a goddess, after all—but I couldn’t shake the impression that I got of how the thin tendrils hanging at the sides of her mouth made her look like a catfish. She was still very feminine, even with a hairless head covered in shallow, bony ridges. 

	
	Her face couldn’t be considered beautiful by human standards, with slits for a nose and a very thin mouth, but she was imposing all the same. Her eyes were still the same dark spheres which seemed to hold the entirety of the night sky within them. She was oddly attractive—in a distinctly alien way.

	
	“I do so love talking to you. You aren’t terrified into a brainless mush, and you have the audacity to think I’m ugly and attractive at the same time.” She chuckled. 

	
	“You should be honored; I don’t show my natural form to just anyone. And if it makes you happy, you are correct… I normally live in an aquatic environment, so my voice likely sounds odd to your ears.” 

	
	She paused, those starfield eyes of hers studying me. “I swear, if ever there was a mortal that I’d consider dragging off as a plaything, it would be you. Whatever Old Scratch has done to you might even make you strong enough to withstand my affections—at least with a few more years of training, it might.” 

	
	She shook her head. “But no, that would be disrespectful to Sativa. This is her world. And as much as I’d like to spit in the old liar’s eye, I won’t do that at the cost of disrespecting Sativa, unless….” 

	
	Her voice trailed off, but I kept waiting for whatever else she had to say. I stood there in silence, waiting. I wanted to keep waiting, but time was not my ally. Telmorra had said that she had a limited time, and I admit I was curious about why she kept coming to see me. 

	
	“Unless…?” I asked, letting the word hang in the air.

	
	“Unless you were sworn to me.”

	
	I felt my heart quicken. I really didn’t want to get into some spat between the gods. 

	
	The goddess of magic waved her hand. “No, no… I’m not asking you to decide right now. And unlike some of my kind, I won’t dump you in an alien world with little to no chance to survive—nor will I experiment upon you.” She frowned, one long finger tapping her chin. “Well, to be fair, I won’t experiment upon you without your knowledge and consent. I do very much want to experiment upon you.”

	
	The gleam in her oversized, black eyes made me feel like I was a caged rabbit being stared at by an overly eager child, who was just dying to see what I’d look like with purple hair. 

	
	“So, you are saying you are not like the others… but I don’t even know what that means.”

	
	“Don’t play coy with me. It’s getting positively crowded inside of you. Sativa placed a tiny root inside you when she brought you over. But she believes in freedom too much to force anything on you. Your bond with Korkanis’ daughter has created a connection to the shadow inside of you. Then, of course, there is whatever Old Scratch did, as well.” 

	
	She shrugged. “Even I have touched you.”

	
	“I thought as much. You did something to me the last time I was in this chamber. I felt something echo within me.”

	
	“Nothing much, I just put a tiny placeholder within you, in case you decided to become mine later. It hasn’t hurt you. In fact, I’m sure you’ve noticed that it is easier to absorb and condense mana since then. You’ve worked hard, but that isn’t all because of you. I admit I nudged you along a bit.”

	
	A thought hit me like a truck—something which could change everything. “If I swore to you, would you give me magic?”

	
	Telmorra frowned, or at least that is what I thought the expression on her face was, as her thin lips pulled downward. “If only it were that easy. But even were you to swear to me, or to Korkanis, or even if you gave Sativa leave to grow her root within you, you would still be a creature of Earth. And the gods there are the ones who built you—and they built you to be incompatible with mana at a fundamental level. The odds that you are now able to absorb mana, even if only to convert it to something else, had to have been astronomical, and the process you discovered is only possible because of whatever Old Scratch did to you.”

	
	“Wait, isn’t Old Scratch the god of Earth?”

	
	The raspy laugh that burst from her was frankly a bit terrifying, though it wasn’t directed at me. “Oh, he surely styles himself as such, but Old Scratch is no god. He is older than Sativa and older than me, or any of the others who are known as the new gods. Older by millennia beyond counting. What you would think of as billions of years.” 

	
	She snickered. “But for all that, he is no god. He doesn’t have the ability to create. He can only twist and alter that which has already been created.” She paused. “Although some of your religious texts refer to him as the Prince of Lies, the power of the air, or even the god of this age. What exactly that means is beyond me. The creator of Earth doesn’t deign to speak to us upstarts.”

	
	I’d never been super religious, but I’d grown up in a family that was, so some of this made sense, though other parts of it rocked me. Yet… why should it? Here I was, in an alien world, with beastkin, elves, orcs, and magic. 

	
	I just let it go. “Then why not just make a deal with Old Scratch?”

	
	“There is a reason that some of us call him the Father of Lies, but do as you will. I am simply offering you a place with me. I will offer you a gift to demonstrate my sincerity, but do understand that if you swear to me, it will be a two-way street. I will expect things from you. Just don’t expect to get as good of a deal from Korkanis or Mensor. And I will even admit that part of my reason for doing so, is simply to spite Old Scratch,” Telmorra said.

	
	“And what will you give me if you can’t give me magic?”

	
	“You have more imagination than that. Surely you can think of something that a goddess of magic can do for you. Do you want me to help you with your little weapons project?”

	
	My mind raced. Maybe she really was the reason that we were having so much trouble making a shotgun. But no, I shook my head. I felt like we were getting close to cracking that egg on our own. 

	
	And it wasn’t like divine favors grew on trees. Then I smiled, as I thought of what I wanted. “I would like two things from you—but neither should be hard for you. First, I want you to increase my deputy, Denne’s, capacity for magic. Make him able to handle far more mana, and make him more efficient with his Space Mana. I’m not asking you to teach him a bunch of tricks, he can learn how to use it on his own, but simply to increase his potential.”

	
	She stared at me. “I would have thought that if you were going to ask for something like that, you would have asked the boon for one of your women—perhaps that little bunnykin healer of yours. Her power has already saved your life more than once.”

	
	“Nope, Denne. I’m bonded with Lina, and that bond will allow her power to increase in the future. But Denne is on his own, yet his Space Mana could be a great boon for us.”

	
	“Very well, if you will promise to consider becoming mine, then I will increase his capacity to his racial cap. I can’t break the rules of Olimero and go beyond that, but I will also double his efficiency when he is teleporting. Are you content?”

	
	“We almost have a bargain, but I know you didn’t forget that I said two boons. I will swear to give fair consideration to your offer, and to consider swearing my allegiance to you, if you not only modify Denne, but also awaken the power of this sword, bonding it to me. I’m sure I can do it on my own, but it would be a gesture of good will on your part if you helped me along.”

	
	She stared at me again without speaking for almost a full minute before she said, “You will need to become stronger to fully access the powers of the sword. Right now, it would consume you. Remember, this is the animated spirit of a weapon of war. It is intelligent, in a manner, but also fairly narrow in its sentience.”

	
	“I understand. Then do what you can, within the limits of my body now, so long as I can grow into using more of the weapon in the future,” I replied.

	
	Her thin smile grew. “Mortals,” was all she said, with a snort. 

	
	Then she was gone, and it felt like a snake was biting my hand. Pain flowed from the blade into me, and the very metal of the weapon became fluid as it pierced my skin. I clamped my jaw shut to hold back a scream as I fell to my knees.

	 


Chapter 11 - Never-Ending Grind

	
	
	The pain continued on for what had to have been seconds, but as is always the case with mind-searing pain, it felt like an eternity. When the pain retracted, it was replaced by a notification.

	
	Minimum standards met for syncing with Bargon’s Slice. Your melee skill is significantly lacking, as is your experience with a sword. Your body, however, shows great potential. 

	 

	If you can fully sync the weapon to yourself, you will be able to both reform it and rename it. For now, you only have access to the B-grade abilities and basic tutorial. Before, you were only accessing the inherent abilities.

	 

	B-grade abilities:

	1) The blade’s edge is a spatial disruption which can cut through anything. It is dependent upon the amount of mana which you can feed into the weapon. The system has been modified to accept your power type, known as ki, but at an unfavorable exchange rate. Testing will be required to determine the specifics. 

	2) The blade remains completely unbreakable.

	3) The blade is immune to any type of outside mana and will act as though such forces do not exist. 

	 

	Basic Tutorial: The spirit contained within the sword may not provide you tips.

	 

	Other options which may be unlocked, for both grade and tutorial, include but are not limited to:

	
	1) Increased compatibility with ki

	2) Body sync

	3) Reshaping weapon form

	4) Replaying fight sequences

	5) Channeling elemental energy



	 

	Initial Quest to Obtain Favor with the Blade’s Spirit: What a Blade Is.

	Slay 500 creatures using the blade. Progress: 0/500

	 

	Second Quest: Discover the Maker.

	Learn who created the weapon currently known as Bargon’s Slice. 

	 

	Bonus Objective: 

	Learn how the Bargon family came to possess this weapon.

	Reward: Further syncing with the weapon. Results variable.

	
	I had reflexively dropped the blade as soon as it stopped biting into me. Now, it lay there on the ground. If it wasn’t just a sword, I would have sworn that it was staring back at me. In fact, the longer I looked at it, the more I felt guilty for leaving it laying there on the floor. It was just a weapon, but somehow I felt like I’d kicked my dog and he was staring back at me with mournful eyes. Except I don’t own a dog.

	
	I stooped down to pick it up but noticed there was another notification, so I read that first.

	
	Your requests, however ill-conceived they may have been, have been met. Your deputy has been upgraded. Ha! He may have a thing or two to say to you about that. I have also opened you up to the sword, proving that I’m not afraid of some competition. Now, go do your thing, and let’s see who you decide is the best fit. 

	

	One last warning: It seems Old Scratch is up to something. He has sent one of his favored servants to rein you in. How she will go about that, is anyone’s guess, as she isn’t known for her mental stability. Be careful. You’re rather interesting—for a mortal—and you most definitely are not ready for her.

	
	That was obviously from Telmorra. The gods or goddesses of Olimero seemed to be an odd bunch. Sativa had picked me, for what she said was a fundamental role, and then gave me barely any chance of surviving. Now, I was connecting with other gods. Supposedly, the god of monsters wants me dead—though I have no clue why. Not sure what I ever did to that guy. Meanwhile, the goddess of magic starts treating me like some kind of play-thing, and this Old Scratch character is treating me like an experiment that he owns. 

	
	Of course, that information was only from Telmorra, whom I wasn’t sure I could trust. It wasn’t like Old Scratch had ever reached out to me himself. Finally, there was the god of shadows, Korkanis. I didn’t know what it meant that I was now somehow connected to him, but I had read the notifications before. What was more enlightening was the way that Telmorra indicated Rava was more deeply connected to the shadow god than she’d let on—not that I thought Telmorra told me that out of the kindness of her heart. 

	
	I needed to talk to Rava about it. That wasn’t a bad thing, though. I’d already decided that my family needed more open communication. It might be awkward, at first, but it was for the best. We just needed to find some time when the town and surrounding farms weren’t about to be overrun by monsters.

	
	Thinking about the Manticore threat made me feel like I needed to leave the mana chamber. But by my estimation, it was still only five in the morning, and I wanted to get more training in. My growth had slowed these past few weeks. 

	
	After the fall of One Direction, I hadn’t felt the same urgency as before. That was a mistake. It was time to push my limits again.

	
	With that in mind, I pulled out my miniature gravity well. It was in one of my non-spatial bags and still wrapped in a layer of my ki, although I could tell that the buffer was fraying. I studied it closely, knowing that once I cracked that shell, the gravity inside the chamber was going to go crazy. 

	
	But I needed to grow stronger. I was still only C-grade, and while that had allowed me to deal with the manticores in small numbers, I couldn’t shake the feeling that worse things were coming—much worse. It was time to upgrade again. Not that I thought I could do so in just a couple of hours, but it was time to push myself. With a final deep breath, I peeled back the ki barrier and threw the gravity well into the center of the room. It hung in the air, and I immediately felt the mana in the chamber start to become denser. I was full to the brim already, but I started pushing ki into every one of my meridians.

	
	I needed to be stronger—not just my arms and legs, but my skin, my head, my bones, and my internal organs. Every part of me needed to get stronger. The gravity around the well in the center of the chamber settled in at around one hundred times normal, while where I was sitting it, was only twenty times normal. 

	
	The force was crushing, but my enhanced body was already starting to adapt. I sucked in more mana and spun my core at top speed, converting it to ki. A smile broke out on my face. Before I had condensed my ki to a liquid state, this would have been a strain as great as I could face. Now, I was handling it with ease. 

	
	I started popping off some push-ups, just to show how easy it was. Then I moved a little closer to the center of the chamber. Gravity increased to thirty times normal. Once again, my body adjusted within seconds. This time, I did some jumping jacks. Each time my feet pounded into the floor, my body absorbed the impact of nearly seven thousand pounds, but my knees, ankles, and feet didn’t seem to mind it at all. 

	
	As even my breathing wasn’t strained, I carefully moved a few inches closer to the center of the chamber and felt gravity increase again. A part of me wanted to move right up next to the core, but that was just my ego speaking—or maybe it was my masochistic side. There was a part of me that relished the pain. 

	
	There was no one watching me now, so I needed to be honest with myself. I was willing to take the risk, but the smart play was to stay where I was now. Every six or eight inches closer to the center of the chamber meant another ten times greater than normal gravity. It was best for me to move in stages and give my body a chance to adapt. 

	
	After half an hour, I was at sixty times gravity; and I must confess I was starting to feel it. Even with full ki enhancement, my muscles were screaming in pain. That didn’t mean that I was going to give up, though, just that I was going to need to work smarter. 

	
	I tried pulling out a healing potion, but it shattered in my hand as the glass was unable to withstand the tremendous pressures exerted against it. Glass shards cut into my leg and shredded through the top of my boot. My skin like stone meant that I didn’t lose my leg, but I now had shards of glass deeply embedded in it. The pain was sharp, but my body was already under so much strain that it didn’t elicit much more than a grunt. 

	
	While the glass was pulled downward, the potion itself floated in the air, the mana in it interacting with the mana chamber itself. I watched as the potion broke down as it was compressed, and then again as it fed the atmosphere of the chamber. 

	
	That prompted me to pay closer attention. The chamber had been full of ambient mana, but since I had thrown out the gravity well, Gravity Mana was the most prominent. It probably made up at least half of the mana I could detect in the room, and the chamber was amplifying its intensity. 

	
	With the dissolution and integration of the potion, the amount of Life mana increased and became sufficient to stand out from the generic ambient mana. Hmm… With that in mind, I pulled out the other six healing potions I had—careful to hold each quickly out to the side. 

	
	As I’d expected they would, each vial shattered the moment it exited my dimensional storage. Quick as I was, I still got more glass in my left leg, ripping it up further. My outer thigh was starting to look like ground beef. At least I was able to redirect much of the glass, so that struck the floor instead of me. 

	
	The seven potions’ worth of Life mana had the desired effect, though. Now that Life Mana made up a greater amount of the mana in the chamber, the chamber itself was enhancing the amount of Life mana—and thus healing potential—present. Soon it had reached nearly a third of the mana in the room.

	
	This meant that, as I absorbed Life mana, its healing properties had an immediate impact on my body. But I wanted more. I wanted not simply to heal my leg back to what it was, I wanted to enhance it beyond what it had been. 

	
	That was when the stupid idea popped into my head. Skin like stone was a good thing, but what was stronger than stone? Why, metal, of course. A certain comic book character with metal skin came to mind, and I wondered what I could do with the Metal mana I had absorbed from Mactosh’s prototype. 

	
	Pulling the shattered remains of the weapon out of my dimensional storage, they too began to crumple under the incredible force exerted by the increased gravity. I stepped forward once more until gravity hit seventy times normal. My body now weighed a staggering eight and a half tons. My left leg was still shredded, even though the healing from the Life mana in the chamber was enhancing my regeneration. 

	
	I almost second-guessed myself, but I decided to push through, all the same. Crumpling all the shattered pieces of metal together into a ball, I began squeezing them as tightly as I could. My body was humming with power as I fed all the liquid ki into my arms that I could handle, the intense gravity in the chamber only adding to my efforts. 

	
	It was now or never. I was going to lose my nerve if I didn’t act. 

	
	With a shout, I shoved the squished, compacted metal into my leg. My thigh split open as the gravity slammed it into my femur. At the same time, I shifted all the highly refined Metal Mana inside my body to that leg, simultaneously pulling at all the Life Mana I could reach in the chamber. 

	
	If I’d thought the sword hurt me earlier, I was completely unprepared for the level of agony which jolted through me. My left leg felt like it had split open down to the marrow. I sensed the metal shards within me, and instead of trying to eject them, I focused on cultivating them. 

	
	My body was my domain. It got old, repeating that mantra all the time, and I’m sure my wives were tired of me calling myself a body-cultivator, but it is what I was—and I had to continually remind myself of that. It was the secret to my power, and I needed to keep stretching it. 

	
	Everyone is a body cultivator, in a sense. They consume food, transforming it into energy to live. They exercise and grow stronger, within limits. Thanks to how Sativa had set up things on Olimero, I didn’t have those same limits. 

	
	Consuming food was far too slow a method for me to grow stronger; I had adapted by learning to cultivate mana, which would otherwise have been useless to me. Now, I turned mana into ki, and I used that ki to enhance my body. I was gambling that my body could cultivate in other ways, too. 

	
	I had just shoved foreign matter directly into my leg, and I was counting on a combination of that matter, along with specific types of mana and ki, to further enhance my body. As the metal mana streamed into my leg, I felt the metal shards become more pliable, until they were almost liquid. Then, I blasted them with as much ki as I could. 

	
	Before, I had re-written the flesh of my leg into stone skin. Now, I was doing it again, but I was applying the traits of metal to my leg. It wasn’t that I was lacing the metal into my bones—that only happened in comic books. Instead, I was forcing my body to adapt to the dense substance around my bones. 

	
	I was providing it an example of how to become stronger, and then feeding it ki to power the process. As the gamble I had taken started to pay off, I sucked in all the Life mana from the chamber that I could. Healing was a way of making something better. This time, I was making it better by changing the basic composition of how my leg was made. The skin in my leg grew stronger. The shredded muscles healed, but as they reformed, they were more like metal fibers bound into bundles. My bone maintained its flexibility, but became as strong as plexi-steel. 

	
	No, that wasn’t quite what I wanted. Plexi-steel was a compromise, based upon limited resources. Though my body was screaming in pain as the transformation changed my leg, I knew what I wanted. 

	
	I knew Mithril was as pliable as a metal could be, but virtually indestructible. I wasn’t going to let pain stop me. I wouldn’t settle for a leg as strong as steel. I wanted a leg as strong and flexible as mithril. 

	
	As the hours ticked by, I heard faint echoes in my mind. I knew that the chamber blocked the connection I had with my wives through our soul bond, so for me to sense even the faintest echo, they must really be trying to get through to me. I heard a pounding on the outside of the chamber door. My wives must really have been worried.

	
	As I stood up, my reformed leg hardly noticed the strain of seventy times gravity. Oh yes, this was gonna be good. Then, I grimaced—and not from the stress my whole body was under. 

	
	It was time to pay the piper. I’d taken the time to upgrade myself, without telling anyone what I was doing, and I’d worried my wives. Now, I had to be a man about it and talk it through with them. 

	
	Ha, fun... not.

	 


Chapter 12 - Stats 2

	
	
	Before I went to face the music, I wanted to see what progress had been made. I knew, at least, that Rava would calm down if she knew how much I’d been able to accomplish with this upgrade. 

	
	Pulling up my stats page, I reviewed it. 

	
	Stats:

	Strength: 134 (+2 for cultivation grade)

	Agility: 91 (+2 for cultivation grade) 

	Durability: 101 (+2 for cultivation grade, +2 for leg)

	Magic: 128 (+2 for cultivation grade, +4 training)

	Cultivation Grade: C8 

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy: 62 

	Ranged Combat: 42 (+3)

	Melee Combat: 43 

	Telepathy: 16      

	Mana Refinery: 22 (+1)

	Bone Hardening: 12 (+6) 

	
	
	C-Rank Body Fortification: 22%

	Left upper region fortification: 13%

	Right upper region fortification:17%

	Left lower region fortification: Complete

	Right lower region fortification: 18%

	Heart region fortification: 7%

	Groin region fortification: 2%

	Mind region fortification: 3%

	
	By-Product Manipulation: 25%

	
	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

	Miniature Gravity Well

	Spatial Bag

	Bargon’s Slice

	Mana Well: 0/500

	
	 


Chapter 13 - Sister Wives

	
	
	I waited inside the mana chamber long enough for my leg to fully heal. I figured I already had enough explaining to do—better I not have to do it with blood running down my leg. With the air suffused with the richness of Life mana, wounds which would have taken even my normally accelerated healing days to heal were closing in minutes. 

	
	Rather than simply watching the flesh pucker up, I thought through what else I had to do. If there were enough time, I would have spent several more hours inside the mana chamber, trying to refine more mana and push my cultivation further. As it was, when the door opened, I stepped out and almost stumbled. My left leg felt different. It was stronger and more durable. 

	
	Tripping like that was also probably one of the most fortunate things that could have happened. There were three beautiful women standing outside the door, all clearly intent on giving me a piece of their mind. Lina was even holding our son. But, as soon as I stumbled, their expressions softened. Lina handed Robbie off to Josie and was immediately kneeling next to me. Her hands roamed over me, and I could feel her mana questing through me as she sought what was wrong. 

	
	Rava gasped, “What did you do to your leg? Your pants and boot are destroyed.”

	
	Josie stood back, holding the baby. She didn’t say anything, but I saw the scowl returning to her face. 

	
	Eventually, Lina said, “You seem to be okay.”

	
	“Yeah, if anyone will let me get a word in edgewise, I can explain.” 

	
	The way all their eyes zoomed in on me when I said that made it clear that probably wasn’t the best choice of words, but I pushed on. I needed to take charge, after all. 

	
	“I took advantage of an opportunity. I’ll explain more later, but suffice it to say that I took a big step forward in my body cultivation, and was able to bring my leg to the pinnacle of C grade by getting it to take on some of the properties of mithril.”

	
	With that announcement, Rava, was kneeling down next to me beside Lina, running her hands over my leg. 

	
	“It still feels like flesh, but it is more solid,” the elf said.

	
	I felt her mana pouring into me, then. Her Study Mana was different than elemental mana, in that it didn’t have direct combat applications but was versatile in terms of providing my elven wife with all kinds of information. 

	
	I continued speaking. “My balance was just off for a second, but I’m pretty sure I’ve got it figured out now. If you’ll let me up, I could use some food and new clothes, but I’m also sure that you all have a lot to say to me. I promise to listen, and then we need to talk about some things which have been on my mind.”

	
	I felt a twinge of guilt go through Rava, but I pushed it aside. I needed to stay focused. 

	
	A short time later, we were all sitting around the table in the kitchen. The staff whom Lina had hired set out food for us, and she had them bring me new clothes before leaving the kitchen. I was proud to see that she had taken me up on my offer to hire more staff for the office. 

	
	Lina took her position as Chief Clerk very seriously, but I wanted her to know that it was okay for her to delegate, rather than doing everything herself. Besides, with a new baby, managing my sheets so to speak, running a household which was only going to expand, without slacking off on the training she needed to do, her hands were going to be full. 

	
	When I complimented her on her staff, she blurted out, “You can sleep with them, if you want.”

	
	Before I could hold back, I snapped, “What the hell? Why would you think that was what was going through my mind?!” I wanted to kick my own ass when I saw her reaction. 

	
	Lina struck her forehead with the palm of her hand and said, “Stupid bunnygirl.” That was a habit which I’d thought we had broken her of.

	
	Jumping up from my chair, I knelt next to the chair where she was sitting. Without a word, I leaned in and used one hand to stabilize Robbie in her arms. With my other hand, I brushed my fingertips along her very sensitive ears. Then I pressed my face against hers and kissed her--soundly. 

	
	At first, she seemed hesitant, but then her lips parted before my insistent advances, and I tasted her tongue as our passion grew. I allowed the kiss to drag on until I felt her shudder with desire; only then, across the bond, could I tell she had relaxed.

	
	Pressing my forehead to hers for a moment, I said, “I thought we agreed that you would never say that again. I don’t take kindly to anyone insulting my wife and definitely not the mother of my son.”

	
	“Yes, umm, but…”

	
	“Oh, for the goddess sake, Lina. What did we tell you? You have to be able to feel it in the bond. He isn’t going to set you aside now that you’ve had a baby. He finds your curves to be sexy,” Rava said.

	
	Then Josie added, “Besides, working out with me for a month will have you as trim as you were before popping out our little man there.”

	
	Lina pulled back to look at me with wide, doe eyes. I could feel her uncertainty. She wanted confirmation that what she felt across the bond was real. This was a powerful reminder to me, that the bond didn’t end the need for communication. Some things just had to be said out loud. 

	
	“If you ever call yourself that again, I’m just going to have to kiss that bad habit out of you.”

	
	She gasped. “Oh, well… I have been having bad thoughts. Maybe I need another lesson.” A grin ticked the corners of her full lips upwards. 

	
	“But I’m not sure if kisses will be enough, though,” she concluded with a pout.

	
	Whatever pheromone she put off was going full blazes, because I was immediately ready. Fortunately, my other wives could tell that if they didn’t step in, I was likely to toss our bunnygirl onto the table and take her up on the offer right then and there.

	
	Coughing to get our attention, Rava said, “Later, Lina. Remember, we all agreed we were going to have this conversation now.”

	
	Lina blinked like she was remembering something, before nodding and saying, “Oh, yeah, right.”

	
	They all looked at me again with that singularity of purpose, so I sat down. “Why do I get the feeling that I’m in trouble?” I asked. I tried to make my tone playful, hoping to defuse the situation. 

	
	“There are several things that we need to discuss,” Rava continued, “but before we talk about you, I need to confess something.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before going on. “I’ve already told Josie and Lina, and they have agreed to defer to your judgment. Before I begin, though, let me first say that I’m sorry—I never thought this would become a problem for you.” 

	
	As Rava spoke, she looked to be as close to tears as I had ever seen her. She was the strong, confident type of woman who made you better just by being around her. It was honestly a bit unnerving, for me to see her like this.

	
	I wanted to say that I was sure we could work through whatever it was, but that is the sort of thing they say in TV sitcoms—real life isn’t always that simple. There certainly were things she could have done recently, or in her past, which would make it difficult or even impossible for me to stay in a relationship with her. 

	
	The bond I held with her was alive with fear and grief. I saw Lina reach over and place her hand on Rava’s arm, stroking it comfortingly. Josie leaned across the table and squeezed Rava’s hand.

	
	“It’s probably best that you just tell me,” I said. “I promise to at least hear you out.”

	
	 

	She nodded. “First off, as you might remember that I told you in my shop when you first experimented with my cauldron, I am 143 years old.

	
	“And no, that isn’t the biggest part, but it is important. You know that I was the leader of the Alchemist’s Guild prior to coming to the frontier. I explained to you that I had come up with a potion which extends my life, but that is only partially true.”

	
	I nodded, recalling the conversation.

	
	“I did come up with a potion like that, and it probably extends one’s youth by ten to twenty years, but that is not all—and I didn’t do it alone. You see, I was also an adherent to the Cult of the Raven.”

	
	“Wait? Isn’t that the same group that you said Nimeera was connected to?”

	
	Rava met my eyes, even though there were tears in hers. “Yes, she was hired as a part of a gang called Nisync, to come here to Yonderton, but they were hired by the cult. I don’t know if the rest of her team knows it or not, but she is an adherent in the cult.”

	
	The distraught elf looked down at her hands before shaking her head. “And no, before you ask, I didn’t know her while I was in the cult. She most likely was not even born, back then—but I recognized the shadow god’s touch on her.”

	
	“So, the Cult of the Raven is… what? The church of Korkanis?” I asked.

	
	Her eyes lifted to meet mine. “Essentially, yes. Each of the four gods who created Olimero have their own following. Sativa is the chief goddess, however, and probably ninety percent of the population worships her exclusively.”

	
	She sighed. “Even people like me, who have been touched by the shadow, can still pay respect to Sativa—as long as our first loyalty is to Korkanis. Telmorra only has a small following, which is essentially the Mage’s Guild.. And since Mensor doesn’t much like civilization, his followers tend to live out in the wilderness, and they are on the odd side—to put it mildly.”

	
	When Rava stopped, Josie spoke up. “It’s okay, Rava. Trust Rob. Just tell him what happened.”

	
	The elf nodded reluctantly. “I had a dream.”

	
	I must have made an expression. I swear I didn’t say anything, but something must have shown on my face. I mean, why would I be worried if she had a dream? 

	
	Rava saw something in my expression because she said, “No, not just any dream. It was about you.”

	
	I couldn’t keep it in that time. “Um, I have dreams about you all the time.” Then I looked at Josie and Lina before nodding. “Trust me, I have very vivid dreams about all of you.”

	
	The bunnygirl’s ears stood up, and I could tell she was trying to imagine what my dreams might include. Knowing her, she’d pester me about it to find out all the details, mostly so she could try to make them come true. The fact that she didn’t say anything about it now told me that whatever Rava was trying to share was serious. 

	
	Reading the room, I ducked my head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t joke now. That was insensitive of me, Rava. Please forgive me.”

	
	A weak smile formed on her lips, but she simply nodded and said, “You don’t understand. Part of Korkanis’ realm here in Olimero includes the realm of dreams—dreams are but shadows of the mind, after all. Korkanis appeared in my dreams and spoke to me.”

	
	I held up a hand. “Um… is that a thing? Like, was Korkanis actually speaking to you, or was it just a dream?”

	
	“He is a god,” Rava replied, “who knows what all he can do? But I do know this, he can pull those marked with the shadow into his realm from a dream.”

	
	“And what did he want?” I had my suspicions, but tried to keep my voice even. The warning from Telmorra suddenly made more sense.

	
	“You.” She spoke the single word with great emotion. I could see the conflict on her face, and I sensed the turmoil inside her across the bond, but I didn’t say anything. I owed her enough to let her explain herself. And I really did love her.

	
	“He wants me to coax you further into the shadow. He offered me rewards, and he offered to give you power. He said we could be together for millennia.”

	
	I felt the tension in her as clearly as I could see it on her face, but I was strangely relaxed. I already knew her answer, so I didn’t bother asking her which side she had taken. “Thank you for choosing me. I know that can’t have been easy. For what it is worth, I would see all of Olimero burn, if it would keep any of you safe.”

	
	Rava sagged in her seat and blew out a heavy sigh. “You knew?”

	
	“Not until you told me, no. But Telmorra gave me a vague warning that now makes much more sense. Besides, I trust you… and I felt what you had decided across the bond.” I smiled at the distraught beauty. “I’m glad to have you confirm it for me. You did pick me, right?”

	
	Rava all but launched herself from her chair to embrace me. “I will choose you every time, Rob,” she sobbed. “You have let me be myself. Korkanis wants to control me.”

	
	We embraced for a couple minutes, and soon Lina had to get in on the action. I don’t think the bunnygirl was capable of seeing PDA without wanting to be involved, at least not where I was concerned. 

	
	Josie didn’t seem to mind holding the baby while my other two wives were hugging and kissing me. Who would have thought the fearsome fire mage had such a soft spot for babies? Although that thought raised another concern in my head, one which I kept to myself, for now. 

	
	Rava finally pulled back. “It isn’t over, though.” Sitting back down, she went on to explain the danger of the others sent to do the Raven’s bidding. 

	
	We discussed Nimeera for a while, and I confessed that I thought Nimeera had purposely warned us about the beast wave. “I know we can’t trust her, but she has had plenty of chances to hurt us and hasn’t… so perhaps she is an ally, of sorts.”

	
	Josie gave me a sideways glance. “You just like staring at that tail of hers.”

	
	“I’m married, not dead.” I rolled my eyes. “Of course, Nimeera is hot, but that doesn’t mean that I was thinking about that. You three keep me more than satisfied.”

	
	“It can’t be just the three of us for much longer,” Lina said. “You need to be fair with Mursha and Daria.” 

	
	Rava laughed. “Spoken like a true Mistress of the Sheets, but she is correct. You still need to add more women to our family. Seeing how you tore yourself up, training on your own today, it is clear that you need a minder. We all care about you too much to let you hurt yourself.”

	
	I then explained my plans for Daria, including taking her alone with me to tour the countryside. Josie balked a bit, saying that I needed more protection, but I pointed out how much stronger I have become. The fiery redhead eventually relented, and as I explained my plans for Daria beyond just the trip, they all got involved. 

	
	I got a bunch of advice about how best to seduce a hawkkin, some of it rather graphic. I wasn’t above taking mental notes, and I learned a great deal. They were even more on board with what I told them about Mursha. Rava revealed that she thought the orc had a deep-seated need to be submissive, at least at times. They agreed that me taking the lead was for the best. 

	
	I shook my head. I was truly blessed. Here I was, talking with my three wives about other women, and not only were they okay with it, but they were giving me tips. Heck, I was pretty sure that if it was left up to Lina, I’d end up with at least a dozen wives. 

	
	“This does bring up one other issue,” I pointed out. “Lina is the Mistress of the Sheets, but I need all three of you together to work out how this will happen. I know some of you don’t mind sharing time with me, and others want your own time. And it is only going to get more complicated moving forward.” I paused. “So, while I would like you to know that I trust you to schedule such things appropriately, I do reserve the right for spontaneity.”

	
	That set off a whole other conversation, which I finally brought to a close. 

	
	“We are going to take care of the manticores, then I’m going to tour the district with Daria. I expect that will take a full week.” I met the gaze of my wives, one after another. “When I get back, I will start intensifying my training. That means you have until then to set up whatever precautions you feel are needed.”

	
	“Why?” Lina asked. “You are already physically the strongest man in town, and with your ki, you can become even stronger.”

	
	“Because, while the town is currently peaceful, we know the beast waves are coming.” I shook my head. “It may not be tomorrow, but it will happen eventually, and I’ve been led to believe there are far worse things coming than the manticores.”

	
	I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders. “Bottom line is that I am going to do this. The training is going to get even more intense, but I will listen to you all, and I will let you ensure reasonable precautions are put in place.”

	
	The three of them looked at one another. I knew they didn’t possess telepathy among each other without me, but they might as well have. They were all having some sort of silent, visual conversation, and even the bond wasn’t enough to help me puzzle out what was agreed upon.

	
	“Okay,” Josie finally said. “But we will come up with proposals for you to approve. As much as possible, though, I want all your training to be with one of us, or Denne. Mursha can assist him with your Strength and Durability training, but Lina will have to be around anytime you are going to push yourself hard.” 

	
	“We don’t want anything happening to you,” Josie continued emphatically. “Daria will handle your ranged combat, while Rava, of course, will teach you alchemy. You also need to let her study your cultivation, so she can help you improve it, too.” 

	
	Josie’s smile was predatory. “I will help you with Agility training, and we will find a variety of mages for you to practice fighting against to improve your responses to magical attacks.”

	
	I looked from face to face as they all stared at me, waiting for me to challenge any of their requirements. Then it dawned on me, that I was facing a fait accompli—they were neither asking for my permission, nor begging for forgiveness.

	
	 “You all… you already discussed this, didn’t you? You knew exactly what I was going to say.”

	
	They all nodded silently.

	
	“But how?”

	
	In unison, they all said, “I know my husband.”

	 


Chapter 14 - Details With Rozelle

	
	
	There was a great deal to get done and only two days to do it. That is if I was going to keep my timeframe with Daria. I didn’t want to push her off any longer, so the first thing for me to do was visit an old woman. 

	
	My city manager was refreshing in so many ways. There were no emotional entanglements with her, and she told me when she thought I was full of shit. Best of all, after I listened to her objections, she would still do as I asked—even if she thought I was being stupid.

	
	Finding Rozelle was easy enough. She was virtually always working on the second floor in the Sheriff’s Office. I had given her access so that she could manage the city building functions. I had asked her more than once why she never seemed to sleep, and she would simply tell me that she had far less motivation to spend time in bed than I do. When she was feeling a bit darker, she would comment that at her age, you become afraid to close your eyes for fear you might never open them again. 

	
	I didn’t buy a bit of it. She was just a workaholic, but we—both Yonderton and myself, personally—benefited from it, so I didn’t fight it. When I walked in, all I could see was her gray, curly hair sticking up over the top of the chair she was seated in. I would never tell her this, but she was rocking the steel wool look. 

	
	“About time you showed up here. You find out about monsters that could threaten all of Yonderton, and then don’t even bother to tell me? I had to hear about it from one of your deputies,” came her raspy voice.

	
	“Well excuse me, I was a little busy trying not to get killed by several hundred manticores.” There was more anger in my voice than I felt. It was all part of the game that we played. 

	
	“Bah, that was yesterday. You had plenty of time to run around everywhere since you got back. Seeing your wee one was probably reasonable. Heck, I might even have understood, if you were making the rounds between your lovely wives—but no, you were busy playing, shooting off your gun and then dancing around with your sword.”

	
	For a moment, I wondered how she knew exactly what I had been doing in the mana chamber. Then I remembered that, as part of the upgrades my wives had insisted on, that there were cameras in all the training areas. It was a new technology to them—though they called the devices scrying stones—but essentially, they were cameras, which all fed into the command center. 

	
	Suddenly, I wondered just what, exactly, Rozelle had seen in the camera. “Wait, did you see anyone, or anything, else in the mana chamber with me?”

	
	The chair swiveled around to face me. 

	
	I kept from chuckling at how small the ancient ratkin looked in the chair which had been designed for me, but only barely. “Don’t be daft, lad, you were the only one in there. What were you expecting me to see?”

	
	“Hmm… well I might have had a guest in there, but I wasn’t sure if the camera would pick it up.”

	
	“Oh, you mean when the image got all fuzzy and then went gray for a couple of minutes?” Rozelle asked with no hint of a question in her dry tone. She had known what I was talking about all along.

	
	“I get the game we’ve got going on, but this is important, Roz. Did you see any glimpse of anything other than me in there?”

	
	“Nope, just you playing with your sword. And, might I add that I couldn’t fail to notice that this sword is a respectable size? Certainly bigger than the overgrown dagger you usually train with.” 

	
	Shit, had she just winked at me? Damn, she really liked messing with me. But I pushed that aside and said, “I was visited by Telmorra and hoped we might have captured her image.”

	
	“So,” the oldy biddy tapped her chin with a long, wrinkled finger, “three wives, two in the wings, and a long line of hopefuls isn’t enough, apparently. You’ve taken to entertaining strange goddesses all on your own, have you?”

	
	I scoffed. “It’s not like that. She wanted something from me, and she offered me a boon or two in exchange. I just wanted to know if our system had captured her image. I wanted to show it to Rava and some of the others, to see if they could confirm it is Telmorra. I guess I’m a little disappointed the camera couldn’t capture her image.”

	
	“You call them cameras, but they really are scrying stones. If you really were visited by the goddess of magic, then it isn’t shocking that she would be immune to scrying. As far as whether it was really her or not, if she offered—and more importantly, if she delivered—divine boons to you, then that is pretty good proof. I’m no master mage, but I can’t imagine it would be easy for anyone to sneak into that chamber. It is sealed from all outside influences.”

	
	“Fair point.” I nodded, then changed the topic. “Now, what do you have for me that needs my attention?”

	
	“An old, dried out kitty, but I don’t suppose you’d have much use for it, given all the wives you have.”

	
	Whatever the expression was on my face, it must have been exactly what she was aiming for, because she burst into laughter. “Oh, relax. I’m long past those days.”

	
	Shaking my head, I said, “Wait, before we get down to business I just remembered something you said. You mentioned a long line of hopefuls. What is that all about?”

	
	“Oh? I suppose you haven’t been told, yet. I guess that is reasonable. Your little bunnygirl probably wants to sort out any of them with true potential from the masses.”

	
	“You still aren’t making sense.”

	
	Then the normal Rozelle was back, and she snapped at me. “I’m making perfect sense, boy—you just aren’t listening. Every day, there are more applicants to be considered as your next wife. Last count I heard was a little more than a hundred hopeful candidates—all who are interested in becoming Mrs. Sheriff.”

	
	The old ratkin’s eyes danced merrily. “Or, at least, whose fathers were interested in marrying their daughters off to the Lord Sheriff. Within another month, every eligible woman of marrying age in the district will have come around—some of them more than once. Heck, we’ve even started to get some applicants from further away.”

	
	“More than a hundred?!” I said incredulously.

	
	“Yeah. One hundred and three, if you must know—but expect that number to triple soon. In fact, I’m pretty sure that Rava is pushing Lina to use this as part of a recruitment pitch to move to Yonderton.”

	
	“How so?”

	
	“Simple, we need more people skilled in any number of trades or crafts, and from what I could understand, you really benefit from exposure to different types of magic. So, your wives are doing their job, and might I say they are doing it admirably, despite your weird hang-ups. If we can get an enchanter to move to Yonderton, it would be a small price to pay if you had to marry her—or his or her daughter, sister, or whatever other relative they are seeking to push off on you.”

	
	I shook my head. “We’ll talk about this later, but time is limited. I need to be hunting those manticores later today—tomorrow at the latest—so can you give me a report about how Yonderton is doing, highlighting what you need my input on?”

	
	Rozelle tapped a long fingernail against her chin. It was really more of a claw, but she had painted it a bright blue and set a small emerald in it. When she’d found the time for that was beyond me, but I guess different people value different things. 

	
	Finally, she said, “Let’s go over the summary stuff first. Then, we can talk about the decisions you need to make. We’ll save the inspection stuff for last.”

	
	I groaned, but I pulled up one of the chairs set against the back wall, and I sat down.

	
	“The good news is that you have no open investigations, as there haven’t been any meaningful criminal acts in town for a while. There is still a limited amount of prostitution, but the reports from your deputies all indicate it is entirely willing.” 

	
	“About that,” I interrupted her, “I can’t thank you enough for organizing those reports for me.”

	
	“Bah, Lina does most of it. It’s her job, after all,” Rozelle replied. “Rava could help her, but she always seems to be busy with other stuff. It isn’t my job, but I like you well enough for a pink-skinned, whatever you call yourself. You really do need to hire a couple of more clerks, but we are getting ahead of ourselves.

	
	“As far as quests go, the system only shows three pending quests, two of which are personal and unique to you. Those are the one about your sword, and the one about cultivation. The system isn’t really tracking any progress on those. The most important of the three, at least to me and the rest of Yonderton, is this one:

	
	Updated Quest: Monster Wave I

	Difficulty: Moderate

	Time Limit: 44 hours, 12 minutes

	Progress: 4/100

	 

	Reward: 

	Potential for rare or better crafting components.

	An upgradeable item, which will improve as you do.

	Merit bounties for various monsters.

	 

	Description: The Untamed Lands border Yonderton to the west. Numerous monsters live there, and their populations grow over time until they spill across the frontier. One of the ways the sapient races of Olimero are tested, is in their ability to survive these monster waves. 

	 

	Yonderton has enjoyed twenty years of peace since the initial monster waves that occurred when the district was first established. This has allowed the monster populations to grow to dangerous levels. If they are not hunted to more manageable levels, they will spread beyond the frontier into Yonderton, making it unsafe for your people. The longer you wait to solve this problem, the worse it will become. 

	 

	The first level of this quest chain can be completed by killing a hundred monsters of relevant types. Rewards, which will be presented upon completion, depend upon the number and type of each monster species killed. 

	 

	Relevant monster types:

	Giant Scarab Beetles (1 merit)

	Cinder Wolf (1 merit)

	Cockatrice (2 merits) 

	Manticore (2 merits)

	Basilisk(3 merits)

	Giant Scorpion (4 merits)

	Phoenix (5 merits)

	Storm Jinn (6 merits)

	Sunken Dao (7 merits)

	Vapor Specter (8 merits)

	Sand Dragon (12 merits)

	 

	 

	Note: Listed rewards are the minimum available for each monster type, and assume a basic monster type. Advanced, Elite, and Elder types do exist for each of these monster species, and will earn significantly increased rewards. Other varieties of monsters are possible, but these are the currently known types. 

	
	I had to scan through the list twice, to see what had been updated. I finally concluded that the only thing which had been changed was the addition of manticores, with a reward of two merits for basic types, to the list of monsters. Given that I was assuming the goddess, Sativa, had granted me this quest, it didn’t exactly instill confidence in me that she had neglected to include the monster type we ended up facing first. I mean, if she had forgotten to include the first monster type we would encounter in the quest, then what else had she missed? 

	
	Well, that wasn’t really fair. The difficulty of the quest had been reduced to moderate, and a much shorter time limit had been put in place. But all that did was confirm my suspicions that Sativa wasn’t in as much control of Olimero as she thought she was. It made me feel like we were on our own. I needed to finish off the manticores—and soon.  Depending on how many more manticores there were, most likely that meant my tour of the rest of the district just became even more important. I had to make sure there weren’t more surprises waiting for me. 

	
	The one real upside to this, was that the bonus of an upgradeable piece of gear was still there. Now that I was going to be able to finish the quest quickly, that reward seemed far more exciting. My sword was now a scalable weapon. Progress was being made on the effort to develop a magical equivalent of firearms, and my cultivation was slowly progressing. Another powerful item would be welcome, indeed. 

	
	Rozelle said, “If you are done dreaming about quests, we need to talk about what our building priorities should be now that we know more about the monster waves. I can’t change those myself, so you are going to have to make some decisions.”

	
	I sighed and nodded. Who would have thought that fighting monsters would be the easiest—not to mention, the most profitable—part of my day?

	 


Chapter 15 - Building Plans

	
	
	“Okay. But first, tell me how the current projects are going,” I said.

	
	“For some reason, your hairbrained scheme to build housing as a way to attract people and decrease criminal activity is working. That…” she paused, and I had to bite my tongue at the put-out expression on my City Planner’s face, “or there is no causal relationship between the two, and you are just really lucky. We already have people making inquiries, trying to buy housing, who aren’t here, yet.” 

	
	Rozelle let out an exasperated sigh. She always seemed to get frustrated when something she had been opposed to worked out. At least she never let her pessimism or frustration keep her from doing her job. 

	
	 “As of yesterday, we are up to twenty-eight homes complete,” she continued. “Rava has bought up a share in about 80% of the businesses in Yonderton, and she co-opted all of the horses and wagons which were being used for the slave trade, and she has set up a regular merchant caravan. The profits from the first caravan’s return are huge.”

	
	“Who is she trading with?” I asked.

	
	“So far, just the Baltrie Aerie and a number of small towns or collections of homesteads within Yonder. They are hungry for the goods that a growing town can produce. But Rava is also setting up a bigger caravan to head to Westport; she is simply awaiting your approval. The real value of establishing that connection is that it connects us with seafaring trade.” 

	
	I nodded along. “That will be critical, if we want to grow.”

	
	“I had thought your wife was just a brilliant, if perhaps eccentric frontier alchemist with poor taste in men,” Rozelle smirked at me, “but she seems to have a mind for business. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she has had years of experience running a large organization.”

	
	 “I’m fortunate she has poor taste in men, apparently. But I will agree with one thing you said, she is an incredible woman.” I kept my face carefully schooled, so as not to give anything away. “She has my go ahead to send the caravan to Westport. Do we have money to hire guards?”

	
	“More like the other way around. Rava is fronting most of the money to buy the businesses, and she has already hired caravan guards; she is simply waiting for them to arrive. They should be here any day now. You might want to talk to her about hiring some of them to help with the manticore hunt you are organizing—but, again, we are getting ahead of ourselves.”

	
	I nodded. “This is good. What is the state of our coffers?” 

	
	“The city coffer has 1,237 gold; 19,948 silver; and, 40,312 copper in it. And though this sounds like a decent amount,” Roz’s thinned lips indicated all was not well on the financial front, “based on your prior instructions, I have accepted a loan from Rava for the city to hire forty more builders. We actually got them pretty cheap, because part of the package includes permission to bring their families with them, and they will get a free home—as long as they sign on to work for the city for twenty years.”

	
	“I’m not looking to create an indentured working class,” I snapped. “What I don’t want, is to imprison a bunch of folks in a system that makes it all but impossible to get ahead of their debt.”

	
	“Don’t worry, they aren’t slaves or anything. They will still get a good wage; and, if they do leave city work, their debt will switch to a pro-rated share of the cost of their home in the form of a mortgage owned by the bank.”

	
	“Sounds like you are on top of it,” I grinned. “What do you need me for, then?”

	
	“Good question, indeed, but Sativa, in her infinite wisdom, chose to burden me with working for you.” I saw the glimmer of a smile tug at the corners of her mouth, else I might have gotten tired of her banter. 

	
	“So,” I ignored her snark, “it sounds like Rava is the money person, and I really need to speak to her. Are any of the city’s ventures actively raising revenue?”

	
	“Well, obviously, since you have some money now. Most of what you have in the city coffers is what you collected from the criminals you recently took down. Tax revenue is starting to trickle in, but I didn’t want to scare off new businesses by hitting them too hard at first. The bank is also going to make good money on the small business loans and such, but that will take a little time.”

	
	Rozelle scanned a number of pages of notes in a spidery scrawl that I couldn’t make heads or tails of. “You also have a great many assets,” she concluded, “but Rava has been selling those, and then deducting the proceeds from the loan she made to the city. This way, I’ve been able to keep your coffers as a type of reserve.”

	
	“Good thinking. I know how to balance a checkbook and all that, but I won’t pretend to know how to manage a city. That’s why you are here. And yes,” I held up a hand to forestall the complaint I knew was coming, “I know I need to allocate more time to sitting down with you on a regular basis—but right now, I have other priorities.”

	
	She looked at me quietly for a moment. I could see the wheels turning in her head, and then she reached some type of decision. Inwardly, I cringed—let’s just say I had learned a healthy respect for Roz’s sharp tongue.

	
	“I will speak candidly, but don’t let this go to your head. You are the best ruler I have worked for in my long life. I fully expect that I will die here in Yonderton, in not that many more years. I will, of course, teach you the basics, but you would be better served letting your wives handle such things—since you had either the foresight or amazingly splendid blind luck to marry such competent women. That is the way it is with most men, and especially so with strong men.” 

	
	I tried, with a bit of success, to keep my jaw from bouncing off the floor. You could have pushed me over with a feather. Praise from Roz was so rare as to be comparable to hen’s teeth.

	
	“You simply have to give them the authority,” she continued.” Your time is better spent keeping us all safe…. Well, that, and being seen in public. That is one area you are lacking in. You need to be seen by your people more.”

	
	I thought about what she said before responding, “I’m sure you are right, but I’ll need to think about how best to do the first part. As for the second part, maybe you can take me on a tour of some of the projects, after we finish our discussion?”

	
	“Sure. Now, we should discuss the merits situation, as well as new positions which need to be filled. Sativa has apparently recognized your results with stabilizing the town.” She pointed to one of the smooth, metal sheets which acted as monitor screens. 

	
	Current Merits: 6293

	 

	Updates since last review:

	+250 for surviving another month

	+850 for ending the slavery ring

	+275 for ending the threat from One Direction

	+4800 for introducing a new species to Olimero

	 

	You have been awarded bonuses for dealing with the long-standing threat of the slave ring, as well as for dealing with the gang which sought to move in. However, your largest bonus is for introducing a new species, which is now native to Olimero. 

	 

	New species: Human/Rabbitkin Hybrid

	 

	As a species native to Olimero, stat caps will apply to this species, as will full compatibility with magic. As the base genetic material of this hybrid is that of a non-Olimeran species, it is suspected that the path to cultivation may be open to this race as well, but this has yet to be determined. 

	 

	Stat caps will be set with the same ratios as the rabbitkin half of the new species’ genetics, but will be based upon the dominant parent’s current stat progression:

	 

	Human/Bunnykin Hybrid Racial Caps: 

	Strength: 210

	Agility: 270 

	Durability: 90

	Magic: 240 

	 

	Base Stats upon reaching adulthood: 

	Strength: 70

	Agility: 90

	Durability: 30

	Magic: 80

	 

	

	As an additional reward, after further evaluation of your strengths and weaknesses, as well as consideration of what you bring to Olimero, you have been allotted additional staff slots. These staff slots should be applied, as necessary, to expand your control over a growing Yonderton and the rest of the Yonder District:

	 

	Deputies: +30

	Clerks: +8

	
	I read through all of that, and didn’t even know what to think at first. Most important, it seemed that my son was going to be considered a native Olimeran. He may just looked like a human baby to me—but, judging from the notifications, he was going to have some different rabbitkin traits, at some point. 

	
	I hated that he didn’t have the same limitless stat caps that I had, but I was thrilled that he would have access to magic. It was also cool that, by the time he reached adulthood, he would have some solid stats—with one glaring weakness. His durability was a real issue that I was going to have work with him on. 

	
	The staggering number of merits which Sativa granted me for creating this new hybrid shocked me, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. I did notice, however, that there had been no appreciable increase in morale, so I pulled up that tab.

	
	Abject Terror  (0)

	Living in Fear (1)

	Looking over Their Shoulders (5)

	Keeping Their Heads Down (15)

	Neutral (25)

	Cautiously Optimistic (50)

	Mildly Hopeful (75)

	Smiles on Their Faces (150)

	Living It Up (250)*

	This is Paradise (500)

	
	* Current level

	
	As I looked things over, I realized that, yeah, this made sense. We were already at the ‘Living It Up’ stage. It only stood to reason, that it was going to take a great deal of work to get to the ‘This is Paradise’ category. The expansion of the number of deputies and clerks was going to have to be implemented incrementally, so that we made sure we only got the right people, but with that many positions, we might actually begin to police Yonderton properly. It felt refreshing, though we’d definitely need a new building or two just to house everyone.

	
	For just a moment I trembled, as I wondered what Lina and the others might think when they saw this. If they expect me to add thirty-odd more wives to our growing family, I was going to have to put my foot down. I had adapted to the idea of a harem. It meant something here, and it was going to be key to me ruling Yonderton. But I didn’t want to reach a point where I needed cue cards to remember my wives’ names, let alone the names of my children.

	
	What was fascinating, was that no sooner did I have that thought, than two more personal quests popped up:

	
	New Quest: Expanding Nature 2 (Quest 1 in this quest chain has been met)

	Difficulty: Enjoyable

	Time Limit: N/A

	Progress: 0/2

	 

	Reward: 

	+9600 merits

	2 unique alchemical formulas

	A pair of scaling, enchanted swords

	 

	Description: You have demonstrated a unique ability to introduce hybrid species to Olimero. In the words of your own world: Go forth and multiply.

	
	I face-palmed as soon as I read the quest description. As if Lina wasn’t bad enough, now I had a literal goddess pushing me to produce more kids. All I could do was shake my head, and worry about how long I should wait before mentioning this quest to my wives. The rewards left little confusion about who I was supposed to multiply with. 

	
	Well, one thing was for sure. This was a decision I would make with my wives, not because some goddess offered some shiny prizes for us to make babies. Best if I address a few other pressing issues, first, though.

	
	The second quest was less personal.

	
	New Quest: Expand Yonderton

	Difficulty: Very Hard

	Time Limit: 3 years

	Progress: 15,783/50,000

	Reward:

	+15,000 merits

	+1 free epic building

	+2 rare natural resources

	 

	

	Description: Build up Yonderton until the population for the city proper increases to 50,000 residents. Those living in the district beyond the city limits do not count towards this demographic. Achieve this within 3 years in order to receive the generous rewards. Lesser rewards may be available if you are fail to achieve the goal in the stated time period. 

	 

	Note: All new residents must come to Yonderton willingly, and the resident count only applies to those who are adults. 

	
	I looked over at Rozelle. “Increasing our city’s population by thirty-five thousand in only three years? Is that even possible?”

	
	 “I want to say no, but if Sativa gave you the quest, then I have to think it is possible.” She held her fingers up and flicked them up and down like she was counting something. “You have already started a bunch of initiatives, which together are going to help us grow faster than any other city in the history of Olimero. 

	
	“The bank provides financial stability. The housing initiative makes it very inviting here, but forty workers isn’t going to be enough. We will need to build up commercial sites, and city planning is going to be critical. You will be setting yourself up to be a landlord, and not just lord of the town. Assuming four adults to a household, that means we will need more than eighty-five hundred more homes. Some of those homes—maybe as many as thirty percent—will need to be apartments atop storefronts.”

	
	She stopped then as though she was doing more calculations. “It currently takes a crew of five builders about four days to build a house. That is roughly two-hundred man-hours per home. That means we need over 1.7 million man-hours of construction for just houses, and that doesn’t include an error buffer of twelve man-hours per home.”

	
	I smiled, but I didn’t say anything. Rozelle was working the numbers out right in front of me. It was definitely better to delegate. 

	
	She started frowning. “Assuming fifty weeks of work per year and six work days of ten hours each per week, that would mean we need almost two-hundred builders—one hundred and ninety, to be exact—working constantly for three years to reach the housing goal.”

	
	“Nothing is ever that smooth. Plus, we want to build shops that can be rented, with housing atop them—say roughly thirty percent. And we will also need to build an industrial base or places for these folks to work. If small businesses employ an average of six adults, that means another three hundred warehouses and factories at four hundred hours each…. “ 

	
	The old ratkin scowled. “Let’s assume 3.2 million man-hours for construction of housing and an industrial base.”

	
	Rozelle started flicking her fingers again and said, “Give me a second to calculate that.”

	
	“No, hold on. I know you won’t like this, but I believe it will incentivize workers to come here. I want them to plan on a five-day work week with ten hours of work per day. We will still pay them for a full week, but they will have an extra day to themselves, where they can pursue their own projects or just relax with their children.”

	
	“But Sheriff, if we do that, then we will have idle workmen. Idle hands will lead to all kinds of trouble. Your deputies will hate you for making a suggestion like that,” Rozelle replied. 

	
	“Part of that will be handled by the sporting activities we are creating, but I can compromise. We will make that offer to married men, with children. That way, we are getting more families, and will grow more quickly. Single men, or those without children, will have to work six days for the same pay.”

	
	Rozelle appeared thoughtful before finally saying, “That could work.” Then she tapped her chin. “Yes, I like it. Maybe your head isn’t just for looking at.” 

	
	She clicked her fingers along and said, “We would need four hundred and twenty-seven builders—if they were all here tomorrow. More than that, since they will stagger in. It will cost about a minimum of a silver per week for cheap labor, but quality workers will cost more.”

	
	“I was thinking more like three silver per week for a laborer and up to ten silver for a foreman, with a pay scale between those bookends to incentivize more talented workers.”

	
	Roz jumped up out of her seat and pounced up to stand on my thighs while pointing her finger down at me. “You are insane. That would amount to more than two hundred and seventy gold per week, with a total cost of nearly forty-two THOUSAND gold—and that is just your labor costs! That doesn’t factor in materials—which we still have to obtain—or any reasonable overhead. That will eat through your coffers in a matter of weeks!”

	
	I waved my hand. “Nonsense, Rava is a business genius. I’m sure that, between the two of you, you can find a way to fund it. Now, we need to spend the merits we have on fortifying our city.”

	
	 


Chapter 16 - Fortification

	
	
	I had to admit that, while I was anxious to get on with the more physical parts of my day, my time here had been entertaining. There was something deeply satisfying about dumping a challenging situation on a competent subordinate. Now, though, there were decisions to be made. 

	
	Using the instant building functions of the Sheriff’s interface was, perhaps—even more than cultivation, more than magic, or more than elves and orcs—the thing which most gave Olimero the feeling of a video game. It was necessary to quickly narrow my search down, as it seemed the options for available buildings and such continued to grow. There were improvements I could make to current structures, while at the same time, there were several new types of buildings. It was one of those new sections that I knew was going to take up most of my time, but I had to add some other buildings, first. 

	
	We pulled up a map of Yonderton, then expanded it out to show the entire district, which I ruled. I was going to have to have a map of this made but, for now, I committed as much of it to memory as I could. Then, we focused back down to what was considered the city of Yonderton, proper. As Sheriff, I owned all the land in the city proper, while I simply ruled the land in the rest of the district. 

	
	This was the first time I had looked at the map in this way. It dawned on me that my house was dead center in the city proper. The city expanded from that center roughly 2.5 to 3 mile in every direction, although only a fraction of that was actually occupied. I pulled out one of the few bits I remembered of geometry, and squared the radius of the rough circle the city made, before multiplying it by pi. 

	
	Wow. The city proper was a bit over twenty square miles worth of land. That was both encouraging and intimidating. 

	
	It was encouraging, in that there was plenty of room to grow without overcrowding becoming an issue. Eventually, I could also buy more land; but I wasn’t about to mention that to Rozelle just now. She might have an apoplectic fit, since she was still processing how we would pay for all the builders I wanted her to hire. It was intimidating because this was a large area to defend. With that in mind, I began to think in terms of concentric circles. 

	
	There was the innermost circle that I wanted to protect—namely, wherever my family would be. Then, there was the wider part of the city, which included the civilians who looked to me for protection, and finally an outer circle for the rest of the district. This led me to the conclusion that, at least when considering how best to deal with the beast waves, it was going to be impossible to build an impassable barrier that the entire city could hide behind. Heck, some of the monsters could fly. 

	
	I knew I needed to think outside the box. With that in mind, I looked at my options. The more mundane a structure, the lower the cost in merits, but I quickly narrowed it to just over half a dozen things I needed to review and consider. 

	
	Sheriff’s Office—Extension:  Base cost of 100 merits

	Bunker: Base cost of 125 merits 

	Guard Tower: Base cost of 125 merits

	Wall: Base cost of 10 merits

	Lure Pole: Base cost of 100 merits

	Repulsion Pole: Base cost of 100 merits

	Pit Traps: Base cost of 20 merits

	 

	Sheriff’s Office—Extension: Base cost of 100 merits. Creates a single-story square building, complete with four bedrooms, a kitchen, a front office, a single holding cell, a rooftop bath, and a training courtyard. Protective aura prevents scrying and attacks of any form against those lawfully inside the building. 

	 

	Available additions:

	Extra bedroom: 25 merits

	Indoor bathroom: 50 merits

	Training equipment: 50 merits

	Rooftop Lookout: 40 merits

	
	Currently, I had two clerks and six deputies. We were all quite comfortable in our current building. With a chuckle, I realized that I might soon have to expand my master bedroom. Or maybe, my Mistress of the Sheets could work out a sleeping schedule that had the women rotating into my room. 

	
	This wasn’t Leave it to Beaver, though, so it felt wrong asking any of my wives to sleep anywhere other than in my bed. If I understood orc culture, just sleeping with me wasn’t really going to work for Mursha—not until she was my wife. 

	
	As for Daria, I was a little less certain. She was certainly hot, and I enjoyed both our time and the training we did together. That didn’t mean, however, that I felt she had the same level of commitment as the others. She wanted an egg—err, a child from me, but I was pretty certain that her motivation for that had much more to do with her family situation back home, than it did with me. Hopefully, we would be able to sort through such obstacles during our tour of the countryside together. 

	
	Now, it seemed I could hire an additional thirty more deputies, for a total of thirty-eight, as well as eight more clerks, for a total of ten. It would take time, though, and I knew I needed to rely heavily on my wives to handle the hiring. They were essentially free allies, since Sativa paid them, but that didn’t mean we shouldn’t be picky and wait for the right people. Part of my hope was that we could find more families—like Denne, Nunani and Melossi—that would come as a unit.

	
	Denne was a godsend in three ways. First off, he and his wives worked very well together. I had only needed to work to integrate them with the rest of us. The second advantage was that Denne was quickly becoming a good friend. Being around hot women all day long might be every guy’s dream come true—especially since they were mostly mine—but that didn’t mean I didn’t enjoy some time with the guys. Finally, the more deputies I had who were guys, or who were women married to another deputy, the fewer women I’d have expecting me to bed them. 

	
	It felt a bit crazy to think that I was adapting to Olimero enough that I thought I could handle a couple more wives—but I already had Mursha and Daria coming on board. I just needed to grow our family at a manageable pace. 

	
	With all of this in mind, I decided to create two additional office extensions—with plans to purchase two more once we had the manpower to staff them. We would first have to earn the credits for additions which could come later, like additional rooms or indoor toilets. I certainly wasn’t going to buy such luxuries now, when I didn’t know how long it would take Lina and Josie to find the right people to staff them. But their simple presence would provide a reminder around town that the law was present. 

	
	I asked Rozelle for her guidance as to where we should set the offices up. We ended up setting up both of them outside the half-wall which marked Yonderton’s current town border. We were going to be expanding soon, and there was no reason to keep the offices too close together. 

	
	After that, we looked at bunkers. I liked the idea of being able to provide a place for people to hide, but the cost was prohibitive—and would become more so, as the population grew. 

	
	Bunker: Base cost of 125 merits. Creates an underground bunker buried twenty below the surface, with a single entrance. The base bunker is made of concrete and reinforced with steel. It may never have offensive capabilities. It can house up to twenty people with limited comfort, and will be stocked with food, water, and limited sanitation supplies sufficient to last twenty people up to three months. More people could be crowded in for shorter durations. 

	 

	Available additions:

	Expand to house 50 people: 200 merits. Bunker will now house up to fifty people, with all the same amenities and limitations.

	Expand to house 100 people: 300 merits.  Bunker will now house up to a hundred people, with all the same amenities and limitations.

	 

	Luxury bunker: Costs 4x base cost in merits. The bunker created will be buried forty feet underground, and will have supplies for a full year. It will have spacious accommodations for the stated number of people and will also be equipped with anti-scrying features, being keyed so that only authorized people may enter. 

	 

	Backdoor: Additional 50 merits to base cost. Because this worked so well on Endor, why not add this option here? 

	
	I wanted to so badly, but I refrained from buying a luxury bunker for up to twenty people for my family and friends. I added it to my wish list, and took a note to add all my current clerks and deputies to the approved list. If there were enough merits left over after the town’s defenses needed to withstand the manticores, I’d build it about five miles beyond the city—close enough for us to get to, but far enough away that anything attacking the city probably would not find it. 

	
	The cost of 525 merits was just too steep to swallow at the moment. After the current need to deal with the manticores, this would become my top priority. I wasn’t going to allow anything to happen to my family—not when I had the chance to prepare for it. 

	
	After a moment, something occurred to me. “Rozelle,” I said, turning to the old Ratkin, “I can add you to the approved list when I eventually buy the bunker. You are working hard for Yonderton and deserve to have a safe place to live, if the worst were to happen.”

	
	She stared at me for a moment, as though she wasn’t sure I was serious. “You think I want to be trapped underground with you, a bunch of your wives, and all their brats? And yeah, if you are stuck underground for a year, I know exactly what you’d be up to—and you’d come out of the bunker with many more children than you went in with.” She rolled her eyes. “No thank you; I think I’d prefer just to die. I’ve lived a long life.”

	
	I could only shake my head. She did have a point, after all. But now, we had to work; it was time to look at what we could do to harden the city against the coming beast waves. I still had another 6,093 merits, and I was determined to get the most out of them.

	

	Guard Tower: Base cost of 125 merits. Creates a thirty-foot-high wooden guard tower. Top platform is 10’x10’ and has a four-foot-high protective wall at the top, along with arrow slits. 

	 

	Available additions: 

	Raise tower by ten feet: 50 additional merits. Each additional time this is used for one tower, the cost doubles. 

	 

	Stone Tower: 100 additional merits + 50% increased cost for additional height. This will cause the tower to be made of stone, rather than wood, and is a pre-requisite for armor plating. It also makes the tower significantly less susceptible to fire. 

	 

	Armor Plating: 100 additional merits for armor covering the lower half of the tower, and 200 additional merits for full coverage—this will place either steel trim and mesh, or full armor plates over the exposed portions of the tower.

	 

	Ballista Emplacement: 65 additional merits—this will create a swiveling ballista, with a 120-degree radius field of fire and a range of up to 1500 feet. 

	

	Wall: Base cost of 10 merits. Creates a 10’x10’x1’ seamless stone wall, which is slightly thicker at the base, than at the top. 

	 

	Available additions:

	Armor Plating: 20 additional merits per section

	 

	Additional Height: 15 additional merits per section. This will increase the proportions of the wall section to 20’ high x 10’ wide x 2’ thick. Further upgrades will only become available once an entire continuous section of wall has been upgraded to this standard.

	 

	Parapets: 15 additional merits per section. This will add a wooden platform 4’ wide with appropriate supports, buttresses, and a staircase every 100’ of wall, as well as an additional 5’ of height to the wall, with 2’ wide crenelations every other two feet of wall length, at 2’ in depth.

	      

	I started doing some math to figure out how much of a wall we could afford. If we used all of my current merits, I’d only be able to create 3,410 feet of wall—if we stuck with the base wall. Anything bigger than the manticores would make a ten-foot-high wall pointless. The walls would have to be at least twenty feet tall, in order to matter for more than just the current troubles. 

	
	With a perimeter of over 91,000 feet, there was no way we could surround even the current town’s footprint with a twenty-foot-high wall. Luckily, walls could be used to funnel enemies, as well. That got me looking at some of the other options.

	
	Lure Pole: Base cost of 100 merits. This creates a 1’ diameter, 10’ high pole, which has the magical effect of attracting specific types of creatures. They can be used to attract either domesticated animals or monsters. The specific type of creature which will be attracted can be changed at will using the provided interface. More-intelligent monsters may be able to resist the attraction. Even less-intelligent monsters will not necessarily run into certain death traps, just because of the pole. 

	 

	Note: The base range of the attraction field is a radius of 300’ in all directions. This field can be modified to a cone shape over a 120-degree arc, which then has a range of 500’ feet. There are not currently any available upgrades.

	 

	Repulsion Pole: Base cost of 100 merits. This is the opposite of an attraction pole, in that it will tend to create an urge in the targeted creature type to avoid the repulsion field of the pole. The same range and limitations apply. 

	 

	Available Upgrade:

	Physical Repulsion: 1000 additional merits. The field created has a physical repulsion effect equivalent to a Strength of 200. The field can only run for a maximum of 3 hours every 24 hours. A repulsion field affects everything, including inanimate objects such as arrows; and instead of requiring a targeted creature type, it has an exclusion list which is individual-specific. Up to a hundred individuals may be on the exclusion list and remain within the field with no effect. 

	
	Now we were talking. My mind started thinking about how we could use walls to channel oncoming beast waves, in combination with repulsion and lure poles. I just needed a kill zone to funnel the beasts into, and the next item on the list made that possible. 

	

	Pit Trap: Base cost of 20 merits. Creates a square, ten-foot-deep pit, which is ten feet wide on each side. The walls are slick, so climbing out is virtually impossible. It is hard to get out of this hole, once you fall in. Try to climb out, and you’ll just keep slipping back in. The bottom of the pit is lined with sharpened sticks, which will be sufficient to pierce soft flesh or light armor. 

	 

	Available Additions:

	Extra Deep: 2 additional merits per section. Sometimes it works better when you go deeper. This addition will increase the depth of the pit by a single foot, but will apply to up to a 20’x20’ section of pit. 

	 

	Extra Wide: 2 additional merits per section. Sometimes it isn’t just about the length. This addition will increase the dimensions of the pit by one foot on a side.

	 

	Diseased Pit: 100 additional merits. This is what happens if you fall into the wrong hole. The spikes at the bottom of this pit will be coated with a substance which transmits the Pox to any organic being which fails to resist. The Pox is characterized by high fever, delirium, projectile/explosive emissions from both ends, muscle cramps, extreme fatigue, headaches, nausea, and loss of balance. If left untreated, most beings will die from the Pox from dehydration within two days. Incubation period varies, from creature to creature, but is typically from four to twenty-four hours. This effect applies to one area, regardless of size, as long as it is one contiguous pit.

	
	I laughed. Sativa must be getting a sense of humor. That, or she had a pervy streak which was finally coming out. Even Rozelle seemed amused by the descriptions. 

	
	In the end, we decided to create two stone guard towers which were each forty-feet tall on the side of town nearest the Untamed Lands. Between these two towers, we set a funnel of  three-hundred-foot-long walls, which were meant to channel monsters towards a wide and deep pit at the end. We set this all up beyond the town limits. If someone wanted to claim the land later, we would deal with any such issues then. 10’ high walls wouldn’t stop most of the monsters, but I hoped that a set of five lure poles would work to draw everyone in, while at the same time, I set up two repulsion poles with the idea that they would keep monsters from trying to go around the trap. This left us with 1,293 merits for the pit. 

	
	In the end, we decided to create a triangular kill zone anchored by three towers. I really wanted to extend the height of the towers and to make them from stone, but I decided the base model would do for now. We could use the merits earned during the hunt to improve them. Atop each tower, I purchased a reloading ballista, with a range out to 1500 feet and a rate of fire of one five-foot-long spear every five seconds.

	
	To protect the flanks of each tower, I purchased six repulsion poles. Though not a fool-proof design, I expected these poles to both safeguard the towers from being attacked from the sides. They had the additional benefit of encouraging any monsters skulking along the edge of the kill zone back in towards the center.

	
	To channel the monsters into the middle of the kill zone, as well as to provide a stable shooting platform, I purchased two walls, 250’ in length. Though it wasn’t cheap, I sprang for the extra height, stone, and parapets. This meant that Denne’s and Josie’s hunter teams would be able to fire down on the edges of the monster wave behind crenelations twenty feet above the ground. With a maximum range of nearly eight hundred feet, with the new rifles, they could cover more than half of the kill zone’s width at its mouth.

	
	In the center of the engagement area, I set up three lure poles. These poles would get and keep the monsters attention while our ballistae whittled down their numbers. In an inverted ‘V’ before each of the lure poles, I set up a pair of eighty-foot-long by twenty-foot-wide and twenty-foot-deep pits. 

	
	I knew it was a dream; there would be overflow, but hopefully the traps would be enough. The extra depth would hopefully keep more of the creatures from being able to leap out while also making the fall more deadly. The obvious problem was that the pits might fill up. Between the rifles, the ballistae, and the pits, I expected to kill more than 90% of the invading monster wave.

	
	We’d have to get creative on how to kill between fifty and a hundred of the beasts. I’d ask the others for their suggestions—but whatever it was, we’d have to put in the hard work ourselves, to create it. After this spending spree—especially after dropping 2,000 merits for the two long stone, twenty-foot-tall shooting platforms, and 2,400 merits on the six massive pits—I had only 223 merits remaining. We had nearly a full day to improve upon the basic design of the kill zone.

	
	I was sure some monsters would get through everything we had prepared for them, but I wasn’t about to discount the archers and mages we’d station alongside the ballista atop each tower. I was hoping that Rava would be able to whip up some more potion bombs that we could use to throw into the pits. That reminded me, though, that we definitely needed more alchemists.

	
	Before telling Rozelle to work on recruiting more, I thought I should speak with my wives about what our recruiting priorities should be. For now, I pocketed the remaining 223 merits. It was time to go tour the city and explain to my people what we were expecting to face. I only hoped that such transparency would help morale, rather than hurt it. 

	 


Chapter 17 - Making the Rounds

	
	
	It ended up being after lunch before I was able to go out into town with Rozelle. Part of the delay came when I walked into the front office on my way to the door and ran into Denne while I was looking for my wives. He saw me and got a big smile on his face before suddenly flashing and then disappearing. The instant after he was gone, he appeared right next to me. My heightened reflexes had me jumping back, automatically on guard. 

	
	“Yeah, that’s the shit!” He chuckled. 

	
	“That expression on your face is exactly what I felt like earlier. Warn a brother, next time, when you’re gonna make a deal with a goddess to power him up. Not that I’m complaining, but uh… I might have been right in the middle of something and accidently teleported both me and Nunani up onto the roof—buck naked,” the big orc said.

	
	I couldn’t help but laugh. “You had me worried that something bad happened. I’m sure you just teleported back down.”

	
	“Well… I was going to, at least after I finished what we were in the middle of, but then I couldn’t figure it out. My mana flows differently, now. It’s like I’d been a beer man my entire life, and then somebody went and filled my mug with whiskey when I wasn’t looking.”

	
	“Seems to be working now,” I replied.

	
	“Yeah, I’ve been practicing all day. Still a few hitches to work out, but this shit is awesome. So… thanks for that. But, Nunani was bent out of shape that we had to walk downstairs, naked. It didn’t help that we ran into a couple of the new staff that your wife hired.”

	
	“If I didn’t know better,” I said with a grin, “I’d say that ruddy tinge to your cheeks means you’re blushing.”

	 

	“I’m willing to show off as much as any man,” he replied, “but I’m pretty sure that one of them is talking to Nunani and Melossi about becoming my third wife, now.”

	
	I laughed even harder, since I knew how Denne felt about additional wives. He was content with the two he had. I knew he wanted to take any further expansions of his family rather slowly—just like me. Since it seemed I was not going to get my wish, I had little sympathy for my friend. 

	
	“Which one?” I asked. 

	
	When he didn’t answer, I added, “It’s the bunnygirl with the one floppy ear, isn’t it? I thought I saw her checking you out before.”

	
	“Yeah, yeah, it was her.” He smirked. “She is kinda hot, isn’t she?”

	
	“Go for it, man. If you marry her, I’m sure I can get Lina to make her one of the new clerks. Then, we’ll keep it all in the family, so to speak.”

	
	“Fine, but you better go find your own wives. They are waiting outside—Josie said something about not letting you out of her sight. Oh, and I think Mursha is with them, too. Whatever it was you said to her this morning has her all worked up.”

	
	All of my wives, as well as Mursha and Daria, ended up coming with us. Lina left our son with Nunani back at the office. She said she wasn’t sure she was ready to present our son to the town. She left unsaid the fact that she was worried how they would react to the birth of a human. 

	
	She also revealed something interesting to me. She had gained a boon from Sativa earlier, while I was going through the interface. Apparently, it was super rare, but not unheard of for a faithful follower of Sativa to receive a reward. In this case, Lina was gifted with a meat cleaver. It seemed a rather odd gift, but when she let me examine it, I understood.

	
	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 +3 Agility for 24 hours to any who eat them. Meat cut with this cleaver will grant +3 Durability for 24 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 Life 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 100 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 +10. This increase will grow larger as you level your Melee Combat skill. 

	
	After I finished reading the description, all I could say was, “Wow!” Sativa was really taking this hybrids thing seriously. I congratulated Lina on receiving it, but I was a bit shocked by the sad look on her face.

	
	“What’s wrong, my love?”

	
	“This is a reminder from Sativa, that I haven’t been training hard enough. When we bonded, you told me that I would need to train so that I could defend myself and our children.” She shook her head sadly. “But I haven’t put any effort into my training. I’ve sought just about any and every excuse I could find to avoid it.”

	
	“Bah, don’t worry about that. Sativa is just rewarding you for being the most perfect mother. Yes, you should train, and train hard; but right now, just celebrate. Besides, you’ve always got me to protect you.”

	
	She frowned. “You don’t think I’m capable.”

	
	It took everything I had not to face-palm myself at that moment. I didn’t do it, because it was a habit I had worked and continued to work on breaking Lina of. 

	
	“That isn’t what I meant.” I stopped her, taking her hand in mine. “Search the bond. You know I care about you. You can do anything, but when you frown it is like clouds cover the sun.” 

	
	Lina looked confused for a minute as she glanced up at the sun. The sky was crystal clear today. It was the kind of day that made you glad to be alive. 

	
	I brushed my lips across the back of her knuckles, turning her frown upside down. “Your smile brightens my entire day.”

	
	Lina leaned into me and kissed my cheek. “I bet other parts of me can brighten up your night.”

	
	I felt a stirring in my pants and, as much as I suddenly wanted to put off the tour of town and drag my bunnykin wife back to the bedroom, the tour was necessary. I made a low growling sound. “You’re just lucky that we really do have to tour the town, or I might have to take you up on that—right now.”

	
	She trailed her fingertips along my cheek as she walked by. Her cute, little cotton tail wiggled enticingly as she strutted past me. When she looked back over her shoulder, she smirked. “Guess, I’ll just have to keep you on edge all afternoon, then.”

	
	Before I knew what was happening, I felt my foxkin wife press herself up against me on one side, while my elven wife did so on the other. Jo Jo’s tongue flicked across my earlobe. Her soft curves were unmistakable, even through her armor. The heat of her breath on my neck pushed me to my limit. When Rava whispered in my other ear as she pinched my ass, “And we’ll help her,” I almost lost it.

	
	My eyes got wide, but all I could do was focus on work and pray to Sativa that the afternoon flew by. We walked for a ways through town. My eyes were mostly on my wives, but I still managed to wave at people and speak to a few workmen and townsfolk, as Rozelle introduced me to people. It was amazing how many people she knew already despite her short time in town. The first place we actually stopped was the clinic I had built with merits.

	
	It wasn’t anything fancy. Outside, there was porch where people could wait, while the clinic itself consisted of a small office and a single examination room. There were two people waiting on the bench outside. One was a catkin woman, and next to her was her spitting image—only smaller. The little girl was pressing a cloth against her mouth, and I could smell the iron of blood in the air. 

	
	I walked up, “Hello, I’m…”

	
	The woman stood and bowed before I could finish what I was saying. Her lip quivered as she said, “I know who you are, Sheriff. If we are in your way, we can leave. Paisley isn’t hurt that badly.”

	
	“Nonsense. What is the matter with your daughter?” I asked.

	
	“It really isn’t anything you should have to bother yourself with, Sheriff. We are sorry to be in your way.”

	
	I wanted to scream in frustration. I know the woman wasn’t trying to offend me, yet she wouldn’t answer my simple question. 

	
	Fortunately, Lina stepped up and knelt next to the girl, Paisley. My wife set one hand on the girl’s knee, while I noticed her other hand touched her new magical focus. At the same time, she smiled up at the mother. “He really means it. The Sheriff loves kids and wants to take care of all the people of Yonderton.”

	
	Some of the tension eased out of the mother’s face. “She was playing rough with some friends. You know that new game that all the kids are playing?”

	
	“O-ball,” Daria offered. 

	
	The catkin mother nodded, “Yes, that’s the one, deputy. Well anyway, Paisley got tackled and a few teeth knocked out. I was hoping one of the priestesses at the clinic could help her.”

	
	With a shrug, Lina said, “No need to wait for them.”

	
	I felt her Life mana flow into the girl. It was stronger and crisper than before. That must be a result of Sativa’s gift. There was no question about it, the healing was almost instantaneous. I knew I could condense Lina’s mana, but I was suddenly very interested in seeing what I could do, if her mana was already condensed. Would the two effects be additive or multiplicative? Only one way to find out, but experimentation would have to wait.

	
	Now, I was curious as to why this woman and her daughter had been left outside waiting, while I didn’t see any movement inside the clinic. Both mother and daughter were thanking Lina, and then me, profusely. As though I had done something to deserve any praise. 

	
	I mumbled, “All thanks goes to my wife. She is as kind as she is beautiful. And since she doesn’t belong to me, she earned your thanks all on her own.”

	
	Immediately, it was like the temperature in the air dropped precipitously. A cold chill ran down my spine. I didn’t know what exactly just happened, but knew I’d just said something that upset all three of my wives—like, deeply upset them. 

	
	Telepathically I sent out, “Whatever I just did wrong, we’ll fix it. You can yell at me later, and then I’ll make it right. But now, we need to find out what is going on at the clinic.”

	
	I expected Jo-Jo to have a snappy comeback, but surprisingly, it was Rava’s mental voice that I heard. “Maybe we’ll talk later, and maybe we won’t. We don’t belong to you, after all.”

	
	Oh shit, was all that I could think. Still, I put it out of my mind. I needed time to sort things out, first. Since I’d evidently jammed my foot in my mouth, I needed to think through my next response before I started munching on my own ankle. 

	
	I sent ki into my brain meridian and felt all my senses expand. As my sense of smell expanded, I made out a very distinctive scent. One expects a whiff of anti-septic or the smell of blood around a medical clinic, not the smell of sex. Yet there was no mistaking the pungent smell of desire. Then, as I enhanced my hearing further, I made out the faintest sounds of passion.

	
	I wanted to send Mursha in to bust heads. Heck, I didn’t want to walk in and see some dude naked, but heavy is the head that wears the crown. This was a medical clinic I had set up; it would be best for me to take care of this myself. 

	
	I spat out, “It sounds like our healer is inside, entertaining someone.”

	
	Rozelle and the others stared at me for a moment until the older woman gasped as she got my meaning. “I’m gonna strip the flesh off that skinny elf’s bones.” Then, she stormed in with me right on her heel. 

	
	A bell chimed as we pushed through the door. If anyone had been in the front office, they likely would have been struck by how odd it looked for the tiny ratkin woman to come storming in, with me towering over her, though trailing a step behind. 

	
	A minute later, an elf stuck her head out of the back room, “I thought I told you to wait….” 

	
	Her voice trailed off, and her face grew bright red when she realized who she was yelling at. She pulled her head back in and disappeared, but Rozelle wasn’t having it. The tiny ratkin followed right after the elf, forcing her way in before the door to the exam room could shut. 

	
	It slammed behind her, and I held up my hand for the others to stop.

	
	Lina asked, “Shouldn’t we help her?”

	
	“I’m pretty sure that Rozelle is gonna be fine. It’s the healer I’m worried about,” I replied. I stopped powering my hearing with ki, because honestly, it was obvious that Rozelle was giving the healer a chewing out for the record books. And I didn’t need to listen in. 

	
	What was the point of having a City Manager, if I didn’t let her manage the employees? It was important to me that we provide free healing for the citizens of Yonderton. This was just one of the incentives we could offer to get people to move out here onto the frontier.

	
	That made me think about what Rozelle and I had discussed earlier. Since, from the sound of things, I had five minutes or more to kill, now would be a good time to ask my wives and the other two who were on the fringe of our growing family about what occupations or trades they thought we needed to recruit the most. I also needed to let them know about the extra clerk and deputy spots. 

	
	Suddenly, out of nowhere, I heard some noises from the street which I didn’t need enhanced hearing to comprehend. Someone was screaming in pain. Apparently, the meet and greet was going to have to wait. 

	 


Chapter 18 - Old-Fashioned… Bank Robbery?

	
	
	I rushed out into the street, but I was not alone. All of my deputies trailed a step behind me. Even Lina tried to follow, but Rava managed to hold her back. 

	
	I didn’t stop, but I heard the elf say, “We can fight, if we have to, but let them do what they do best. Later, you can remind him what you do best.”

	
	Outside, a few people were screaming, and there was a clear trail of people who had been knocked down. I ran to the first, a wolfkin man. He was on his back in the middle of the street, panting. I sent ki pouring into my senses and expanded them out as far as I could. No sense of danger hit me, at least as far as I could tell. Although there was an odd sent in the air. It was hard to place, but it smelled similar to a fire that had just been put out.

	
	When I knelt next to the man, I asked him, “What happened?”

	
	“It just appeared out of nowhere.” His words came out labored, as though the very effort of speaking was almost too much for him. 

	
	“What appeared?”

	
	His shoulders rose slightly in a shrug. The look in his eyes was vacant. He didn’t know anything more. 

	
	I stood. “Daria, scout from the sky but don’t engage, just let us know what this thing is. Mursha and Josie, you’re with me.”

	
	Then I telepathically called out to my other wives, “Lina, there are injured here in the street. Rava, help her as you can, but more than anything, protect the two of you. Something is wrong, and I can’t shake the feeling it’s big.”

	
	My hawkkin deputy didn’t need to be told twice. She was airborne before I’d turned to my other deputies. Meanwhile, Josie, Mursha, and I ran forward following a trail of fallen bodies. Thankfully, none of them were dead, but they all seemed to be drained of energy. Most mumbled about a creature that had done this to them—a shadow, some called it—which either had brushed up against them, or had passed through them, depending on which of the people was speaking. 

	
	I kept my telepathic connection with Daria open. That paid off, as less than a minute later, she sent, “Something is happening at the bank. It looks like it’s being robbed.”

	
	I almost laughed. This wasn’t what we needed now, but it did feel weird that I was living in something like an Old West setting, and there hadn’t been a bank robbery yet. I immediately set off running for the bank, but not so fast that my deputies couldn’t keep up. 

	
	The space between the people who’d been knocked flat grew further and further apart, the closer we got to the bank. Just before I was about to rush in, I felt a surge of fear go through Rava. It was clear enough that with the bond, I couldn’t ignore it—even while focused on something else.

	
	Then her telepathic voice filled my head, “Husband, be careful. This is something strange. There is a presence here that isn’t of Olimero.”

	
	“Another human?” I sent back.

	
	“No… darker, more sinister. It is full of hate.”

	
	“Like something from your shadow god?” I wondered.

	
	I could feel remorse bubble up within her, but she stayed focused on her answer enough to send, “No, the shadow yearns, but it doesn’t hate. This hates everyone and everything. I’m sorry, husband, that I can’t explain it any better. I need more time to study it.”

	
	I shouted out telepathic commands to my deputies. “Mursha, clear all the people out of here. Daria, stay in the air. If whoever or whatever this is tries to escape, I need you to track which way it goes. Josie, you’re with me. We’re going in hot.”

	
	Then I pulled out my new sword. Since Telmorra had connected me to it, the blade felt natural in my hands. It still needed a new name, though. I wasn’t going to wield a weapon named after my dead enemy. Part of my brain told the other part to put a cork in it, but that was just the sort of random thought that goes through a man’s head as he is stepping into the unknown. 

	
	I pushed all such thoughts aside and rushed into the bank. Everyone inside was cowering on the ground. The bank manager and both tellers were there. There were no security guards because we hadn’t gotten around to hiring them—yet. The bank was across the street from the Sheriff’s office, so I hadn’t felt there was a need. That would be something I’d have to rectify. 

	
	Behind the counter there was an entrance to the back room. That was where the safe box was. To call it a vault would have been a gross overstatement. While it did have a lock on it, it was more like a metal suitcase than a safe. 

	
	Hovering over it, without touching the ground, was a shadowy figure. Whether it was a man or a woman, I couldn’t tell. Nor could I have said what race it was—or if it was even a person. 

	
	It might just have been some type of shadow monster. For all I knew, that was a thing in Olimero. Then I remembered that Rava had said she felt something that wasn’t from Olimero. My brilliant elven alchemist had actually sounded scared. I deduced that we’d better take this slowly. 

	
	“Stop!” I yelled out. “Drop any weapons and put your hands—or whatever you have—up in the air.” I felt, more than heard, an amused, tittering sound. 

	
	But then, Josie rushed past me. She wasn’t one for half-measures,  and I had said we were going in hot. She simply chose to take my instructions literally. A blast of flame shot out in front of her as her swords slashed towards the creature. Everything was happening so quickly, but I pumped more ki into my legs and prepared to leap forward and aid my fiery wife. 

	
	The flame struck the shadowy creature and danced over it. The form twisted and let out a high-pitched wail of agony. The noise was so sharp that Josie held back her sword in a rare moment of hesitation. 

	
	The strange being didn’t hesitate, though. As though it had been waiting for this very moment, it leapt onto her blade and flowed up the metal like an inky liquid. In an instant, it reached her hand, then covered her arm and soon spread across her entire body, blotting out the brilliant red of her furry tail. 

	
	The shrieks of agony turned to a sultry laughter as a very feminine voice said, “Oh, yes… this will do nicely.”

	
	Inside my head, I felt more than heard a new scream. This one came from Josie, as her very soul was attacked. This thing had covered her physical body, but it also sank its claws into her innermost being. The pain she experienced was unspeakable, and almost brought me to my knees, despite only feeling a fraction of what she did across the bond. 

	
	I willed my core to spin faster and fed ki into my inner self—Or rather, I tried to. Now, I saw the limitations of being a body cultivator. I had no ability to affect anything as intangible as a soul. There had to be something I could do, though. I wasn’t willing to stand there and watch as this creature—whatever it was—devoured my beloved Josie. 

	
	So, I sent the ki into my hands and pushed. In the past, I had been able to extend the field of ki out from my body for a short distance. But I was also able to expand my sense of touch. So, I reasoned, why not extend my reach? 

	
	I pushed against Josie, allowing the ki to become an extension of my body as I shoved against her. The black ooze rippled like choppy water and peeled back from her skin where I scrabbled at it. I wasn’t able to force it all off of her, though, and soon it was squirming around my projected force to cover her again. 

	
	That same feminine voice laughed, the sound echoing through the entire bank. “Oh, no. I don’t like sharing… and I think I like this one.”

	
	Desperation forced my mind to move faster. I burned a small amount of the byproduct of Mursha’s Gravity mana, which was in my channels, and I felt my perception speed up relative to the world around me. With those extra seconds, I calmed my mind and realized that, through the bond I shared with Josie, her body was an extension of mine. 

	
	I sat down and stilled the hammering of my heart, as I focused on the bond between us. Then, I extended my ki out through Josie in a sudden burst. I was terrified that I might seriously hurt her. Josie’s body was durable, but it wasn’t used to the raging storm that was my ki. But no matter how the possibility worried me, I knew that whatever this creature was doing to her was much worse. 

	
	The black goo splattered against the walls of the bank, and I quickly pulled Josie into my arms. She was unconscious, but no longer screaming through the bond. I couldn’t detect any serious injury inside her, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I shouted out, “Mursha, come get Josie; she’s hurt!”

	
	As the orc warrior ran into the bank, I sent a telepathic message to Lina and Rava, urging them to get here as quickly as possible. Then I told everyone else to stay outside the bank. Something told me this wasn’t over yet. 

	
	The creature had seemed too gleeful before. Gleeful, in the way that little Johnny Burbank, who had lived two blocks over, got when he was tearing the wings off of butterflies. Last I heard, Burbank was serving twenty years to life and, just like I never would have trusted him around any of my women, I wasn’t about to trust this creature around them. 

	
	By the time my focus was back on the creature, the black goop on the walls was already starting to coalesce. I know the rules of comic books and the like, stories that said that I needed to wait to see what the goop formed into before waging a desperate battle against it. Thing is, my life—as unbelievable as it might be, at least to the me of a few short months ago—was my life, and not a comic. 

	
	I pulled out an explosive potion and hurled it at the rapidly reforming puddle. The loud bang was impressive, as the potion unleashed its destructive force in a ring of kinetic energy. The ooze spread out almost like an expanding bubble, before snapping back together. As it did, I heard that same voice as before, though now it came across with the same tone my mother had used when I had been young and up to no good. 

	
	“Ouch, that hurt. I just want to talk.”

	
	It didn’t wait to see how I responded, but instead raced quickly under the counter and out of sight. I jumped forward, unwilling to give it any time. My enchanted blade sliced through the wooden counter meant to separate customers from the tellers with ease, but the ooze was always just slightly ahead of me. I kept chasing it around, but I was always just a hair to slow. 

	
	“Such a naughty boy. Just can’t wait to get your hands on me, can you?” The voice taunted, echoing through the room. Its tone was both feral and sultry at the same time.

	
	With each inch it moved, the creature was rising up and taking on a more humanoid form. Then, a wave of fire blasted out from it. My reflexes allowed me to dodge it—if only just barely—with only a little singed skin as a result. I was back on my feet in an instant, but by the time I was, the creature had already taken on a form.

	
	It was a form that I knew all too well, a form that I loved. It caught me off-guard, and I stood there simply staring at it. The creature looked like Josie. No… not like Josie, the creature could have been her twin—or more like, her doppelganger. It was completely naked and still forming, but I would recognize those curves and the fullness of those breasts anywhere. 

	
	Then, some differences began to appear. Her hair and fur started to grow in, but where Josie’s was a crimson red, this creature’s fur was an ashen gray, spliced with tiny lines of red. It looked like nothing quite so much as the dying embers of a fire. The tip of her tail was a jet black, too, instead of Josie’s white. Clothing and armor formed over her body, but she didn’t make a move to reach for her swords. 

	
	Instead, she looked at me with a smile that promised all the pleasures of heaven and all the torments of hell in a single day. “I’ve so been looking forward to meeting you!”

	 


Chapter 19 - Not the Easy Way

	
	
	“What’s that supposed to mean?” I kept my sword raised between us. Something about her put me on edge, and I don’t just mean because she’d stolen the form of my wife. A primal part of my being screamed that she was dangerous beyond anything I had faced so far. 

	
	She reached up over her head, stretching languorously, before bending and twisting side to side. This resulted in her putting on quite the show, but it seemed more like she was getting up in the morning, and needed to stretch out some kinks. 

	
	She murmured more to herself than to me, “Ah! Flesh again. It’s been so long. I do love this feeling, but always so damn… sluggish.”

	
	Then she focused on me again. “Why, it means exactly what I said. I work for your maker, and he sent me to check up on you. I’ve been excited to meet you, ever since he first told me about this assignment.”

	
	“Who are you?” I hated the banter, but was still trying to gauge her. I kept a steady stream of ki flowing into my body, so that I could react with but a moment’s notice, and telepathically cautioned the girls not to distract me.

	
	“I’d say I was Josie, but we both know that isn’t true.” She ran her hands up from her hips, until she was cupping and squeezing her full breasts. “I do like this form, though. And judging from the way you are staring at me; you like it too. If you think that you enjoyed what that mortal could do with this shape, then you are in for a true treat.”

	
	“If all you are going to do is speak in riddles,” I growled, “then there is nothing for us to do but fight. I’m trying to give you a chance to explain what you’ve been doing in my town. You left a trail of bodies behind you, and now you have taken on the form of my wife, while leaving her injured.”

	
	“Bah, I didn’t kill any of your precious mortals. I’ve watched you long enough to know you that would take it badly. And you say it’s ‘your town’ like that is something to be proud of. You are the latest and greatest step in a project which has gone on longer than this pathetic speck of a world has existed. This entire world could be your playground if you put your mind to it. Master even thinks you might have some potential.”

	
	I stepped forward, my sword at the ready. 

	
	She must have seen that I was serious because she raised both her hands up in front of her chest in a gesture which seemed to be one of surrender. “Well, I do confess that getting out of hell is a pretty good motivation for a job to begin with, but I was also excited to meet you. Flesh jobs are the best.” She ran her hands down over her form. 

	
	“Out of hell?”

	
	“Oh, please tell me you aren’t one of those. You really didn’t pay much attention to the religions of your world. Not that it matters now, as you have left Earth far behind you. Trust me,” she smirked, “that is good thing. The mortals of Olimero get a much better deal. I mean, what good is one life, when you have to live it according to the rules created by a cosmic killjoy, and if you don’t follow them, you end up burning in hell?”

	
	The more she spoke, the more I thought she was mocking me. “Are you supposed to be some kind of demon?”

	
	“Not some kind of demon, love, I’m one of the best. I’m the one HE sends on special projects which need a more… delicate touch. He’d come himself, but he’s locked up and, like I said, any excuse to leave hell is a good one.” Her expression slipped, if only for a moment. Rather than supreme confidence blended with sultry smugness, I caught a glimpse of fear and pain in her eyes.

	
	“If you’re a demon, then shouldn’t you be ruling in hell?”

	
	“Oh, how little you know... but enough about Earth and its rules. We’re on Olimero. I may still be adapting, but I like it already.” She tilted her head to the side, regarding me. “And I can sense how different you are. You are like a note struck completely off key—yet somehow, you add a richness to this world. It is obvious why the godlings all want you.”

	
	Then it dawned on me. Telmorra had talked about ‘Old Scratch’—and the name had sounded vaguely familiar. But in my own defense, I’d had a lot on my mind at the time. The goddess had warned me that Old Scratch had sent ‘her’ after me. All of it was starting to come together and make sense.

	
	I laughed. “I’m supposed to believe you work for the devil, and are what… some type of succubus sent here to show me a good time?”

	
	She laughed. There was nothing kind or warm about this mirth, though; it was a firm denial of all that was good in the world. “I said enough jabbering on about Earth. All you need to know, is that a dark god has invested a great deal into improving mankind. He even provided a world where you could advance beyond the rigid constraints of your former home. And now that his efforts are bearing fruit, the scavengers seek to benefit from what he has wrought.” She shrugged. “I’m here to prevent that from happening.

	
	“What did ‘Old Scratch’ have to do with the creation of Olimero?” I snapped.

	
	“As for a good time…” she ignored my question, “humans never end up feeling like they got a good deal. All so incredibly short sighted, I suppose.” Her grin turned predatory. “But maybe, here, you could be more than that. Maybe, you won’t end up cursing my name. Now, there you go. You’ve got me speaking truth, and it tastes foul in my mouth.”

	
	I felt Josie wake up, outside. At least there was that. “You call it the truth, but you haven’t told me anything. What are you doing to the people of Yonderton?”

	
	“Nah, ah, ah! That would be telling.” She snickered.

	
	“Then what is it you want from me?” I growled.

	
	“Nothing you won’t like, and that’s a first.” She shivered. “I don’t know what it is about this place, or maybe it’s just this mission.” She sighed, then shook her head. “It’s always so much easier when I just have to kill someone. But saying anything more would spoil the fun, sweetie.”

	
	I stepped forward again. “Enough bullshit. Throw down your weapons, let us bind your hands, and then we will have a good long talk. If I like your answers, we can discuss letting you go back to wherever it is you’re from—but if not, then this is going to be painful.”

	
	“Ooooh!” She winked at me, and then raced forward. 

	
	A glob of flame shot out at me, but I was prepared for that tactic this time. I sliced it with my blade and split the fireball in half. Good to its description, this sword was able to split elemental mana. I surged forward and thrust the tip of my blade into her—no, into the creature’s gut. I couldn’t afford to think of this demon as Josie, or even as a woman. Everything about her screamed of a danger far beyond that. 

	
	The force of my thrust knocked her backward. One of her hands went to her injured side and she snarled at me, erasing all semblance of beauty, “Fuck you. That hurt. I like this form and I don’t want to have to make a new one.”

	
	I felt the world twist in an odd way. It wasn’t magic—at least not magic in the way I had become accustomed to it on Olimero. It wasn’t natural. I watched as the wound in her side closed. The blood was sucked back inside of her, and even her clothing repaired itself. Although, to be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure that the clothes weren’t a part of her body. 

	
	She wagged a finger at me. “Now, now. I’m just here to make sure that you are a good boy. I only stopped by today to say ‘hello’. We’ll be seeing a lot more of each other soon enough, but I’m in no rush. I can tell you haven’t made any decisions, yet, and all I want to do is make sure that you remember who you belong to.”

	
	“I’m my own man,” I snapped, “and if I have to put you down to prove that, then so be it.”

	
	“So be it.” She nodded. “But this is on your head.”

	 

	Then, she pulled both her blades. She really was the spitting image of Josie. She even moved like the foxkin. Her first lunge was obviously a feint. In fact, it was so obvious, that I knew she meant it as a real attack. I leaned into it and countered her attack, slapping the blade aside. 

	
	She smiled, winked, and then came at me even faster. Her blades were a whirlwind, but I was no longer the same man I’d been before. I soon realized I couldn’t hope to match her skill—and she wasn’t holding back. 

	
	I began to see just how easy Josie had been going on me. But despite hitting me with her blades numerous times, I never got more than a few light scratches. Ki hardened my skin, to the point that it was tougher than Kevlar. 

	
	 

	
	Still, the demon was controlling our positioning, and that wasn’t a good thing. I realized too late that she hadn’t really expected any of her attacks to harm me. Rather, she had moved us around, so that she stood between me and the door. She threw another glob of flame my way, which I easily cut through as I backpedaled, but it allowed her to bolt through the door. 

	
	She reached the street, and I immediately heard steel clashing outside. This was my greatest fear. Not that this demon might kill me—though I didn’t want to die, my life was just getting sweet—that paled in comparison to my fear that this monster would hurt one of my women. 

	
	I raced for the street and found fake Josie fighting both Mursha and Daria. They were doing a good job of keeping her pinned between them. Daria’s spear gave her an advantage in reach, which she used to push the imposter against the handle of a massive shield that Mursha held. When the creature turned on the hawkkin, Mursha snapped her free arm around the shield, and her chain lashed out to make the enemy pay. 

	
	The cuts, smashing blows, and penetrating thrusts were starting to add up. The faux fox stumbled and fell to the ground. Even with the differences in appearance, it was painful to see Josie’s form hit the ground, gushing blood from a dozen wounds. The obvious pain on her face pulled at my heart. 

	
	It wouldn’t keep me from doing what was necessary, but it did make me frown. Daria must not have been so concerned, because she thrust her spear into the ashen, gray fur without a moment’s hesitation. The steel tip drove straight through armor and skin to plunge into the demon’s heart. 

	
	A gasp escaped the monster’s lips, and she lay there, unmoving. Her chest was still, not rising and falling with any breaths. I reached out with my senses, but couldn’t see anything. I pushed harder with my sense of touch, and felt the heat already leaving her body. I kept trying harder to sense inside her. 

	
	Daria knelt down to pull her spear out. The tip must have gotten stuck in cartilage or bone. My sense of touch covered all of fake Josie, which was the only reason that I had even an instant to shout a warning at Daria. But it was too little, too late. 

	
	The hawkkin looked back at me, a puzzled look on her face, one hand still on the shaft of her spear just above her head. 

	
	Then suddenly, dead Josie’s hand was on hers. There was a moment where all the light in the world disappeared, being sucked into the creature posing as Josie. Daria swooned as all the strength drained from her body. She collapsed like a ragdoll, and I could barely make out the sound of her heart as it faltered, beating sluggishly in her chest. 

	
	Fake Josie jumped up with a grin on her face. The wounds on her body closed as wings sprouted on her back. The feathers on those wings were a combination of jet black and blood red. 

	
	“Oh, she tasted delicious. I can’t believe you haven’t partaken yet. You really need to learn that self-control is for chumps.” The demon licked her lips. “But don’t worry, I didn’t kill her. You haven’t been a very good host, but I’m trying not to break your toys.”

	
	Mursha roared in anger and moved forward to bash her shield into the creature. The orc was too slow. Fake Josie raised her hand and sent a whip of wind rushing underneath her shield to take the orc’s legs out from under her. 

	
	Meanwhile, fake Josie leaped into the air. “Bye-bye.”

	
	Suddenly, her body was pulled to the ground as gravity’s pull on her quadrupled. The winged fox forced her way up to her knees. “Oh, so this is Gravity mana. I need a taste of that.” Then she looked over at me watching, and winked. “Like me on my knees?”

	
	The banter was her attempt to cover up what her hands were doing. One hand had a spinning vortex of air forming in it, while flames danced in the other hand. When she pushed her hands together, a jet of flame blasted forth with a vengeance. The flames were so hot, they burned white and danced around Mursha’s shield, turning the metal red-hot and searing flesh from bone in seconds. 

	
	Mursha screamed in agony; she was being burned alive. Something welled up within me, and I snapped out a punch with all the power I could muster. I wasn’t close enough to hit the demon, but the force of my blow extended out beyond my fist as I let my ki flow with the blow. The blast of force which my punch created smashed into the demon, sending her rolling across the ground. As she did, her flame guttered out and died. 

	
	At first, I was afraid my beautiful orc was dead—dead before I could take things between us to the next level. Then I heard her groan, and she gasped for air. I quickly moved between her and the monster. 

	
	Lina and Rava came running up, with a Josie who was still noticeably slow on her feet. 

	
	“Help Mursha!” I ordered. “You have to save her.”

	
	I felt the fear in my bonds. They didn’t know if they could. Mursha was so badly burned, that more of her flesh was a blackened ruin than was green—and far too much blackened bone was showing. 

	
	Denne burst onto the scene and, like a true warrior, took the situation in instantly. His great axe was immediately out, and he sprinted for the monster, with the battle-cry, “For Mursha!” on his lips. 

	
	I tackled him mid-stride; he never saw it coming. I knew I couldn’t hold back, Denne was too tough, so I used my full strength. When I smacked his head against the cobblestones, he passed out. 

	
	I was up immediately. I stared at the creature for a second before making the wise decision. It hurt to say these words, but I cared more about saving those I loved, than punishing this monster for what she had done. “Leave. Now.”

	
	The demon stood up slowly, purposefully taking her time. “Okay, okay… just remember, I warned you this would happen. You have no one to blame, but yourself. Grow stronger, and we’ll be seeing each other before you know it.” She grinned. “I think this could be fun.” 

	
	Then, she leaped into the air. Her speed in the air was phenomenal, but I turned away long before she’d faded from sight. 

	 


Chapter 20 - Recovery   

	
	
	It was clear that Josie was still weak, and Daria was slowly recovering, but it was Mursha I worried most about. Rava poured a healing potion down her throat, but it leaked out through gaps in her flesh, even as it started to take limited effect. Lina was working to heal Mursha, but could barely keep the suffering woman alive. 

	
	Denne sat up and looked around groggily, as though trying to figure out what had happened. He glared at me, but then saw Mursha and ran to her. He fell to his knees, an anguished expression on his face, but he didn’t say a word. As a warrior and mercenary, he had certainly seen plenty of terrible wounds and death. That wasn’t the same as seeing his own sister groaning in agony before him. 

	
	I set my hand on Lina’s shoulder. “Send your mana into me and let me refine it,” I sent to her. 

	
	She only hesitated a second before flooding me with her already condensed mana. Whatever the cleaver did to her healing power, it was significantly more potent. Her mana poured into me, and I spun it in my core before passing it back to her. The power rolled back and forth between us.

	
	The increasing power of Life mana that surged through me was unlike anything I had felt before. Starting with already condensed mana seemed to have a multiplicative effect on what I could do with it. My mind raced with ideas about how I could use this, even as I focused on feeding mana back to Lina. The net result was Life mana that was more than twenty times as powerful than base Life mana.

	
	Instantly, Mursha’s burns began to heal. The raw, open wounds sealed up, and her flesh became stronger than ever. Within a few short minutes, the orc’s eyes opened, and I stared down at her beautiful face. Life truly was too short; this had been a brutal reminder of that. I wasn’t going to sit back any longer. 

	
	I kissed Lina on the forehead, then pulled Rava in with us, and hugged them both. “Thank you. And if I don’t say it often enough, I love you both.” 

	
	I then moved to Josie and kissed her gently as I held her in my arms. From there, I lifted up a still weak Daria and held her head against my chest as I whispered in her ear, “I haven’t forgotten about our alone time. Tomorrow, we hunt the manticores, and then it’s time for us.”

	
	Finally, I knelt next to Mursha, who was sitting up, leaning against her brother. She actually looked better than Josie or Daria now, as her wounds responded much better to Lina’s healing power than whatever the demon had done when draining the other two. 

	
	Denne was hugging his sister, so I said, “Mind if I cut in?”

	
	The muscular orc looked at me coldly for a second. “Did you knock me out?”

	
	There was no reason to lie. “Yes. It was necessary. I couldn’t risk the demon touching you and gaining even more power. We simply weren’t ready to fight her. But part of what we need to discuss is what we are going to do about her.” I sighed. “For now, though, just know that I let her go because saving everyone was so much more important to me than making her pay for what she did.”

	
	He continued to stare at me before breaking into a smile. “A headache is a small price to pay for Mursha being alive. I don’t like being blind-sided, though.” He poked me in the chest. “You better keep your guard up when we’re training, Sheriff, but for now I can live with that.”

	
	He let go of Mursha, and I kneeled and took his place, hugging her. 

	
	She squeezed me back, as I said, “I like your chain and shield. I could use a shield like that. We should talk to Mactosh about getting some of the plexi-steel for it.”

	
	Mursha dropped her eyes. “I was too weak to stop her.”

	
	I put my hand under her chin, “Bah, we still don’t know what we were dealing with. Besides, I thought I told you, no more of this staring at the ground.”

	
	When her eyes  jerked up to mine, were wide, blue pools. 

	
	“I want to marry you, Mursha,” I said. “Today made me realize that life is too short to wait forever for what you want. It’s time. I want you to be mine, and I won’t let anyone take you away.”

	
	She mumbled, “Okay.”

	
	“Okay?” I repeated, my eyebrows crawling towards my hairline. “As in… yes, you will marry me?”

	
	As soon as she nodded, I kissed her soundly, smothering the chance for more words to come out. We were locked in a passionate kiss for quite some time until I finally heard Lina cough from behind me. 

	
	“She still has to share,” my bunnykin wife said pointedly.

	
	Everyone laughed. We took stock of each other, celebrated being alive, and discussed what that monster was. I promised to share more information later, but I said that it might be somehow connected to my world. We assisted with the injured, and I got Rozelle to set up crews to restore the bank.

	
	I dropped the bombshell about the extra deputy and clerk spots, as well as the new offices. Lina’s eyes lit up, but I reminded her that I didn’t need every clerk and deputy to be my future wife.

	
	“Of course not, I don’t expect you to fall in love with all of them.” She rolled her eyes before continuing. “Some of them you’ll just sleep with. Well, unless they’re bunny girls—then all you have to do is fuck them… hard.”

	
	Daria laughed. “Not just bunny girls like to be taken.”

	
	Mursha smiled as she added, “And bunnygirls aren’t the only ones who like it rough.”

	
	I felt my cheeks burn at the look the green-skinned beauty gave me when she said this. To keep us from further pleasant distractions, I sketched out the engagement area I’d created outside of town. I explained my intent for each part and how I planned for things to go tomorrow.

	
	Before I knew it, Daria left on patrol, insisting that she wanted to make sure we knew whether that monster was still lurking around. Josie and Denne set off to start organizing those who would help with the hunt tomorrow. Mursha said she was going to go back to the forge; she had an idea of something she wanted to make me. 

	
	On a whim, I handed her the mini gravity well I had. “This came about because of your power. I want to see if you can make something with it,” I said as I handed it over.

	
	Her eyes lit up. “My first gift from my fiancée. Just promise me that you will go and tell my father. I want to do this properly.”

	
	I promised I would, and then she, too, left. I found that left just Rava and me. The lithe beauty leaned into me, and I wrapped my arms around her waist. 

	
	She ran her finger across the back of my neck. “I would suggest that we go back to my shop and get busy combining our parts, but we really should check on Mactosh.” She grinned as disappointment flashed across my face. “He has been dying to show you his latest progress. Besides, all the wives promised that we would wait for tonight.”

	
	“Tonight?”

	
	She winked. “That’s for us to know and you to find out. But don’t think we’ve forgotten what you said.”

	
	I realized I could probably push with the bond to try and find out, but what was the fun in that? Life needed some surprises, especially the type of surprises which I anticipated this might be. Instead of pushing, we made our way to Mactosh’s shop. It was extra busy. From what I could tell, he had hired more staff and was busy working away. 

	
	When we got close, Rava said, “I talked to Mactosh about all your ideas regarding how production is done with machines on your world. I don’t think they are knocking them out that quickly, but if his plan works out, they should have a hundred guns ready for you by tomorrow morning.”

	
	I let out a low whistle. That was beyond what I had expected, exceeding what I’d dared to hope for. I still had concerns with introducing firearms into Olimero, but it wouldn’t hurt to see what they were up to. 

	
	We hadn’t made it far past the front door, before a clerk who was busy stacking papers spoke without looking up. “Sorry, we are closed today. Due to the threat of the beast wave, all our efforts are bent towards creating weapons for the Sheriff.”

	
	I coughed, and the pretty, elven clerk looked up. The annoyance on her face bled away the moment she saw me. “Sheriff! Oh, I’m sorry, Sheriff. I didn’t realize it was you.”

	
	I would have let it go. Embarrassing a person without reason wasn’t really my style, even if I had always found this particular clerk to be a bit stuck up. But, Rava wasn’t having any of it. 

	
	She snapped, “You should be sorry. Your master’s best friend is here, and you can’t even be bothered to look up to greet him? Add to that the fact that the man in question is the Sheriff and ruler of Yonderton, and you should consider yourself lucky if you still have a job when the sun sets today.”

	
	Even though I hadn’t said anything myself, I also didn’t step in to make things easier for the now-stuttering elf. It may have been petty of me, but I found it oddly satisfying to see the haughty woman put in her place. Rava berated her for a moment more before the clerk ran off in tears, hopefully to get Mactosh. 

	
	I glanced over at Rava, weighing what I should say. I knew that, despite the fierce combat that had reminded me how precious and temporary life could be on Olimero, she and my other wives were still annoyed with me from earlier. Unfortunately, I only had the vaguest of ideas why. 

	
	“Go ahead and ask,” Rava said.

	
	“Fine. Was it necessary to humiliate her like that?”

	
	“Absolutely.” Her purple eyes flashed. “This isn’t whatever perfect world you came from. Here, how you are treated reflects on me and my status, too. By insulting my husband—even through neglect—she brought dishonor to me, and I rectified that.” She snorted. “Trust me. Any of your other wives would have done the same. As passive as Mursha can be at times, she might have cracked the girl’s skull for such treatment.”

	
	There it was again—yet another reminder that things here were different than what I had been used to on Earth. In theory, I had accepted these differences… but in practice? Every day, I found I was still learning. 

	
	I simply nodded and said, “Thank you, wife.”

	
	“Actions respond to actions.” She arched an eyebrow at me. “If all you valued was my words, then only use your words.”

	
	Heavens above, my head was spinning. How had I ever let myself be talked into taking one wife, let alone three? But when I looked at the long-legged beauty standing proudly before me, feelings of love flooded me. I knew how. 

	
	Despite my stumbling, hesitation, and general stubbornness, I had fallen in love. Rava was brilliant, driven, and skilled. The fact that she was as gorgeous as a runway model certainly didn’t lessen her appeal. The amazing part of it wasn’t that I had fallen in love with her—but that she and the others put up with me as I adapted to my new life here.

	
	Before I could say anything else, Mactosh walked in. He apologized for his clerk, but I simply told him the matter had been dealt with and to consider it handled. I wasn’t sure if that was the way Rava wanted me to respond, but the sense of satisfaction I got through the bond suggested I had guessed correctly. 

	
	“Great, then I have good news to tell you. I had a breakthrough with the mithril. I have been able to make a 1% alloy. I also received ten more pounds of the mithril. If all goes well, I should be able to make more than fifty rifles and fifty shotguns by tomorrow,” Mactosh said, beaming frightfully with his large tusks.

	
	“That is great news!” I reached out and clasped the massive orc’s forearm. “Although could you save a few pounds of the plexi-steel for Mursha? I am hoping she can make me…”

	
	“Say no more. I already gave her nearly twenty pounds of it early this morning when she came to see me. Someone lit a fire in her forge, apparently. You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you, Rob?”

	
	I smiled. It had taken me a long time to get Mactosh to call me by name, rather than Sheriff. This time, the inflection he put on my name was more that of a concerned father than a friend. “Have you finally sheathed the blade?”

	
	With that question, I recalled our conversation a couple of months back. But something also dawned on me—or at least the glimmer of something. “No, I have not. I wanted a wife, not a deputy-turned-lover. So, I gave her the time she needed.” I shook my head. “But today something happened—something which reminded me of how fragile and sometimes short life here on Olimero can be. I told her I wanted her to be mine, and she agreed to marry me, but she asked that I tell you as soon as I could.”

	
	“Excellent!” The orc was grinning from ear to ear, which was a bit fearsome to behold with his large tusks. “Then all the weapons I am making now shall be a portion of her dowry,” Mactosh replied. 

	
	Rava’s hands went to her hips as she glared at me. “Oh, so Mursha will belong to you?”

	
	I simply grunted, as I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Yeah, she’d just confirmed my suspicions about how I had screwed up earlier. 

	
	But Mactosh spoke before I could respond to Rava. “Of course she will, as do you and your sister wives. Wives are the brightest jewels in a man’s crowns. They demonstrate the power and prestige of their husband, and bring honor to his house—which is, in turn, their house.”

	
	Rava started tapping her foot as she stared at me.

	
	Mactosh looked from the scowling elf to me and then back again. His face paled a bit, although it was hard to tell with his green skin. “I’m wise enough not to stick my hand between the hammer and the anvil. When you have this sorted out, come back and see the weapons. I’d like to show off my work.”

	
	Then he turned and walked back into the forge, leaving me and Rava alone up front. I struggled for the words to say. Somehow apologizing didn’t seem like it would make this any better. 

	
	I took several deep breaths and then bowed my head to my wife. “We will discuss this tonight. I believe I understand now and will make amends.”

	
	She got a sly grin on her face. “Of that, I have no doubt.” Then, without waiting for a reply, she walked into the shop. 

	
	There, we got a demonstration of the weapons. They were sturdier and lighter than before, while also more accurate. The rifling in barrels on the long guns allowed for accurate fire, with the alchemical propellant that Rava devised to take the place of gunpowder, out to more than a third of a mile. Four-hundred-plus yards might not be as far as most modern weapons; but considering that this was all brand new to either of them, it was impressive. 

	
	The rifles had only semi-hollow, conical metal bullets with a flanged skirt that the propellant expanded to grip the rifling, but thanks to improvements in the magical propellant that Rava had whipped up, they hit with even more power than the shotgun slugs. The shotguns had all the same types of shells I had tested, but could be reloaded more quickly and fired more often without any worry. All in all, it was a huge leap forward. 

	
	One thing did have me scratching my head. “I know you were having difficulty with it, but had hoped to get to a 5% mithril compound. How is it that you got the alloy down to 1%? And did it weaken the metal?”

	
	“No!” Mactosh laughed. “This alloy is just as strong or stronger that what I hoped to achieve. We took what you told us about molecules and atoms and such, and put it to use. While we can’t see things like that, just knowing about it guided our magic. Rava’s magic was instrumental in helping me understand what had to happen, and then someone else helped, too,” Mactosh replied.

	
	“Someone else?”

	
	His face grew red but to his credit, he raised his head and held it high. “I was wrong. I’m ashamed to admit that I thought so little of my little girl’s magic, but it was her magic which was the key. My Metal mana was able to spread the mithril throughout the metal, but it wasn’t until we used Mursha’s Gravity mana to increase the pressure on the compound that we were able to bond the metals at a molecular level.”

	
	I smiled. Not only had my wife and friend worked together on this project, but it had also served to create a new connection between father and daughter. I was ready to leave after this revelation, but Rava smiled at Mactosh, encouraging him. “Don’t forget the last part.”

	
	“Ah… yes. The value of these weapons is great, but would not be enough to serve as a dowry for my daughter except for one thing. I hired a master enchanter and then paid for him to be rushed here. He is sealing the final stage in the preparation process for the guns. The enchantment he is using is not unheard of, but it only works on non-magical items—so there isn’t much demand for it.”

	
	“What is it?” I asked. “Don’t make me guess.”

	
	“He is enchanting the weapons to only work in the hands of authorized users. You can register up to a hundred users on each weapon and can set them as either temporary or permanent users. Well… only ninety-eight, actually, because all the weapons will be keyed to both you and me,” Mactosh replied.

	
	I shook my head and then clasped his forearm. “Thank you, my friend. This puts to rest my biggest fear about bringing guns to Olimero.”

	
	We talked a bit more, but it was nearly dinnertime, and my family had had a hard day. I really needed to get home and check on everyone. Unfortunately, tomorrow wasn’t going to be much easier. My wives and deputies were resilient, but trauma had a way of creeping into the crevices in your mind. 

	
	Rava and I headed out. We didn’t speak, but this time she held my hand. I hoped that meant they wouldn’t be too hard on me tonight. I was just about to make a joke about it when I felt Rava stiffen up. She started looking all around, eyes wide. 

	
	I immediately pushed more ki into my senses and expanded them to their greatest range. I felt something flicker across my mind, but couldn’t detect anything out of place with my senses. There was an odd resonance out there, somewhere. But it was so diffuse, that I could barely detect it. Then, I realized that I felt the same thing in Rava. It bounced from her to me, but was inside her much more strongly. 

	
	“What is that?” I asked.

	
	Her hand clenched her belt knife so tightly that her knuckles were white. Still looking all around, she muttered, “Life just got more complicated.”

	 


Interlude 2 – Reforged in Fire

	
	
	Sativa sat. Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. They weren’t actually meeting face-to-face in their physical forms. These might be the other gods who had joined with her to create Olimero, but there was little love lost among them. Korkanis, the god of shadows, paced back and forth. Again, it was more metaphorical pacing than the actual reality of motion, but his agitation was clear. Telmorra, the goddess of magic, sat calmly across from Sativa.

	
	Sativa envied the serene aura that the other goddess was pulling off. The nature goddess had once felt like that all the time. She had been birthed on a verdant world, without any expectations of life beyond her primitive tribe. To her knowledge, it was still like that—but like all children, even gods grow up and move out. For the first few hundred years of her existence, she had known only peace in those vast jungles, until a yearning came to her heart.

	
	She wanted to leave her mark on the universe. So, she developed and grew and worked hard to learn; and eventually, she was granted the role of world architect. When it came, she had been so excited. Working with Telmorra was great. Even Mensor had seemed fine, if a bit erratic, but a god of beasts wasn’t so different from a goddess of nature. Korkanis had been a less-welcome intrusion, but she took any help she could get.

	
	Then, her world turned chaotic, which wasn’t something she worried about—but this was the chaos of man. It was the chaos of suffering inflicted by sapient beings upon one another. In her desperation, she had believed the necessity of what turned out to be a lie, and she had brought in help from outside Olimero. She had firmly closed that door now, though. No more humans would be brought to Olimero.

	
	That had initially seemed like a wise decision, but Sativa soon realized that stopping the influx of humans only increased the value of those who were here now. Rob might be the only one of them who was a cultivator, but the others might still be potential assets. At the moment, though, they were all focused on her latest Sheriff.

	
	“The human is mine. Why do you both insist on trying to steal him?” Sativa asked.

	
	Korkanis barked out a harsh laugh, but it was Telmorra who replied. “The only reason that I haven’t pushed harder,” she admitted, “is out of respect for you. I’d like to run some experiments. His interaction with mana is different than any other life form I have come across. But if you don’t grow your root and seal him, then I will have no choice. He must be kept from Old Scratch at all costs.” 

	
	The goddess of magic frowned at the still-pacing shadow. “It would be better for him to turn to shadow than to let that one get what he wants.”

	
	“Do we even know what he plans for Rob?” Sativa asked.

	
	“Does it matter?” Korkanis snapped. “With him, nothing he wants can be good. You were a fool to trust him with anything.”

	
	There was a warping of the fabric which made up the construct that they were meeting in. The wide figure of Mensor, god of beasts appeared and spoke two words, “Kill him.”

	
	The other three gods stared at him. 

	
	Korkanis snorted and shook his head. “You’re being wasteful.”

	
	A second later, Telmorra added, “The human is worth too much.”

	
	Sativa didn’t say a word, simply held her reaction in check. Though she agreed with both Korkanis and Telmorra, her feelings ran stronger still. She had made a deal with the human and felt a certain sense of responsibility to him.

	
	“You all know that we can’t risk Old Scratch getting what he wants,” Mensor continued. “He has already sent an agent to Olimero. You all lack the nerve to do what needs doing, so simply get out of my way.”

	
	Sativa still said nothing. She listened as the others argued, but the problem was that she could see Mensor’s point. What were they to do with Rob?

	
	_________

	
	Nogia, Adherent of Shadow, had arrived in Yonderton. This truly was the ass end of the world; it made her feel dirty, simply being here. That was, until she saw him in action. The human looked so different, like an elf but… blunter. 

	
	He was strong and fast, but she liked most how decisive he was. Not that any of that mattered. She would draw him to the shadow, and then her god would reward her. She would wear shadows for flesh and live a life of thousands of years.

	
	She wasn’t going to make the same mistake the Heart of Shadow had made. Nogia would approach this Sheriff Rob from a position of strength. The human seemed to be intelligent, pragmatic, even. Based upon her observations, he was also fiercely loyal to his wives. 

	
	She supposed she wouldn’t mind sharing him. His other wives could keep him occupied, while her time was spent pursuing power. Perhaps it would be possible to convince him to come to her willingly. But, if not, she would take him as a mindless drone if she had to. Failure wasn’t an option for her.

	
	Today was the third day she had been watching him. Most of the time, he didn’t leave his compound, but today he was touring the town. He had odd plans, but that could be sorted out later. The more she watched him, the more determined she became. One way or the other, she would gain the shadow god’s blessing. Who knows, it might even end up being pleasant.

	
	Then, everything had been turned upside down. That demon creature was unlike anything she had ever experienced. Nogia’s Aura mana couldn’t tell exactly what it was, but she knew it was even more foreign to Olimero than the Sheriff was. Worse, it seemed to be incredibly strong. He had driven it off, for now, but only at the cost of numerous injuries to his people. This was something she would have to consult with her god about.

	
	_______

	
	Mursha stood over her anvil. Her arm ached, but it was a good feeling. Each swing of the hammer shaped the metal beneath her. Bending it to her will, from raw materials, she crafted an item that would become what she desired. Her mind and emotions were all aflutter today, but working the forge provided a repetitive task which helped her focus.

	
	She had been reforged today in fire. That wasn’t exactly true, but as she had fought with Daria against whatever that thing had been, she had felt alive. The creature, or demon, or whatever it was, needed to be destroyed. It moved so fast and hardly considered them to be a threat. Then, its flames had scorched her. Pain had become agony, and it had seared her to the bone.

	
	Lina and Rob had united to heal her, and then he had claimed her. It was so close to what she had dreamed of for weeks now. Mursha had almost thought he was going to take her there and then. Soon, though, she knew it would happen. 

	
	The way he looked into her eyes; she had known he was serious. He wanted her and wouldn’t take no for an answer. It made her wet even thinking about it.

	
	Then he gave her such a beautiful token. To her eyes, it shone with a light like no other. It pulsed with the power of gravity condensed into a gem. She could do so much for him with this. 

	
	He had asked for a shield. She would make a gift worthy of her husband, so that he would know her value. Mursha allowed her power to flow into the gravity well and synced with it. The air around her thrummed with power, but she controlled it and used it to drive her hammer as she forged her wedding gift for her beloved.

	




Chapter 21 - A Type of Team-Building

	
	
	When we got back home, we had a team meeting to review the set up for tomorrow. More than three hundred citizens had volunteered to help hunt down the manticores. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised by that. These were people who had chosen to live on the frontier, beyond the reaches of civilization, after all.

	
	I explained about the gun locks that the enchanter Mactosh had brought to Yonderton was finishing. We agreed that each of the current deputies would be given permanent permission to fire all of the weapons. Additionally, they would be allowed to assign temporary access to others.

	
	Denne and his two wives were going to lead one group. They would be responsible for three teams of fifty hunters, each team led by one of the deputies, and would man the northern wall, as well as the northern and eastern towers. All three teams should be able to support one another. I gave Denne thirty rifles and thirty shotguns to assign as he saw fit. 

	
	Josie and Mursha would work together to lead the largest group, with each of them responsible for nearly a hundred volunteers. I assigned sixty rifles and sixty shotguns to them to assign as they deemed necessary. They would be responsible for manning the southern wall and southern tower, as well as taking care of any manticores that leaked through beyond the pits. 

	
	I was keeping one of each weapon and gave a rifle to Daria, as she would be our aerial scout. Rava and Lina would act as our command center well within the city, with Rozelle helping to coordinate. I gave a grinning Rava one of the shotguns. The rest of the weapons were going to be left with Mactosh’s other sons, who would oversee the fifty-man militia responsible for protecting the city, should any of the manticores get past us. 

	
	All of the planning felt like a bit of overkill, but I didn’t think this was just for dealing with the manticores. I expected they would be easy to deal with, relatively speaking. It was whatever came next that I wasn’t so sure about. 

	
	After all the plans and what-ifs had been hashed out, I dismissed everyone before asking my three wives to join me in my bedroom. It was time for us to have that talk, and I was pretty sure what they wanted to lecture me about. 

	
	Once inside my— no, our bedroom –they all sat on the edge of the massive bed. The three of them seemed to get along fairly well most of the time. The fact that they were bonded not only with me, but with each other made sure of that; but for some reason, they were thick as thieves now and all wore identical grins.

	
	“Okay, might as well rip the bandage off.” I sighed. “Say what’s on your mind.”

	
	Josie took the lead and responded, “Not so fast. We have some other things to talk about first.”

	
	“Such as?”

	
	“Such as about how our family is expanding. We want to stake our claims to certain things now, though,” Jo-Jo answered with a smile.

	
	“I’m sure you do. I should probably lay everything out. You all three know that I’m going to marry Mursha. We are going to have a formal wedding and all that, but I don’t want any of you to feel neglected. We can have formal wedding, too, if that is what you want.”

	
	Rava scoffed, “Bah, weddings are an orc thing. They like their formalities and contracts. Elves like things to remain more… mysterious.”

	
	“And beastkin focus more on living in the moment,” Josie added.

	
	“Well, I can’t speak for all beastkin,” Lina smirked, “but us bunnygirls just wanna fuck.”

	
	Both of her sister wives frowned at her. “Not yet,” Josie said, even as Rava muttered, “Remember the plan.”

	
	Lina’s fingers trailed up the short skirt she was wearing. “I just get so wet sometimes that it’s hard to think straight.”

	
	Rava rolled her eyes, and Josie groaned, but they seemed determined not to let it stop them. 

	
	I continued, “If more weddings isn’t something I need to worry about, then you probably know that I’m going to be touring for a week or so with Daria, traveling around the district. You know that it is very likely that we will bond on this trip, and even if we don’t bond, we will certainly be intimate. I will fulfill my promise and make her my wife. That said, I am open to finding one-on-one time for each of you, just the two of us, alone.”

	
	Rava smiled. “That is part of what we wanted to speak to you about. We each have a request for some time that we want to spend with you, to match what you are doing with Daria.”

	
	“Okay?”

	
	The elf continued, “My request is simple enough. I want you to come spend a week at my shop for some… uh… intensive training. All alchemical in nature—the mixing of ingredients, solvents, bodily fluids and such.” She smirked. “But mostly, it would be about getting you to myself. An entire week to focus on both of my loves, at the same time.”

	
	“Done,” I agreed. I turned to Lina and Josie. “What about you two?” 

	
	I expected Josie to speak up, but surprisingly it was Lina who spoke next. “I’m a simple girl. No,” she rolled her eyes, “No, don’t look at me like that. I’m not calling myself stupid. I just know who I am. I really only care about three things: cooking, Robbie, and you. Making you happy, being a good mother, and getting as much of your cock as I can is what I desire.” 

	
	Her gaze grew positively hungry as she explained, “All I want, is for us to find a little getaway, maybe dig our own burrow, take in some supplies and see if we can set some kinda record for the most orgasms in a week.” She bounced her brows at me. “Well, that and work on getting Robbie a little sister.”

	
	I grinned. “Sounds like a worthy record to shoot for. It does bring up something I need to share, however. I’ve been putting it off, because there are still things such as the manticores for us to worry about.” 

	
	I held up a hand to interrupt the redhead. “Before you say anything, Jo-Jo, let me tell you about a quest I got.” Then I explained about the rewards Sativa gave me after Robbie’s birth, and the quest I got to create more human-hybrids. 

	
	When I mentioned the quest’s rewards, both Rava and Josie’s eyes grew wide. They had been impressed with the cleaver Lina had received, but to hear that they could get similar quality rewards sent them into a tizzy.

	
	Josie was the first to speak, dipping her head. “I’m more than willing to have your child, Rob, but I don’t want to do so until after we take our trip together. I’m sorry.”

	
	“Why should you be sorry?” I asked. “You haven’t even told me what the trip is that you want us to take.”

	
	“You see,” she began, “there is a tournament for swordsmen held every year in Centrum. It isn’t the Old East, but it is still the most prestigious tournament and draws the best swordfighters in all of Olimero. My father was a three-time champion there, before he moved us out here.”

	
	“And you want to go to the next tournament? That sounds like fun. When is it?”

	
	“That’s the problem. Not for another six months, but I know you have the beast wave issue to worry about, so I understand if you can’t make it to that one.”

	
	“Nonsense.” I shook my head. “I will do everything in my power to get you to that tournament. And six months from now should be a great time for us to go on vacation. I may not be up to competing, myself, but maybe I can pick up a few pointers while I’m cheering my wife on.”

	
	The three girls looked at each other. Rava said, “You’d really be okay just cheering your wife on and letting her get all the glory?”

	
	“Absolutely. Why not? The stronger you are, the stronger I am. Isn’t that what you always say? Now, does that cover each of your requests?” 

	
	“Not by half,” Josie snapped and stood up. “We’ve been thinking about how things are set up, and we all agree that you have some decisions to make.” She looked to her sister wives for support, and Rava and Lina both nodded encouragingly. 

	
	“You gave each of us responsibilities,” Josie continued, “but you don’t let us do our jobs. On the one hand, you admit that you don’t understand much of Olimeran culture and norms, and we accept that…” She paused. “But then you step on our recommendations. It can’t be both ways.”

	
	Lina stood up next to Josie, “We admit you’ve gotten better, but we want more from you. We don’t want better; we want your best.”

	
	Then Rava stood, presenting a united front, and added, “You must decide what this is. You said today that we don’t belong to you, and that hurt us… deeply.” 

	
	The others nodded. Lina’s lip quivered, and she had tears in the corners of her wide, blue eyes.

	
	“But we tried to understand things from your perspective,” Rava continued. “If what you mean is that you don’t own us, like one might own a pair of boots, then we are thrilled to hear that. If you mean that we aren’t bonded, that we aren’t an extension of you and your equals, all working to make you stronger, then we are cut to the quick.” 

	
	 “So,” Josie finished, “which is it?”

	
	I’d been right; I’d figured it out before they told me. Yay for me… if only I’d figured it out before sticking my foot in my mouth this afternoon. “My words today had everything to do with the history of my world, of my country, and what belonging to someone—ownership of another—meant.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “It is hard for me to think like that.”

	
	“This isn’t Earth, Rob.” Josie shook her head. “Either you shed your old world and accept Olimero—accept us—fully, or you are effectively saying that you know better than an entire world.” As she spoke, the fiery redhead yanked on my shirt and spun me before pushing me backwards. 

	
	I was caught off-guard and just went with it. I stumbled back a step and ended up sitting on the edge of the bed, while they all stood facing me. The answer should have been simple, and I started to open my mouth but then shut it again. I was—as usual—completely overthinking this. 

	
	It might really just be that simple. I did want to please my wives; I was willing to leave behind Earth’s customs, if that would make them happy. But they were correct—I had still held on to some of my deeply ingrained upbringing. 

	
	Maybe being willing wasn’t enough. 

	
	The bond meant that they each knew the turmoil that was boiling inside of my gut, even if they didn’t know the exact reasoning for it. 

	
	“The men of Olimero are pampered,” Josie said. “We know that isn’t what you are used to, or even what you are comfortable with—and trust me, we like that about you. Too many men here use it as an excuse to be lazy, or to take advantage of their wives. But we trust that you would never do that.” As my beautiful foxkin finished speaking she stepped to the side and dropped to her knees in front of me.

	
	Lina followed her a second later, but instead of being slightly off-center, she was now right in front of me. It would have taken much more of a monk than I was not to grow rock hard as the bunnygirl’s large, blue eyes looked up at me from between my legs. She sealed the deal as she ran her hand up my thigh, gently grazing my crotch with her fingertips. 

	
	Josie slapped her hand away and said, “No, Lina, he has to decide with his big brain.”

	
	Lina grinned about the most positively wicked grin I’d ever seen from her, but she withdrew her hand. “We know all that about you, husband,” she added, “but we want to pamper you. It is what we desire most. Our bond ties us to each other, and not just you. Josie makes me braver, and Rava makes me better able to think things through, rather than always reacting. But the two of them also are affected by me. All three of us yearn to pamper you, if only you’d let us.”

	
	As the blonde bunnygirl finished speaking, Rava dropped down to her knees as well. Now all three beauties were on their knees, spread out from just beyond my left leg to just beyond my right leg. All three of them stared up at me with solemn eyes. 

	
	“She speaks the truth,” Rava admitted. “Sativa help me, but since the bonding, I’ve never been so horny—not even when I was young. And while I’m certainly attracted to you, the irrepressible desire to have you fill me with your manhood is the influence of Lina on me through the bond, just as the influence of Josie on me has allowed me to go into battle when necessary.”

	
	“I love all of you.” I smiled down at them. “But what does this mean? I want to make you happy. But you are right, I want you all to be mine, full and equal partners—and I don’t even care if that would have made me a freak back home. I also want to belong to you.”

	
	“That is what many men here don’t understand,” Josie said. “Their wives belong to them, but they, in turn, belong to their wives.” 

	
	“The best men realize this—and we believe you are one of the best,” Lina said.

	
	Rava asked, “Are you willing to truly belong to us, while letting us belong to you?”

	
	I swear, despite being 143  years old, she had the look of a nervous teenager expectantly looking at her first boyfriend. I felt my own hands sweating. They were asking for a lot—for control I wasn’t sure I was ready to relinquish. 

	
	Lina drove the point home when she whispered, “I give you control of me. Are you willing to do the same?”

	
	“Will you trust us, husband, never to take advantage of you, but always to look out for your best interests—even if you don’t see eye-to-eye with us on an issue?” Josie asked.

	
	Something broke in me as the bond seemed to swell. It was like I finally stopped being Rob, sheriff’s deputy in SoCal and become Rob Case, Sheriff and ruler of Yonderton. I was a body cultivator, husband of three amazing wives, and a man of Olimero. “I do.”

	
	There hadn’t been a wedding ceremony for any of these three wonderful women. Our bonding had been more intimate and complete than any ceremony could hope to be, but the significance of those two words wasn’t lost on me. I believe my wives understood what I meant when I spoke those words out loud. The bond drove that meaning home, because they all began to blush, and I suddenly felt their desire spike.

	
	Rava said, “Now, before we lose control and tear your clothes off, there is one more thing. We each need a position in your house. Our family is a blending of multiple cultures but will be all Olimeran. Lina is your Mistress of the Sheets, at least in name. I wish to be Mistress of the Purse, and Josie should be made Mistress of the Wall.”

	
	I smiled, oddly relaxed, as I prepared to give away more control of my life. No, not giving away control, but a true and complete sharing. “And what does that mean?”

	
	Rava continued, “In an elven house, there are up to twelve mistress positions. No elf would ever have more wives than that—and most don’t have even half that many, but I will gladly explain and help you choose proper positions for any future wives. In the meantime,” her gaze grew pensive, “the Mistress of the Purse has complete control of family finances. You have to trust me completely, granting me full authority to speak on your behalf in all financial matters. It will be my duty to enrich our house and pay for all the other aspects.”

	
	“You are already doing a lot of that,” I replied.

	
	She shook her head. “In part, but without the title, and without the honor. As it stands now, you could yank back control at any time, and I still need your consent to do many things. The Mistress of the Purse doesn’t come report to you all the time; she simply does as she is trained, for your and the family’s betterment. Surely, I would still listen to you, but the ultimate decision with respect to any and all financial matters would be mine. By putting me in this position, you acknowledge that I have more skill and experience dealing with mercantile and financial matters. I will always make sure you have money for your needs, but while the purse may belong to you, it is mine to run.”

	
	They weren’t kidding with this. These were not half-steps; they wanted me to go all-in. I felt a brief moment of hesitation, a rebellious demand that I not surrender control of such a fundamental responsibility as providing for my family, but then I realized I was only being stubborn. Why the hell shouldn’t I surrender control of our finances to the one best-suited to manage them? I’d already admitted as much out loud. 

	
	I would still have plenty of things to keep me busy. Did I really want to worry about running businesses or balancing a proverbial checkbook? And even if I did, who was I kidding? It wasn’t like I thought I could so better than Rava could; there was no way that was possible. So, what was holding me back? 

	
	It was simple. Surrendering control did not come easy. And I knew that once I let go, I couldn’t be the ass who tried to take it back. I trusted Rava. Searching my heart and mind, I knew that I trusted her implicitly. She had shared her deepest, darkest secrets with me, and I believed without a shadow of doubt, that I was first in her heart. 

	
	“Agreed, Rava, you shall be my Mistress of the Purse.”

	
	She smiled and seized my left hand, which was immediately in front of her, between both of her much smaller hands. Her fingers were long and slender, but her hands slight compared to my calloused mitts. 

	
	She kissed my hand and said, “I will make you rich, my husband. Your name and reputation of your house shall spread across Olimero.” Rava didn’t let go of my hand, after this pronouncement, but I didn’t pull it out of her grasp. It felt pleasant, resting in her hands. 

	
	Instead, I simply asked, “And what is a Mistress of the Wall?”

	
	Josie answered this time. “It is an elven tradition, but I think it fits our family. A wall is what protects the house; it is what keeps the outside out, and the inside in. Children are safe to play in the yard because there is a wall. Thieves can’t get in because there is a wall. And any threat which comes near is held at bay by the wall. 

	
	“In effect,” she continued, “you would be appointing me as the protector of your house. Certainly, you are the heart of our strength, but I would oversee all the details regarding security and keep you, your wives, your children, and our property safe. I would also work with the Rava to provide security for her merchant ventures.”

	
	The redhead held up a hand when I opened my mouth. “Before you reject this request, husband, know that it would not keep you from fighting. It means you would trust me to oversee the day-to-day details of the wall and would not override my decisions in such matters. I would, of course, listen to and take your input into account—but my decisions would be final.”

	
	There was even more fear and uncertainty in her eyes than there had been in Rava’s when she’d made her pitch. Josie knew how strongly I felt about a man’s responsibility to protect his women—and here she was saying she wanted to be the wall that protected me. 

	
	“Wait,” I said, “if you do that, then what about your duties as Chief Deputy?”

	
	“Make Denne your chief deputy. I will still be a deputy and perform those duties gladly, but my role in your house would be set. I know you trust me to keep our family safe. It just means that you will have to trust me not to be overprotective. You would have to trust me not to hold you back.” 

	
	Her brilliant, green gaze pierced me, and I could feel through the bond how deeply she was invested in this. 

	
	“You have to believe that I want a strong husband who fights for our house,” she all but whispered.

	
	That was it, in a nutshell. She made her case and tackled my number one objection all at once. Oddly, this was even harder for me to let go of than my finances. But it, too, was a good thing. I wanted to focus on becoming stronger. I wanted to become an S-Rank cultivator, firmly believing that only if I reached the pinnacle of cultivation could I secure my family’s safety. That would be far easier if I wasn’t held back by all the daily details and mundane minutiae.

	
	“Yes, I will trust you as my Mistress of the Wall. Protect our family, Josie, but know that I will grow stronger each day, so that if ever I am needed, I will rain fury down on those who threaten us. Also remember that, as the Sheriff, I can’t always avoid danger.”

	
	“And I wouldn’t want you to, Rob.” She leaned forward, those bright, green eyes as earnest as I had ever seen them. “I respect you as a man who doesn’t hide behind his wives. Even though it was hard for me at first to accept, I love you for it.” 

	
	As Josie spoke, she reached out and grabbed my right hand in hers. Her hands were exceptionally warm with the Fire Mana that ran through her. She bent down and kissed my hand, but then wouldn’t let it go.

	
	Confusion grew in me. I looked from face to face, because they obviously weren’t done yet. They all had a Mistress role, now, so I wasn’t sure what else there was to say. “Is there more?”

	
	Lina nodded. “Yes husband, I wish to be your Mistress of the Sheets.” She looked up at me with her big yes. There was so much yearning in her gaze that I feared she was about to cry. 

	
	“But you already are the Mistress of my Sheets.”

	
	Lina must have been too nervous to reply. She shook her head as her lip quivered, so Rava spoke for her. “In name only. You have not given Lina the control she requires. No other man in Olimero would fight his Mistress of the Sheets, as she sought to fill his bed with beautiful and accomplished women.”  

	
	Firm, purple eyes, resolute, green eyes, and hopeful, blue eyes searched mine.

	“You have trusted your finances to me, and your security to Josie,” Rava continued. “Will your trust your bed to Lina?”

	
	I started to say something, but Rava squeezed my hand gently but firmly and spoke over me. “There is no Mistress of the Heart in elven culture. It is something of a joke, that every wife prides herself on being the Mistress of her husband’s heart. But you are still confusing your heart with your bed. Certainly, as it should be within a marriage, sex can be an outpouring of love. That may be when it is the best,” she acknowledged, “but other times, sex is just sex.”

	
	My mouth was probably agape. I didn’t think I was a Puritan, and I had certainly had one-night stands before, but somehow this seemed an even bigger ask than the other two. I searched my feelings. At first, my mind threw up the idea that if I gave Lina control like this, it would essentially turn me into a man-whore, with the bunnygirl as my pimp. I’d be obligated to sleep with whoever she sent to my sheets.

	
	But that rang hollow as I searched my feelings. Lina would never treat it like that. Anyone she sent to my bed would be there for me, not the other way around. Maybe I was being a stubborn fool, stuck in my Earth ways. 

	
	Another thought hit me, then, and I blurted out, “I already get plenty of sex. I have three wives and soon will have two more. What kind of man do you think I am?”

	
	This time Lina fielded the question herself. “First off, bonding with me has affected you as much as it has Rava and Josie. I know it has. I’ve noted the increase in your urgency. But beyond that, what kind of man do I think you are?” She tilted her head to the side, regarding me with a smile tugging at the corners of those full lips. “I think you are a man, and a man is meant to spread his seed. He is meant to be fulfilled. I believe you are smarter, braver, faster, and in all ways better off, when you are fully satisfied.” 

	
	She shook her head. “I remember what you told me about how on your old world, many men get married and then their wives eventually stop having sex with them. That would never happen here, of course, but beyond the obvious reasons, we bunnygirls know a simple truth: Well-fucked men perform better at everything.” She stared at me, as though daring me to contest the truth of what she was saying. 

	
	The thing was, I really couldn’t. I’m sure it applied to women, too, but men were definitely built that way. 

	
	Then she said, “And desire begets more desire. You will find that if you accept this reality about who you are as a man, that your desire will grow by leaps and bounds.”

	
	I chuckled. “Perhaps, but I can’t lie around all day in bed.”

	
	“Of course not, but remember that sometimes, sex is just sex.” Then Lina turned to Josie. “When’s the last time that our husband just swept you up, spread your legs and had his way with you?”

	
	The foxkin wore a smirking smile as she said, “Never, in my recollection.”

	
	Lina looked over at Rava, “What about you, wife? When is the last time that our husband needed you so badly that he just took and ravished you until you scratched long furrows down his back as he vented his need into you?”

	
	The elf didn’t say anything, but she squeezed my hand as she shook her head to indicate that it had never happened. 

	
	Lina continued, “Back in the beginning, he would take me for a quickie, bending me over the table in the kitchen, but once he took on Josie as a wife, too, that all stopped. Even back then, I could always tell that he held back—probably felt guilty—for using me like that.”

	
	I would have held up my hands in protest at that moment, but they were firmly trapped by two of my lovely wives. “Okay, guilty as charged. It just doesn’t seem natural to me.”

	
	 “It isn’t natural to Robert Case of Earth?” Rava asked, eyebrow arched. “Or it isn’t natural to Robert Case of Olimero?”

	
	They were too smart for their own good, but why the hell was I fighting them on this? I’d given control of my finances to Rava because she was better at it than me. I’d surrendered control of my security to Josie because it would free me up for things that only I could do. Why was I unwilling to give up control of my sheets to Lina? 

	
	What was the worst that could happen? I might end up having even more sex—actually, a lot more sex. Gasp and swoon… how could that be a bad thing?

	
	“You are right, I’ve been holding out. Lina, I will allow you to be the true Mistress of my Sheets.”

	
	She grinned from ear to ear. “I’m going to make you so happy, Rob. Just don’t fight your happiness and remember that, often times, it will simply be just sex. But if you like anyone, or don’t like someone, please let me know. Like your other Mistresses, I will listen to your input—but you have to trust me. I’m going to work hard to find more mages to put in bed with you, so that you can experience different types of mana.”

	
	I simply nodded, not trusting myself to say anything at that point. I was both nervous and excited, to the point that I was so hard in my pants, I felt like I might explode. 

	
	Both Josie and Rava squeezed my hands and started to kiss my thumbs or suck on my fingertips. 

	
	Lina looked up at me. “Oops, it doesn’t look like you have a third hand. I’m going to have to find something else to kiss.”

	 


Chapter 22 – Embracing This Life

	
	
	My beautiful bunnygirl didn’t seem to be confused for long, as her hands quickly worked their way up my thighs and then started working to unfasten my trousers. How I missed zippers. When she got my belt undone, I lifted my hips up enough to allow her to yank my pants down to my ankles. 

	
	I was at full mast long before little Rob sprang out to play. He was standing upright and proud, and the cooing sounds that Lina made only served to turn me on more. Her warm hands were soon wrapped around me, and she started pumping them up and down my shaft. She spit on my cock to add some lubricant, but it didn’t take long before I was making my own. Each time her hands slid up to the head of my cock, she’d collect a bit more precum and use it to grease the pole. 

	
	My hands had a mind of their own, and each one tried to reach out to grab a breast or even just to cup a face, but Rava and Josie held my hands down. The thought of using my superior strength to break my hands free from their grasp never even crossed my mind. This was their show, and I was curious where they were going with it. 

	
	Curious in the best way possible. 

	
	The blonde’s hands became slick quickly, and the up and down motion felt heavenly. She began working me faster. She was a woman on a mission, and from the look on her face, she wasn’t going to stop until she got a big load. 

	
	I almost didn’t know if I should hold back, but then she asked me, “So… husband, how many times a day do you think you could fuck?”

	
	It took me a second to respond because all my attention was on what her hands were doing. Well, that, and the way that her breasts swayed inside her tight blouse that suddenly seemed to be missing its top button. Making matters worse, each of the other girls shifted to holding my hands down with one of their, while they started using their other hand to undress Lina. 

	
	“Focus, husband,” Lina pouted up at me, “how many times?”

	
	I groaned but tore my mind off of her now-exposed breasts. By the heavens above, motherhood had been kind to her. I didn’t have any particular fantasy about suckling from her like a babe, but her milk-laden breasts were a sight to behold. She’d already been blessed by Sativa in that department, and now she just put all other women to shame. 

	
	“Ugh… I guess with enough mana and ki, I only need to sleep a couple hours a night to let my mind decompress. If push came to shove, I could probably do it the rest of the day. Stamina isn’t really an issue for me, and I can control my body well enough that there isn’t any appreciable refractory period.”

	
	The bunnygirl leaned in, and her soft breasts swayed against my cock while she held the base, smearing precum all over her chest. “I didn’t ask you to get all sciencey on me. I just want to know how many times you could fuck in a day.” 

	
	One of her hands slipped off my shaft and she sucked on a finger oh-so- seductively. “Let me ask it another way... how many times could you cum in a day?”

	
	“I suppose if I had enough fluid…”

	
	She sucked her finger clean and then popped it out of her mouth and pushed it up against my lips. “Don’t suppose, lover, just give me your best guess. Are we talking about a dozen times? Two dozen? Or are we talking in the range of hundreds of times?”

	
	When I simply nodded, she squealed. “Oh Sativa, I want to see that, but today I’m sharing.”

	
	“There’s plenty of me to go around,” I grinned. “If you’d let me use my hands, we can get this party started.”

	
	Josie said, “Oh no. No hands for you—at least not yet. This is our game.”

	
	Rava added, “Although if we can trust you to behave, we’d like to take our clothes off too.” Then she stood and leaned in, kissing my cheek before nibbling on my earlobe. “Can we trust you to behave, husband?”

	
	I definitely didn’t want to behave, but if our conversation had proved anything at all, it had proved that we were equals in this relationship. That, and I needed to trust my wives. I nodded yes, and when they let go of my hands, Josie and Rava immediately set to work taking off Lina’s short skirt, since her own hands were once again occupied with stroking my cock. 

	
	With the way she now squatted in front of me, her puffy, pink wetness was on obvious display. It stirred a powerful longing in me, but I wanted to see what they would do next. Which turned out to be stripping of my armored vest and shirt and then my boots. Eventually, I was as naked as Lina. 

	
	I was definitely moaning by this point, as Lina alternated between stroking my shaft rather vigorously and rubbing my cock against her nipples. She took to slapping her breasts with Little Rob, and I delighted in how it made her full breasts shake and quiver. When she leaned in and blew her warm breath over his head, it sent a shiver up my spine and caused a squeezing sensation deep within my balls.  

	
	My other wives were quickly reaching an equal state of undress as my bunnygirl and me, and I got to admire the differences among the three of them. Whereas Lina was all pleasant, feminine curves and smooth skin, Josie was athletic, with well-defined abs showing and toned arms and legs, without looking overly muscular. Her breasts were still round and full, and from the way her hand trailed down between her legs, I could tell she was getting as worked up by this as I was. 

	
	In contrast, Rava was model-thin. Her long figure went on and on, with nothing but delightful views. Her breasts were hardly small, though, more like a perky handful compared to her sister wives. A trimmed, purple landing strip drew my eyes down her tummy and then to paradise. It wasn’t long before she joined Josie in pleasuring herself. 

	
	“I could do that for you ladies,” I offered.

	
	Lina pouted. “No touching for you. Not yet. And I want your eyes on me.”

	
	She punctuated her words by dropping her lips over my cock. A slow swirl with her tongue, followed by just a second of heavenly suction, captured my full attention. She looked up then, “Does this belong to me?”

	
	There was no doubt what she was referring to. “It belongs to all of you.”

	
	“You know I don’t mind sharing. But right now, at this very moment, does it belong to me?”

	
	“Hell yes, do whatever you want with it,” I enthused.

	
	“No, I wanna see what it can do.” She slid back from me a bit, though still on her knees, and raised a hand to her face. Her finger pointed at her full, pouty lips. “And do these belong to you?”

	
	“Let me show you how much they belong to me.”

	
	“Are you sure?” Her brows drew together. “You didn’t seem to think that I belonged to you earlier.”

	
	I chuckled. There it was—payback was hell. 

	
	I moaned as I said, “I’ve learned my lesson. You definitely belong to me. All of you belong to me. If I had my way, right now, I’d have you bent over this bed so fast it would make your head spin, and be thrusting into you until you trembled and quaked.”

	
	“Later, lover,” she admonished. “Right now, this is our game. Remember?” 

	
	I nodded.

	
	“Now,” Lina continued, “what I want to see is what you can do with this...” her finger pointed at my cock, “and this.” She moved her finger back to her mouth. “But I want to see the results, so make sure to pull out before you finish.”

	
	I started to reach out my hands, but Rava wagged her finger back and forth. “No hands, remember?”

	
	I sucked in a deep breath when Lina opened her mouth so far that I began to wonder if she was a pythonkin, or if that was even a thing on Olimero. The bunnygirl leaned forward and swallowed me whole, until Little Rob was pushing into her throat. And she did so without gagging once. 

	
	Josie moaned like she was feeling it herself—or swallowing me herself. Then again, with the bond, she was feeling both a portion of what Lina felt and a portion of what I felt. For that matter, she was even feeling a portion of what Rava’s fingers were doing to herself. 

	
	Josie spoke in strained tones through her moaning, “She asked to see what you can do with your cock. Show her, already.”

	
	Fine, I could do that. Leaning back onto my hands—they might as well support me if I couldn’t hang on to a certain bunnygirl’s ears—I started thrusting up into her mouth. My hips would do the work. When I started thrusting too hard for Lina to maintain her own position, Josie and Rava each put one hand on the back of Lina’s head and held her shoulders with the other. 

	
	Rava moaned, “Take it, sister. Show that cock who’s boss.”

	
	Thrust after thrust, I was getting closer to my peak. They had kept me on edge for much of the day, and with the attention the girls were paying their own pussies, repeatedly plunging multiple fingers in and out like they were, they had me ready to pop. I honestly couldn’t have told you if I lasted for thirty seconds or for five minutes, because it felt like an eternity. Finally, though, I couldn’t take it anymore.

	
	Through clenched teeth I grunted, “Can’t… last… much… longer.”

	
	One of the girls, though I can’t say which because I was too far gone, laughed and said, “She doesn’t want you to last longer, she wants you to use her. She wants you to cum all over her.”

	
	With a sucking pop, Lina jerked her head up off of me and, as if on command, I began to shoot stream after stream of cum at her. First, I blasted her face. Then, when she leaned back, it splashed across her neck, then those gorgeous full breasts of hers and on down her tummy, until the final spurt dribbled onto her labia.

	
	My cum-coated bunnygirl was wildly orgasming without having touched herself. Rava and Josie both exploded about the same time. Maybe it was simply good timing, or maybe it was the combination of their fingers and the sensation of my release that they felt across the bond. 

	
	Josie recovered first and straddled my thighs. “Just sit there,” she commanded, “and let’s see how much you want to claim this.”

	
	She rocked her hips forward, grinding her clit against me. I felt her wetness as her labia parted over my girth as she trembled with the passion she put into grinding herself against me. We both were clearly into it, and today wasn’t about prolonging things, so I pushed with my hips as she shifted above me. There was no slow, sinking down my shaft. This was fierce, primal. I plunged up into her until our hips ground together. 

	
	Josie panted that she’d wanted my cock inside her all day. Her hard work and training showed, as she began to bounce on top of me, but I wasn’t going to be passive. I matched her rhythm thrust for thrust and pull for pull as our bodies came together with a squishy slap, then slid apart almost till we were separated, only to slam myself back into her as she pushed down onto me with a grunt. Her whimpering moans told how badly she wanted it. 

	
	I wanted it, too. I asked, “Hold back?”

	
	“No, for the love of Sativa,” she cried out, “fuck me harder!”

	
	I didn’t need to be told twice. I thrust upwards, slamming my length balls-deep into the redhead’s fit body. Each Phoenix potion had brought me back at my optimal self, which apparently meant adding a bit of girth and length each time. Nothing overwhelming, but I was definitely an inch longer combined and nearly 20% thicker. It was more than enough to have Josie clawing my shoulders. My hardened skin made it so that it felt like a normal set of nails, rather than beastkin claws, drew pink lines down my chest. But it meant she didn’t have to hold back her pleasure as I filled her up. 

	
	Josie twitched and contracted on me, digging into my shoulders as she released all of the pent of stress of the day. “Goddess more, please… fuck me more!”

	
	No one told me to stop, so I channeled more ki into my groin meridian, and my cock stayed as rigid as if I hadn’t just pumped a load of baby batter into my lovely foxkin. My thrusts lifted both of us up off the bed, and Josie squealed through another orgasm as we slammed back down into the bed and I rolled us over so that I was on top of her, never having left her pussy’s clenching grip. 

	
	She groaned, “Give me your cock. Give it all to me!”

	
	I kept going until her eyes rolled back into her head. Lina pulled me back when Josie was little more than a quivering mass on the bed beneath me as she shuddered through the aftereffects of half a dozen orgasms piled on top of one another. She was completely satiated, and through the bond, we all felt a bit of it. 

	
	Rava climbed onto the bed beside me. Resting a hand on each of my shoulders, her purple eyes drew me in. All my wives were gorgeous in their own way, but my beautiful elf’s features had a perfection which couldn’t be matched. Her face definitely made you believe the tales of Helen of Troy. 

	
	“Eyes on me now, husband,” she purred.

	
	I was all hers. Lina and Josie were still here, but I knew the rules. Now, I got to see what Rava wanted from me. I couldn’t have been more shocked.

	
	“If you agree to my terms, you can use your hands and move however you like. Do you understand?”

	
	I nodded. This sounded more like her instructor voice than her sex kitten voice, but I could still be turned on by that, as evidenced by my still rock-hard member. Cultivation rocked. 

	
	“It’s important that you know this isn’t a rash decision. Nor did I come to this conclusion just today. It has been on my mind for a while now, but I’ve decided there is no longer a reason to wait. My job doesn’t require me to be in the forefront. Beast waves will come, but there will always be some threat. But I know what I want from you—at least for my immediate future.”

	
	“Anything,” I promised. “Name it.”

	
	Rava spoke very slowly and deliberately as she said, “I want you to breed me.”

	
	I sucked in a breath. That was not what I had expected her to say. I started to say that I couldn’t, because I had only taken the birth control potion three days ago, that I’d be shooting blanks for another four days. But I bit back the words. Rava wasn’t an idiot. She probably knew my habits better than I did. 

	
	“I want nothing more than to make you a mother,” I said, as I stared directly into her eyes. 

	
	Holding my gaze, she pulled back from the edge of the bed. “Prove it.”

	
	I was on my feet in an instant. Rava weighed next to nothing to me, as I spun her around and flipped her onto the bed. I had almost bent her over it, but that wasn’t worthy of this level of intimacy. I wanted to see the look in her eyes. Even more, I knew that she needed to see the passion on my face. 

	
	I pulled her ass back to the edge of the bed and spread her legs, stepping forward and resting her ankles on my shoulders. Damn, I loved those long legs of hers. Another time I might have made her beg, but tonight was about giving her—giving each of them—exactly what they wanted. What they needed.

	
	She groaned as she held her slick nether lips open, “I belong to you, Rob. Plant your seed in me!”

	
	My hands slid under her ass and lifted her hips to the perfect angle so that I could slide into her. She was slender, which made her channel ever so tight. I filled her and more, going more slowly than I had with Josie, as I watched her eyes widen. Looking down, I saw her slender lower stomach distend as my cock pushed into her, completely filling her innermost parts. 

	
	“Goddess, yesss, ” she hissed, “give it to me!”

	
	I pulled back a bit and then thrust harder. It was important that, even if it couldn’t happen this time, that she knew I was 100% into this. “I’m going to give you my seed, and you are going to give me a baby,” I growled. 

	
	I wondered what it must be like for a woman who had lived as long as she had without ever becoming a mother. Maybe it fulfilled a purpose, a need she had never even realized she had. 

	
	My fingers kneaded her ass as I pulled her onto me with each thrust. She was soon spasming around me. “Justttt fuckcing lett itt go. Give it to meee.”

	
	Not even trying to hold back, I exploded deep inside of her. Something about the excitement of what she’d said she wanted had me pumping squirt after squirt into her womb. Then, I collapsed onto my arms above her. 

	
	The night only went on from there, as I showered my women with my love. After the initial, frantic passion, it shifted to become more about tender cuddling, kisses, and making love, as we each confirmed that we belonged to one another—completely. 

	
	 


Chapter 23 - Hunting

	
	
	The next morning, I woke up but didn’t feel like getting out of bed. My three wives were already up and probably hard at work doing their part for the manticore hunt today. It wasn’t the comfort of lying next to them that kept me from wanting to get up. Nor was it dread at facing the day—I was actually looking forward to the hunt. It would come with merits and alchemy supplies and a chance to test not only myself, but also how well my deputies could organize the town against a more serious threat. That, and we got to test the magical version of firearms that Mactosh, Rava, and I had created in their first large-scale engagement in Olimeran history. 

	
	There was no reason for me not to want to get up, but how was anything ever going to compare to what last night had been? It wasn’t simply the physical intimacy that we had shared, but me completely getting past my inhibitions and embracing this new life I had found on Olimero. I felt like I had shed the old me like a snake sheds its skin.

	
	Growing beyond my old self hadn’t been easy. It meant letting my wives take unprecedented control of my life. Perhaps, in the light of a new day, that should have terrified me. Instead, I found it was exhilarating. I felt like I’d been born anew into Olimero. Unlike when I’d first arrived here, I swore that I would adapt myself to this life, rather than clinging to my old ways. 

	
	I stretched out and then felt something warm shift next to me. When it moved, I almost crapped my pants as I rolled quickly away from whatever was in my bed with me, landing on all fours on the far side of the bed. It was way too big to just be a bug; anything that size could be dangerous. Then, I realized what I was seeing, and I doubled over in laughter. 

	
	Bright, blue eyes stared at me in confusion from out of a tightly bundled blanket. The little bundle cooed back at me as I laughed. My son seemed to delight when I looked at him. 

	
	He was already growing noticeably faster than I thought he should. It wasn’t that he was particularly large—he still had some of that wrinkled, red, newborn look—but he was much more alert than what I expected of a baby only a couple of days old. Now, he was making that silly baby smile at me, the one that told me either he was either passing gas, or he was happy to see me. 

	
	Lina must have left him with me. I wasn’t sure if that was such a good idea, but then again, he was my son. If I couldn’t learn to take care of him, then what kind of father as I going to be? Of course, I had imagined that my active role in his life would begin when I taught him how to play catch, but that was stupid. 

	
	With my new attitude of embracing life, I went over and picked him up. “So just us guys, huh? Mom most have thought that you needed some time with me before I went hunting.”

	
	He stared at me. Of course, he didn’t say anything, but his little hand wrapped around my extended finger, and he almost went cross-eyed trying to focus on me. He seemed particularly interested in my voice. I think I read somewhere that babies are attracted to smiles, but I had no idea if that was true on Earth, let alone in Olimero. Not that it mattered. 

	
	“Daddy has to go kill some monsters today, little guy.” Wow that sounded weird—calling myself ‘Daddy’ for the first time. Weird in an amazing way. 

	
	I was gonna love this, and with all my wives, I was sure I’d be a father several times over. “It’s gonna be dangerous, but this is what my job is. And sometimes a man has to step up and do what needs doing, even if he doesn’t want to.”

	
	I built a little nest of blankets to prop him up in as I got dressed. “Now that I think about it,” I told him, “I’d rather spend the day with you and your mother, but I don’t think that’s going to be possible—for a little while, at least.”

	
	As I continued to speak to my son after getting dressed, I carried him out to the kitchen, where I expected to find his mother. Sure enough, Lina sat at the table sipping some coffee. It was good to see her letting some of the hired help handle the cooking. She did have a plate of my favorites waiting for me, though.

	
	My bunnygirl’s smile lit up the room, as ecstatic as she had been in the throes of passion last night, when she saw me holding my son close. “My two men. I’m glad you are getting along so well.”

	
	“Of course, but would you mind holding him, so I can eat?” I offered the still-cooing bundle to his mother. “Busy day and all that. I already explained to him about how I have to go hunting.” 

	
	“I’m busy working on my list,” Lina replied. She pointed to a woven basket I hadn’t noticed on a stand to the side of the table, “but you can set him in the bassinet there, next to the table. He is often in there, while I’m working in the kitchen. I fed him before I left him with you, so he should be content for a while.”

	
	I nodded and set him down in the beautifully crafted basket. It was oddly nerve-wracking to put him down and tuck him into the crib of woven reed. I was concerned that I might drop him, or that I was doing something wrong. But since he just kept staring up at me with those large and incredibly blue eyes, I guess I didn’t mess up. 

	
	I sat down and took a few bites before asking Lina what list she was working on. Then I added, “If it’s okay to ask.”

	
	She smiled at me and put her hand on arm. “Of course, it’s okay. This is our home, at least until we build something better. And I’m your wife. Everything I do is for you and our family.”

	
	Between bites of bacon I said, “So what lists?”

	
	“I’m starting to compile lists of potential hires for new clerks and new deputies. Today’s hunt will probably help us see who has the potential to be a good deputy.”

	
	And so, it had begun. I wanted to say something about not having to rush into it, but I bit my tongue and forced myself not to. Better yet, I realized it was good that she was already on top of it. She had a number of duties, between being my Chief Clerk and Mistress of the Sheets. 

	
	Instead, I said just what I expect a good Olimeran husband would say, “I’m sure you will do great with that. Let me know if you need any input.”

	
	“Well, of course, we need our input. But don’t worry,” when she looked up from her list, I noted the merry twinkle in her eye, “suitability for your bed is not the primary criterion I’m using.” 

	
	She grinned at me, and I knew then that she was going to be teasing me about this for a while. I scarfed down the rest of my food and kissed both my wife and son goodbye before heading out. When I reached the northern guard tower, which we’d set as the initial meeting place, I found all my deputies waiting there. 

	
	I needed to tell Denne about his promotion, but I figured I’d wait until after the battle. As I walked up, I called out, “What’s the good word?”

	
	Denne laughed, “It looks like someone had a fun night.” 

	
	His wives chuckled. Josie, too, grinned and called me a sleepy head. Surprisingly, Mursha seemed to bristle a little when my foxkin wife teased me. She seemed particularly intense this morning.

	
	“Enough about my personal life. We need to focus on the mission at hand. Have Daria or any of the scouts reported back this morning?” I asked.

	
	Denne and Josie both said no, then the big orc warrior walked up to me. 

	
	He leaned in and spoke softly for my ears only, though Josie was close enough to hear. “I wasn’t actually trying to make a spectacle of you. Your wives are beautiful. The fact that they kept you up all night in bed will only raise your stock with the men who volunteered to fight today.”

	
	I could only shake my head. Another Olimeran thing, but I just went with it. I walked to the tower so I could climb it and see the scouts returning as quickly as possible. As I walked past Josie, I pinched her ass. 

	
	She jumped a bit, since she didn’t expect it, but flashed me a smile rather than a glare. Any of my girlfriends back home would have glared at me then, but not here. Damn, I could only laugh at myself. How much fun had I been missing out on because I’d let myself be held back by my old ways and Earth’s rules?

	
	Fortunately, I realized I didn’t need to climb the tower before I reached it. We had scouts posted five miles out next to piles of green brush that they would light on fire to give us an early warning. Given the absence of columns of smoke in the bright, clear sky, the manticores likely hadn’t moved yet.

	
	It dawned on me that I should reach out with telepathy to Daria. I wasn’t sure of the exact range of our connection, but I hoped she wasn’t that far away. She had been doing regular flyovers, checking on the manticore beast wave. 

	
	I wasn’t sure it could even be called that any longer. So far, the wave—or pack, or whatever it was—hadn’t moved from the farm where I had last seen them. They had destroyed a total of three farms, but the one where I’d found them was the final one they had attacked. It had provided enough meat to sate the entire pack. 

	
	Rava informed me that the manticores would most likely gorge themselves and then loll about for several days before hunting again. Apparently, they were rather lazy creatures and only put forth an effort when they became hungry or felt threatened. That matched the little that I knew about lions of Earth, which was how I thought of them. 

	
	Well, we were about to threaten them and hopefully get them riled up enough to charge into our kill zone. If we had endless time and resources, I would have just worked with Rava to make a bunch of explosive or poison gas potions and dealt with the problem where they now were. But as it was, we were limited by the resources we had to work with. 

	
	I was surprised by what she’d been able to do in a short time. We had much more ammunition than I’d hoped for, there were still limits. Along with the rifles, we’d handed out an allotment of fifty rounds. That might seem like a lot, but most of the folks joining us today were first-time shooters. 

	
	We’d let each of them fire five practice shots, to get a feel for the weapon, before issuing the rest of the ammunition. After that, I was counting on the fact that pretty much everyone on Olimero had better eyesight, reflexes, and manual dexterity than humans. We did make sure the rifles went primarily to races with high Agility, including monkeykin, catkin, and foxkin. 

	
	As for the shotguns, each one also had 50 shots. But they were broken down into five types, with ten each of solid slugs, buckshot rounds, fire shells, poison shells, and insta-crete rounds. Those weapons, we mostly handed off to orcs and cowkin, as they would likely be the ones up closest to the monsters. 

	
	Well, other than me. 

	
	I let Denne and Josie set up their teams the way they wanted. My only directives were that people’s lives should not be needlessly put at risk—if there was any way to save our people, we would—and secondly, that we were to pull the manticores into the kill zone while thinning the pack as much as possible. The ballistae on the tower had the amazing rate of fire of a five-foot-long barbed shaft every three seconds and would be our primary killers. Archers and mages would add their firepower once they were in range. 

	
	The real excitement was up to me. And, as upset as it might make my wives, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I did something that I hadn’t thought about before. I first raced back to the command center inside the city. Lina was already there, along with Rava. 

	
	“Ladies, can you charge me up?” I asked. “I don’t want you to drain yourself too much—but I want to have as many weapons as possible.”

	
	I didn’t need to explain myself any further. Part of it was the bond we shared, and part of it was that we really were getting to know each other. I soon was suffused with Life mana, which super-charged my regeneration. Then, I got a dose of Study mana. I had no idea what I could use its byproduct for, but it gave me a static buff which was impressive.

	
	Your senses and perception are each increased by 25%. This is independent of any ki usage.

	
	I took it gladly, and I still had whatever byproduct came from Rava’s Study mana. I had some ideas about how it might work but wasn’t sure. After a quick round of hugs and kisses to my wives, I ran back to the front and got a charge from Josie—although not too much, as I was counting on her to be able to deal a great deal of damage as a fire mage. I also took some from Mursha and Daria as Air and Gravity mana each had obvious benefits. Denne gave me some Space mana, too, though I wasn’t sure what to do with that byproduct.

	
	I was gratified when the other mages with us volunteered to contribute some of their mana, when they understood what it was I was doing. I soon had more volunteers step forward, starting with Denne’s wives. It might sound weird, letting another man’s wife give me mana, but they didn’t even have to touch me to help out. 

	
	In addition to what my wives and future wives had charged me up with, I ended up with byproducts from Space, Slime, Water, Earth, Repair, Metal, and Aura mana. Something had felt off about the last one, but the elf who had contributed the mana disappeared as soon as she pumped her power into me. There was a resonance within me to her contribution, and my ki reacted to the power. It was almost like I became instantly stronger and more alive, but if felt more like a stimulant than natural growth. 

	
	I didn’t have time to look for her, but with the Emotion mana byproduct I had still, I was full of thirteen different types of mana byproducts. I didn’t actually know how many types of mana there were, but with odd things like Aura and Repair Mana, it seemed there were quite a few. Anyway, I was fully charged up.

	
	I went over the plan one last time with Josie and Denne. They moved to their teams and then led them out to their designated spots. Daria took off to be my eyes in the sky. Seeing everyone moving into position, I took a deep breath and let it all out at once. This was gonna be fun. 

	
	 


Chapter 24 - Riding the Wave

	
	
	I summoned Stone Horse and was soon off and riding into harm’s way, the newly crafted rifle in my lap. I felt the part of a true cowboy Sheriff. It didn’t matter that I was stronger and faster than any Old West hero of Earth; I still felt the part. The manticore had already destroyed three farms, and only the fact that one of the farms had enough pigs to temporarily satiate them had slowed the wave. It was up to me and my deputized posse to deal with this threat to the town.

	
	Daria had said the manticores weren’t on the move yet, but they were getting restless. She reported numerous fights among parts of the pack, which had even led to some deaths. I could only cheer anything that lowered their numbers. Her eyes were very keen, so I trusted her report that they currently numbered roughly nine hundred and fifty. 

	
	Stone Horse moved along at his normal pace. It was faster than any normal horse, and not for the first time, I thanked Sativa for this gift. His fluid strides quickly ate up the miles between me and my target. 

	
	I went over my strategy one more time, but I realized that overthinking things was just a recipe for disaster. I was far stronger than a single manticore, and I had only grown more powerful since my last encounter with the monsters. 

	
	Of course, it was only a fool who disregarded the danger their claws, fangs, and venom-tipped tails represented. I wasn’t immortal, and I was down to the last of the three Phoenix potions which Rava and I had made. My goal was to get through the day without having to use it. 

	
	I started to extend my senses further by pouring more ki into my brain meridian. So far, the extra 25% I got by being suffused with Study Mana had been nice, but I didn’t need to take any chances. I wanted as much warning as possible. 

	
	The world suddenly came to life all around me. Wow… just, wow. Using ki to enrich my senses had a multiplicative effect with the mana bonus. It was insane.

	
	I remembered experiencing this each time I’d learned how to enhance one of my senses, but now affecting all of them at the same time—boosted by the bonus—made me feel like I could sense every little bug moving for half a mile around me. That probably wasn’t all that far from the truth. It was a slow, if constant, drain on my ki to keep this going, but it had already paid off.

	
	No sooner had I enhanced my senses than I realized there was a lone manticore not a hundred feet from me. It was sleeping for the moment, but I didn’t expect it would be much of a predator if I was able to sneak up on it. Then I had an idea. 

	
	Mentally ordering Stone Horse to remain where he was, I then used the byproduct from Daria’s Air mana to make my body super-light. With this, I was able to float like a kite upon the wind. When I leaped from the back of Stone Horse, I floated in a graceful arc to come down on top of the manticore. My movement was silent as a ghost as I came down on the sleeping manticore blade first; I had exchanged my rifle for Bargon’s Slice. 

	
	It was a male, so I assumed he must have failed to claim a place of dominance in the pack or any females for himself. Back on Earth, I never would have thought anything of it, but my life had changed. I found myself wanting to dismiss him, if he couldn’t even get a single female, as less of a threat. 

	
	Dang. I shook my head. Olimero really was rubbing off on me. 

	
	Then it didn’t matter. I channeled a trickle of ki into Bargon’s Slice, and that was all it took. As I dropped down on top of the beast, it woke at the last second. That was the same second that my blade severed its spinal cord. Not wanting to take any chances, with two more sweeping strikes, I removed its tail and its head, in that order. 

	
	Stone Horse came to me when I called for him, and we moved on. Cutting out the poison sacs and other useful parts would have to wait for later. After a few more minutes of Stone Horse’s fluid gait, my vision was good enough that I could see hundreds of manticores lounging about the completely destroyed farm. The situation was exactly as Daria had described. 

	
	There were also some stragglers, like the pathetic lone male I had picked off, but I felt the situation was too tense for me to engage them individually. I was gonna do this the fun way. It was time to get this party started. 

	
	I pulled a fire potion from my spatial storage. Apparently, Rava had worked with Josie on it. By combining alchemical ingredients directly with Josie’s Fire mana, they were able to create a far more powerful effect in the fire potion. It was just another example of how my family was so much stronger together. 

	
	Then I pulled out and set the rifle in my lap, placed the fire potion in sleeve of a bandolier I wore across my chest, and hooked the shotgun to my saddle by a ring attached just forward of the trigger guard.

	
	I looked around and took aim at the first of the stragglers with the rifle. The sound was sure to draw a great deal of attention, but I was counting on the fact that the noise would be alien to the manticores. If they acted anything like normal animals, then they should fear things they didn’t understand, including loud noises. 

	
	If not, I was about to be stormed by hundreds of manticores. 

	
	The simplistic iron sights on the weapon weren’t up to modern standards on Earth, but with my enhanced senses, it was child’s play to put a round through the skull of one of the stragglers. I worked the bolt action, ejected the round, and kept going. It might have been natural to stop and admire my handiwork, but I knew better: Now was a time for action. The combination of well-made rounds with the explosive power of the magic propellant compound that Rava had made to replace gunpowder was instantly lethal with a head shot. 

	
	I fired off all five rounds the weapon held and then began reloading. The pack of manticore was running every which way. I was right, the noise had been enough to startle them. Unlike Earth animals, though, they didn’t run off in fear. Instead, they became super aggressive, lashing out at anything around them. My initial shots set off several bloody scrums. Maybe that was the difference between Earth’s creatures and Olimero’s—or maybe that was because these creatures were classified as monsters, rather than normal animals.

	
	A few of them started to overcome their automatic reactions and began looking for the source of the noise. By the time I finished my second five rounds, I realized that was the best I could hope for. Storing my rifle in my spatial bag, I urged Stone Horse forward as I unhooked the shotgun from my saddle and held it by the stock in my left hand. 

	
	I knew I had only seconds until they reached me, but my plan called for me to get close enough to the wreckage of the farm to hurl the fire potion. Even with my monstrous strength, I figured I could only throw the potion a few hundred yards. I mentally urged the earth elemental in the form of a horse forward even faster. 

	
	A quarter mile from the farm, the monsters started to focus on me. I was probably close enough to hurl the potion bomb from this range, but I worried that the vial might break in mid-air. A manticore leapt at me from the left, and I lifted, aimed, and unloaded both shotgun barrels into it in one smooth motion. Two shotgun  slugs to the chest might not be an instant death for it, but they were enough to take it out of the fight. 

	
	Popping open the hinge at the rear of the weapon, I quickly reloaded two new shells, buck shot, this time. I sent a silent thank you to Mactosh for the quality of his workmanship and then went to town. Two hundred yards from the farm, I’d run out of buckshot rounds and had cut a swath through the pack that was starting to seal behind me. These shells didn’t kill the monsters, but they must have hurt like hell and surely pissed them off. 

	
	I reloaded one more time before securing the shotgun to my saddle and drawing my sword. With my left hand, I yanked the fire potion from my bandoleer. This was living. The rush I felt at facing ridiculous danger was heady, and perhaps a bit scary. I liked the surge of adrenaline you got in any struggle, but I’d never felt this way before. 

	
	Something was different, inside of me, but I didn’t have any time to figure it out. I began to burn some Gravity mana byproduct, and my perception of time slowed. Thanks to the buff granted by Rava’s Study mana, I saw everything in acute detail.  As more than a hundred manticore angled themselves to come after me, I was able to track the motion of every swinging stinger and calculate intercept trajectories for every monster barreling at me. 

	
	I had definitely gotten their attention. I cranked back my arm and flung the potion in an extended arc to smash against the barn—or what remained of it. The explosive force released wasn’t all that strong, but the fire aspect was two magnitudes greater than before. The wave of heat that blasted out from the instantly raging inferno was palpable even from where I was, though the remnants of Josie’s Fire mana byproduct inside of me made me all but fireproof. 

	
	Just then, Daria swept in from above, as planned. Her Air mana pulled a mass of oxygen together and fed the fire which was already consuming the barn. In seconds, the area covered by flames expanded from a thirty-foot circle to a hundred-foot circle, and then three hundred feet. Soon, every piece of wood that remained on the farm, along with any other combustible materials, was going up in the conflagration. It was a shame to take out what I’m sure had been years of hard work, like this, but I figured the widows could always rebuild later—or maybe I’d buy the land from them at generous rates. 

	
	I pushed such stray thoughts out of my head as I flung the bandolier with all twenty of my poison and fire shells into the flames as Stone Horse spun around. That set off an expected series of smaller explosions. We had learned the poison gas had a surprisingly low boiling point, which caused it to react violently in the intense heat, spreading a poisonous cloud with the smoke. 

	
	Several hundred of the manticore died in the initial flames, and another hundred or more died from inhaling the poisonous gas. As the flames continued to spread, they consumed the wounded manticores I’d shot before. Not waiting any longer, I urged Stone Horse to get the hell out of Dodge.

	
	In my right hand, I wielded Bargon’s Slice, which made short work of any manticore which leaped at me. In my left, I aimed my shotgun. One-handed shots might not sound like they’d be very accurate, but with stats like mine, it was effortless.

	
	All I had left, now, were my ten insta-crete slugs. I fired both barrels into a cluster of five manticores who were racing for me. The shells exploded in their midst and stuck them together just long enough for the flames to catch up. It was a pattern that I repeated till I was completely out of shells before stowing my shotgun. 

	
	I couldn’t help but look up to admire Daria and her handiwork. She was a freaking angel of death in the air as her precise control of whipping winds turned the flames into a hunting beast, hungrily consuming all before it. It was glorious, and she looked hot as hell doing it. 

	
	More than ever, I looked forward to our pending time along together. But, if I wanted to have that alone time, then I needed to get a move on. Stone Horse was fast, but I needed to push him harder to get the most out of him. 

	
	Manticores surged up at us from both sides. I channeled ki into Bargon’s Slice and severed the front leg of one monster at the shoulder. The other fell just short, and I laughed as it smashed its barbed tail trying to stab Stone Horse. 

	
	“Silly monster,” I laughed out loud, “you can’t stab a rock!” 

	
	We were nearly free of the mass of manticores, but it was going to be a close thing. Too close, I realized, and then I did something I hadn’t yet tried. So far, I’d been unable to channel ki into an object—except for my newly bonded sword, but that was only because Telmorra had enabled me to do so. But stone horse wasn’t simply a magical item. 

	
	Sure, I used the totem gifted to me when I’d first come to Olimero to summon him, but in reality, he was an Earth elemental bound by Sativa in the form of a horse. I had plenty of experience channeling ki into living beings. I mean, so far, that had only been with my wives. Well… and Denne, I mentally added. 

	
	Hopefully it would work for Stone Horse, too. Maybe it would always have worked, or maybe my belief that it should work helped me forge a bond with Stone Horse. But when I pushed ki into the steed beneath me, I felt a portion of his strength flow back into me; it was like my body suddenly grew tougher. 

	
	I already possessed skin like stone, and I was working my body cultivation in that direction—even bypassing stone with metal. Although, come to think of it, what was metal but another type of earth? Even the Mithril that I’d used to rebuild my left leg was an advanced form of mineral.

	
	There was a moment of disorientation that cost me a chunk of flesh as a manticore’s claws slashed across my right calf, but when it was over, Stone Horse and I had synced more closely than ever. I instinctively knew I wouldn’t need the totem to call him again. Better than that, I felt a surge of power in my body as I absorbed a portion of his strength. In turn, I was able to pump ki into him. 

	
	Before, he had been racing along the ground, gliding as much as running due to his unique nature. But now, he practically surfed a wave of earth that carried him forward. We soon began pulling away from the surging tide of manticores that sought to crash around us. 

	
	I spared a moment and looked back. There were still close to five hundred manticore following me, but I had managed to kill nearly half of them. It was too bad that Olimero didn’t grant me XP for kills, but the experience had to be worth some stat gains—that, and a bunch of merits. I couldn’t take the time to pull up my notifications to look now, though. 

	
	Instead, I pushed more ki into Stone Horse, urging him forward even faster. I just needed to lead the wave of beasts into the kill zone, so my deputies and their teams could unleash the rest of our surprises on what remained of these monsters. 

	 


Chapter 25 - Making a Stand

	
	
	 At various points in my life, I’ve read about what the greatest thrills in the world might be. Some people say jumping out of airplane is the biggest rush ever. I knew a guy who used to do something called extreme kayaking, blasting through class-five rapids and launching himself over waterfalls. He swore by it. One friend swore that the greatest rush was surrendering himself completely to his Dominatrix girlfriend. I didn’t seriously consider that one a feasible option, but to each their own. 

	
	I’d even read about a champion bull rider named Brawley Hayes. It was absolute insanity, but I had to give props to a guy who’d climb on top of 2,500 pounds of muscle and fury—and stick there for eight long seconds—while it was intent on dislodging the annoyance clinging to its back and killing you. And he did it without any super stats or powers. 

	
	But at this moment, I was sure that none of them knew what they were talking about. Here I was, being chased by almost five hundred raging monsters. Lions would have been bad enough, but these things had scorpions’ tails, to boot, and they were out for my blood. And I wasn’t in some armored tank, immune to their lust for a Rob chew toy. 

	
	Nope. Here I was, surfing along the ground on the back of Stone Horse, my earth elemental. Through our new connection, I could feel how the very earth shifted and moved beneath us. It was an extension of the tremor sense I had gained from the other earth elemental that had tried to kill me. Scratch that—it hadn’t simply tried, it had succeeded. I did die that day; it was only because of the Phoenix potion that I lived to tell the tale. 

	
	I had never found a great way to use the tremor sense I had gained that day, but now I could determine exactly where the manticore were behind me, without needing to look back over my shoulder. I did end up having to look back, though, as they were starting to fan out too much.

	
	Pulling my rifle from my storage, I hastily reloaded it and then used my remaining forty rifle rounds to pick off the edges of the beast wave, forcing the manticores to stay clumped together as much as possible. Soon, I was half a mile ahead of them and almost back to Yonderton. I could see the walls which were meant to channel the monsters into our kill zone and the towers that loomed on either side. The walls seemed smaller than I remembered, and I prayed they could stand up to the oncoming wave that was about to smash into them. 

	
	I forced my mind to be still. They were the best we had, and I needed to trust my people. As if on cue, Josie’s group sprang up atop the southern wall and started strafing the beast wave as they trailed behind me. The manticores fell by the dozens, but only a few peeled off to face her team. Most of them remained so intent on killing me that they couldn’t be distracted. That worked for me and our plan.  

	
	A few seconds later, Denne’s group popped up on the northern wall and cut loose with just as much fury. I was completely impressed with how effective the massed volleys of gunfire were. Of course, this was against an enemy packed in a bunch together, so missing wasn’t much of a problem. That, and each hit manticore  would tumble, inevitably causing the ones behind it to stumble and slow. 

	
	We were breaking this beast wave, and as I reached the eastern tower and leaped off Stone Horse, I began to worry that we might be too effective. We needed the entire pack of manticore to get into the kill zone before the wave broke; otherwise, it would break too soon. We wanted to weaken the wave, but not break it. The last thing I wanted to do was spend a couple of weeks hunting down stray manticores. 

	
	Then the ballistae and a few rifles atop the north and south towers opened up. The rifles remained accurate out to several hundred yards, and they effectively picked off any beasts that turned to charge their towers. The ballistae, however, were making the best use of their firepower. They didn’t launch their massive bolts just into the front row of monsters, but peppered the middle of the surging pack of roughly three hundred remaining manticore. The massive bolts rarely missed, and they often took out more than one target at a time, blasting through a manticore to impale the beast beside it or beyond it. 

	
	Soon, the eastern tower’s ballistae engaged, and the wave of monsters reeled under the onslaught. It was an impressive display of firepower. The problem was that I now felt left out. My power surged, my core spun faster, and I felt stronger than ever before. Every one of the mana byproducts inside of me called out to be used, though I wasn’t sure what many of them did. I felt like I was loaded up with power, to the point of overflow. 

	
	Something was definitely wrong with me. I’d never felt this aggressive, nor so consumed with power. But I didn’t have time to check my notifications or status notices to figure it out. Bah, who’d waste time with that with all that was happening? I needed to be doing, not standing around. 

	
	I ran past the eastern tower, waving and shouting at the oncoming manticores. My taunts drew several large beasts’ attention from the bait poles, which worked for me. I wanted to destroy them all. They had challenged me. They’d sought to destroy my town. Such temerity couldn’t be allowed to stand. 

	
	A thought hit me, then. This wasn’t about the manticores, at all. This was because of Mensor, the god of monsters. I felt a deep hatred for him. What had I ever done to upset him, that he was sending monster waves to kill my family and my town? 

	
	I seethed with rage. I wouldn’t stand for it, but what could I do? He was a god. How could I, a mere mortal, hope to face him on my own? 

	
	A voice whispered in my head, “My Master can help you. This power you now feel, is but a fraction of what he can give you.” 

	
	Rage surged within me. I wasn’t sure if I was angrier at Mensor, or at this intrusion. Time seemed to stand still around me as I focused inward, completely absorbed within myself.

	
	“Sheriff!”

	
	I heard some people calling for me and got the sense that they had been calling out to me a few times. I looked up at the eastern tower to see Barrow, the wolfkin tailor. He wasn’t much of a fighter, but when we’d asked for volunteers to help defend Yonderton, he had been one of the first to step forward. 

	
	I couldn’t blame him. He had three wives and a number of children, not the least of whom was a cutie named Misty who all but worshiped Josie. Thinking of them helped break me out of the fog I had slipped into. 

	
	Leaping up to the platform on top of the guard tower, I found the thirty-foot jump had been easy; I’d channeled ki into my legs without even thinking about it. I shook hands with the tailor. 

	
	“Thanks,” I said. “I got a bit carried away with the battle.”

	
	I pulled out my bow just as the manticores came up to the next surprise we’d set for them. This time, the front ranks stumbled into a wide ditch. But since it didn’t seem to be empty, they tried to run across it, only to find that the shallow trenches we had dug there were filled with slime created by Nunani. 

	
	It was a gross but effective type of mana, so I couldn’t complain as the beast wave was further broken. Some looked to be wanting to turn back, but the ones who were stuck in the acidic slime were peppered with the few remaining poison, flame, and explosive potions we had. That caused the last hundred or so to rush forward in a panic.

	
	Then they hit the pits before the bait poles. Tens of monsters screamed as they fell to their deaths on the sharpened stakes waiting twenty feet below. Quicker than I’d hoped, the edges of the wave crashed around the sides of the pits. We’d soaked the area east of the pits until the ground became soggy—so much so, that the heavier of the beasts quickly sank to their shoulders. Even this didn’t stop them, but it sure slowed them down. 

	
	It seemed that a beast wave was a lot like a cattle stampede, but on steroids. The monsters in the rear of the pack used the backs and heads of the ones in front of them to climb on as they rushed forward. As they did so, Mactosh’s team worked in teams of three with long spears and shotguns to make sure that any who didn’t fall into one of the pits on their own got a helping hand into one. 

	
	A pair of manticores did manage to escape the muddy bog and started wreaking havoc amongst those unprepared volunteers. Dropping my bow, I jumped from the tower and sprinted to them. Bargon’s Slice was a storming razor in front of me. More of the manticores broke around the edge of the pits, but I moved faster, pushing my body to its limits. 

	
	So far, we had many wounded, but no one had died, and I was determined to keep it that way. The beast wave had crashed and been broken against our traps; this was just the last dozen or so of the stronger monsters trying to fight their way free. 

	
	Daria drove down with a spear, and Mursha leaped into the fray, both fighting furiously to reach me. But then, I saw one manticore that was about to reach Mactosh. His back to it, he remained oblivious to the danger as he took aim with his shotgun at an escaping manticore. I surged forward, but even my ki-enhanced speed wasn’t going to be enough to save him. There were simply too many twisting bodies between me and him. 

	
	I slowed my perception of time, but it wasn’t enough. All that did was show me that I was still going to come inches short. Less than a foot was going to be the difference between one more dead manticore on Bargon’s Slice, and my soon-to-be father-in-law getting his throat ripped out by a monster. 

	
	My enhanced perception of time gave my mind the opportunity to run through the scenario a dozen different ways, but my body still didn’t have an answer. 

	
	I needed to reach him. That was the thought that filled my mind. Mursha would be devastated if her father died, and Mactosh was my good friend. Often, need provides the impetus to create new opportunities. The Slime mana byproduct within me responded when my conscious mind didn’t know what to do. 

	
	Suddenly, my arm stretched. At first it was just an inch, but as I realized what was happening, I poured all the slime byproduct I could into it, and my arm flashed out an extra two feet to tear Bargon’s slice down along the creature’s spine. 

	

	I put everything I had into the blow; and even with my arm acting like a rubber band, the force was tremendous. Perhaps even more so, as it had a peculiar, whip-like quality to it. The manticore was cut in two with one blow. Its front portion still flew into Mactosh, and he was cut by its claws and smashed to the ground by its mass, but the dead monster wasn’t able to bite down on him. 

	
	Looking around, I noted there were only three beasts left. I took full advantage of this new flexibility and quickly burned through all the stored Slime mana byproduct, but it lasted long enough for me to end two of the beasts, while Mursha crushed the final one. 

	
	The battlefield grew suddenly quiet. The few manticores who were still alive, trapped in the pits or the slime and mud traps, were quickly put out of their misery. Then, the cheering began. Everyone wanted to shake my hand, but I had to focus on getting the injured to the infirmary. Daria, Mursha, and then the other deputies showed up and helped me organize everyone to care for our wounded. 

	
	Everyone was so excited by our victory. No one had died—yet, I reminded myself—and I wanted to keep it that way. There were still several serious injuries that required immediate treatment. Lina, Rava, and the penitent elven priestess of Sativa we’d hired as a healer had their work cut out for them for the next few hours. 

	
	Debriefings would have to wait, as I found myself gladhanding many of the citizens. Children and women hugged me. Men thanked me for saving their families. I gave a little impromptu speech about how we had all come together to defeat the monster wave, and that a united Yonderton could do anything.  

	
	Finally, when the last of the wounded had been healed, I made my escape back to the Sheriff’s office, back to our home, with just my family and deputies in tow. I stuck an unamused Rozelle with the task of organizing the cleanup and salvaging what we could from the dead beasts. Rava immediately launched into a litany of rare, alchemical ingredients to salvage from the manticores. She highlighted, at least three times, how much the poison sacs were worth and how to properly harvest them. 

	
	I grinned at my excited elven wife and scowling City Planner. There had to be some advantages to being the Sheriff, after all. Life was good. 

	
	 


Chapter 26 - Regrouping

	
	
	The day was far from over. After we all made sure each other was okay, I went back out and started gathering as much of the manticore remains as possible. Rava wanted to help me, but I set her to creating the potions I would need while I was touring the district. She also had to help Mactosh replenish our ammunition supplies. She was going to be one overworked elf. 

	
	At least when I brought it up, she was open to the idea of bringing in more alchemists. I wasn’t sure if the hesitation I sensed in her was more about her worry about leading an organization again, getting entangled with the guild in the Old East, or losing her place of priority. Either way, I comforted her as best I could. 

	
	We ended up making out in a hallway, but there wasn’t time for it to go much further than heavy petting. At least she was pleased with all the alchemical ingredients I was giving her, and she promised to make a list for me of things that I should keep an eye out for while touring the district with Daria.

	
	Speaking of the hawkgirl, she was exhausted after her not-so-little flaming tornado of death. I had to carry her to her bed… err, nest… as she barely made it back to town. She clung to me, and I was forced to lay down with her for a few minutes until she fell asleep. She even went so far as to hook her leg over mine to try and keep me from leaving while she snored softly. In the end, she slept so deeply that I was finally able to disentangle myself without waking her. 

	
	Lina was tired after healing the wounded. The defenses had actually held up better than I’d expected. I had been certain we would have some loss of life, but despite a number of serious wounds, no one had died. She and Rava had been able to stabilize the most-critically injured, and as soon as she and the town’s healer could recharge their mana, they’d be able to work towards healing the less seriously injured. 

	
	Denne and his wives were excited, and after I explained how the byproduct from Nunani’s Slime mana had saved Mactosh’s life. Denne promised to let Nunani recharge me before we left. For now,  both his wives were tired and resting with his daughter. Apparently, Melossi was pregnant, so I began to wonder if we were going to need to add a nursery and day care room onto the Sheriff’s office. 

	
	Josie was still a bit upset with me for being, in her words, ‘a bit too reckless’ during the first phase of the battle, but I quickly kissed her into submission. Feeling free to love on my wives, I soothed my fiery foxkin in more ways than one. She insisted that she would still need to double-check all my supplies and go over some details with Daria before she’d let me leave in the morning with the hawkgirl. 

	
	My first reaction was to argue with her, but I was proud that I caught myself. I had promised to follow her instructions when it came to security, as my Mistress of the Wall, after all. This was her duty, and it was for her to perform, as she thought best.

	
	Once I was done gathering as many of the manticore corpses together as possible, I had several cooks start roasting the meat. There was no reason to waste it, and while I would take plenty for me and the deputies, the entire town had come together on this. Since they were planning something of an impromptu feast for later tonight, I offered the majority of the meat.

	
	Then I took a bit of time for myself. The sun was already setting, and there was music being played outside as I climbed up to the second floor. I could smell the meat roasting, and it sounded like life in Yonderton was getting even better. 

	
	But I had a host of notifications that I needed to work through and soon had them displayed on the metal screens before me. I was so tired that I just started selecting them randomly and seeing what was there. 

	
	Quest Update: What a Blade Is

	Description: Slay 500 creatures using the blade, Bargon’s Slice. 

	Progress: 37/500

	
	That made sense, given that most of the monsters killed today had died from Daria’s firestorm, in traps, or from my guns. Nonetheless, this was worth celebrating. I was nearly a tenth of the way to completing the quest that would help me bond better with Bargon’s Slice. And now that I could channel a small amount of ki into the blade, it was becoming my most powerful weapon, even with the addition of guns.

	
	Completed Quest: Monster Wave I

	 

	You made this look easy. Good for you. You have killed or orchestrated the killing of 897/100 of the monsters from the approved list. Well done. Aren’t you just a natural-born killer. Such is the way of nature. 

	
	Reward: 

	Merits: 1794

	
	Besides the obvious alchemical items, you receive the following crafting materials:

	Manticore Chitin Tail Armor

	3 x D-grade monster cores

	1 x C-grade monster core

	
	Item: Taunting Whistle—You seem to enjoy aggravating monsters; this will help. 

	Grade: C. 

	Description: As you use it and then kill monsters it draws to you; it will be upgraded. Current range: 50’. Current base probability that it will taunt monsters: 50%.  The probability will decrease based upon varying factors, such as monster intelligence and grade. 

	
	The whistle might be useful, but I could admit that I was disappointed. I was really hoping for some armor, a shield, or something for my offhand. At last, I got the second quest in that quest line:

	
	Monster Wave II

	Difficulty: Hard and increasing in difficulty

	Time Limit: See below

	 

	Reward: 

	Potential for rare or better crafting components

	Trait Stone

	Merit bounties for various monsters

	 

	Description: The Untamed Lands border Yonderton to the west. Numerous monsters live there, and their populations grow over time until they spill across the frontier. One of the ways the sapient races of Olimero are tested is in their ability to survive beast waves. 

	 

	You have defeated your first beast wave. It turned out to be easy, but you shouldn’t expect that trend to continue. If anything, you should prepare for the monsters of the Untamed Lands to descend upon your town in greater numbers. 

	 

	The second level of this quest chain can be completed by killing a thousand monsters of relevant types. Rewards, to be presented upon completion, depend upon the number and type of each monster species killed. 

	 

	Relevant monster types:

	Giant Scarab Beetles (1 merit)

	Cinder Wolf (1 merit)

	Cockatrice (2 merits) 

	Basilisk (3 merits)

	Giant Scorpion (4 merits)

	Phoenix (5 merits)

	Storm Jinn (6 merits)

	Sunken Dao (7 merits)

	Vapor Specter (8 merits)

	Sand Dragon (12 merits)

	 

	 

	Note: Listed rewards are the minimum available for each type, and assume a basic level for each type. Advanced, Elite, and Elder types exist for each of these monster species, and will earn significantly increased rewards. Other varieties of monsters are possible, but these are the known types. 

	
	I had no idea what a trait stone was, but I figured I’d have to wait to ask one of my wives about it later. For now, I wanted to continue looking through my notifications.

	
	Congratulations! You have established a rudimentary bond with the earth element you think of as ‘Stone Horse’. The token will no longer be necessary for you to summon him, but you may give the token to another, should you wish to allow them to use your mount. 

	 

	Stone Horse should be thought of as your ally, not as your slave. Earth elementals are sapient, even if sometimes they lose themselves in their sense of oneness with the earth. He will continue to become a more unique individual, the closer you grow with him. 

	 

	Because you are not a mage, Stone Horse (you really should ask him what his name is) has been forever altered. He is now connected to your ki, and he cannot join with the earth in the same way as before. His physical appearance will begin to change. Be prepared, and understand that your choices have consequences. 

	 

	As a result of the bond, you have gained:

	 

	Robert Case: Strength +8 and Durability: +10, Greater Tremor Sense, Advancement of Body Fortification by 30% for all meridians, except mind. 

	 

	Stone Horse: Capacity to convert Earth Mana into ki. Cultivation Grade: D5. Magic: +15. Limited understanding of common speech. 

	 

	Growth of the bond will result in growth of each of your benefits. 

	
	I would have whooped as I threw a fist in the air, but for the fact that some of the girls and both babies in the house were sleeping. This bond didn’t bring with it the connection that I felt with the girls, or even the intangible sense I had of where my son was, but it was more than I felt with my sword. If this was just the beginning of the benefits, then I was psyched to see what would come next. 

	
	The next notification was more worrisome, while also being humorous, in a way.

	
	Warning! You have been marked by an adherent of Korkanis. She has marked you with her mana (Aura). As a result, you are being offered a quest by the god of shadows.

	 

	Quest offered: Sunglasses at Night I—The first phase of coming into the shadow is easy and enjoyable; it always is. You may choose any of the three adherents of Korkanis in your general area to bond with. Wait, you’ve already bonded with one; you deserve a bonus for that:

	Reward: Night Vision increased to 90%. See into the shadows as well as into the light, for shadows cannot exist but for the light.

	 

	Sunglasses at Night II—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 made of both light and darkness, between which the shadows dance. Stealth is increased by 10%. Regeneration is quadrupled over your base. 

	 

	2) You may have any of the three adherents of Korkanis who are in Yonderton. They are all lovely in their own way. You are already familiar with Rava, so you know that, but your eyes have certainly enjoyed watching Nimeera’s tail, and Nogia is no less of a beauty. Each have their own gifts, but if you become a true son of the shadow, then you won’t have to choose—you can have all three at your beck and call. They will serve your every whim, and I will teach you how to forge one-way bonds with them, so their skills, magic, and gifts will empower you. 

	
	I was obviously interested in the rewards being offered. I’d have to be stupid not to want to empower myself. And, if I was being honest, I really did have a thing for how the catgirl’s tail swished. But I loved Rava, and that was that. Even she didn’t think Korkanis was a good option, and I trusted her completely. Although, when I got back from the tour, I would need to have a discussion about this quest with all my wives. 

	
	The last set of notifications was just a string of skill and stat upgrades which I’d gained during the fight:

	
	Agility: +3

	Magic: +6

	Ranged Combat: +9

	Melee Combat: +3

	Mana Refinery: +2

	
	I assumed the increases to my Magic and Mana Refinery stats had to do with my ingesting different types of mana and learning to use their respective byproducts. The Agility gains were most likely due to my rapid movement throughout the extended engagement. The others were pretty obvious. 

	
	It was not long after I read the final notification that Mursha appeared and dragged me back downstairs. I could tell she had been busy in the forge, which was saying a lot, after a day of fighting manticores. It was equally obvious that she wanted to tell me something, but was keeping it close to her vest, though I could tell that doing so was eating her up from inside. 

	
	I just smiled. It was good to see her be excited around me, rather than nervous or shy. This was the Mursha I longed to be with.  

	
	She dragged me out to the party—which, it turned out, covered most of the town. Every so often, I caught a glimpse of a figure in the shadows staring at me. It wasn’t just one person, but a number of them. Each time they caught my eye and I turned towards them, they only bowed their heads and then moved away rapidly. It was a little odd, but heck, I was getting used to strange being the norm for my life. 

	
	Manticore meat not only tasted amazing when roasted, but also provided temporary buffs when eaten, specifically: +20% poison resistance, +2 Strength, and +2 Agility. The bonuses lasted for two hours. It was nothing massive, but I wouldn’t turn it down.

	
	Everyone in town wanted to talk to me, and it wasn’t until Lina showed up that I was rescued from hearing stories about the role each person had played in the defense of the town. The buxom blonde whisked me off for dancing. By the time the party broke up in the wee hours of the morning, I had danced at length with each of my wives, Mursha, Daria, and a few women whom Lina had pushed at me. I didn’t do more than make a little small talk with any of the unfamiliar ladies, but I still danced with them to the best of my ability. With my enhanced physique, I could dance all night if necessary. 

	
	Even then, I found myself ready for bed when the time came. Not that I got much sleep. Each of my wives wanted to say goodbye to me in their own—very passionate—way. We all ended up sleeping in a tangle of arms and legs, which suited me just fine, even if they each demanded their own one-on-one time with me before we slept. 

	
	The last words I heard before I drifted off, was Rava whispering in my ear, “Remember, no more birth control potions until I’m pregnant. Your other wives are gonna have to come up with more specific options for birth control, or you can leave it up to chance.” 

	
	Surprisingly, that didn’t bother me like it might have once upon a time. I still fell asleep in nothing flat, and I had pleasant dreams of rounded bellies on each of my beautiful wives, with a line of children waiting to bounce on my knee. 

	
	 


Chapter 27 - Stats 3

	
	
	I slept in the next morning. I probably shouldn’t have, as I didn’t need much sleep, but there was something about all the emotion of the past couple days which had drained me more than continuous training or even battle could. It was also one of the few times that I woke up in an empty bed. 

	
	I knew my wives had all fallen asleep with me last night. But somehow, they had all managed to get out of bed without waking me. Maybe giving them full control over their roles was more significant than I’d realized.  

	
	Speaking of control, I pulled up my stat sheet to review one of the few things it seemed I still had some control over—my own advancement.

	
	Name: Robert Case

	Race: Human 

	
	Stats:

	Strength: 142 (+8)

	Agility: 94 (+3) 

	Durability: 111 (+10)

	Magic: 134 (+6)

	Cultivation Grade: C8 

	
	Skills: 

	Alchemy: 62 

	Ranged Combat: 51 (+9)

	Melee Combat: 46 (+3)

	Telepathy: 16      

	Mana Refinery: 24 (+2)

	Bone Hardening: 12 

	
	Bonds:

	Soul Bonds: 

	Lina (Bunnykin Wife)

	Josie (Foxkin Wife)

	Rava (Elven Wife)

	Sentient Gear: Bargon’s Slice (Long Sword)

	Companion/Pet: Stone Horse (Earth Elemental)

	
	C-Rank Body Fortification: 48%

	Left upper region fortification: 59%

	Right upper region fortification:58%

	Left lower region fortification: Complete

	Right lower region fortification: 56%

	Heart region fortification: 37%

	Groin region fortification: 32%

	Mind region fortification: 3%

	
	By-Product Manipulation: 30% 

	
	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)

	 

	 


Chapter 28 - Leaving Town

	 

	 

	After reviewing my stats and the recent increases, I showered, taking full advantage of having a private bath in our master bedroom and no wives around to hog all the hot water. I dressed in clean set of clothes before putting on my armor. Today would be the beginning of what was likely to become a tiring political tour, as we went around from homestead to homestead to little village across the district I ruled. The highlight of it, naturally, would be the alone time I got to spend with Daria. 

	
	I experienced a momentary pang of guilt when I realized that the first of my women I was spending a significant amount of one-on-one time with was Daria. It wasn’t that she didn’t deserve it, but more that my wives had yet to get that much time alone with me. I knew they had plans to each claim a week or more of my time, but Daria was still the first. The feeling soon passed, however. 

	
	The girls and I had talked about it. It was amazing how many relationship problems could be solved if you took the time to communicate and get stuff out in the open. Of course, the bond we shared was incredibly useful when it came to understanding that something needed to be discussed. 

	
	All three of them wanted me to take Daria as my wife, with all that entailed. They even hoped that I’d be able to bond with her. As a result, I was looking forward to enjoying camping for a full week with a beautiful woman and getting to know her better. 

	
	I found Lina, as expected, working at the kitchen table. Leaning over from behind her, I nuzzled and kissed her neck while stroking her ear. 

	
	Her back arched, and she insisted, “Don’t start what you don’t have time to finish.”

	
	“Who says I don’t have time to finish what I start?” I chided.

	
	Lina laughed. “Daria is already outside, wearing a path in the porch, pacing back and forth waiting for you. Make sure you are kind to her. Well…” she smirked, “except when you’re taking her. A woman needs to know her man is in charge at moments like that.”

	
	“Of course, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I had a good teacher.”

	
	That brought another smile to her beautiful face. My bunnygirl really was gorgeous. “I should charge a fee to all your future wives and lovers, for helping get you properly housebroken.”

	
	I gave her a mock growl and picked up the entire chair she was sitting in, so I could pull her face close for a kiss. The passion rushed through me. I swear, this never got old. 

	
	“I’m probably going to need more lessons, after a week out in the wilds. Hope you don’t mind. But seriously, we need to get you an office. You shouldn’t have to work here in the kitchen.”

	
	Lina leaned into my chest, panting softly from the passionate kisses, and so took a moment to reply. “Nah, I like it out here. I know how important food is to you, so the kitchen is sorta the center of the household—well, other than your bed.”

	
	“Our bed,” I corrected her. 

	
	She just winked at me. “Now, I really do have some work to get done, if I’m going to have all the interviews set up for you by the time you get back. Oh, and you may want to consider investing in a larger bed—that is, if you have merits to spend on it.”

	
	“What was I thinking?” I wondered out loud as I sadly shook my head. “What kind of a man turns over complete control of his sex life to a nymphomaniac?”

	
	“Probably the kind of man who walks around with a permanent smile plastered on his face, who is able to train without any distractions.” She pouted at me. “I really do have your best interests at heart, my love. Now go say goodbye to our son, and then get going before Daria thinks you are getting cold feet.”

	
	I gave her one more kiss. “I can feel Robbie upstairs. Is he up on the roof?”

	
	“Yeah. Momma Jo-Jo likes to take him up there. I can’t help but feel a little jealous. I swear she is his favorite.”

	
	I rubbed her shoulders and said, “You know she lets him play with her tail. I read somewhere that babies like red things—it’s one of the first colors they can discern—so it’s probably just a phase.” I smirked down at her frown. “Besides, when he’s hungry, you are the only one he comes too.”

	
	“That may change if more of your wives start getting pregnant.  I heard through the grapevine that you stopped taking the birth control potion.”

	
	“Yeah, Rava asked me to, and I agreed.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Still have to figure out the logistics of some form of birth control. I’m not willing to leave things to chance, and I’m only covered for two more days.”

	
	Lina squealed. “I love babies, so the more the merrier. And once each of your wives has your baby, you will probably get a bit of a break. It isn’t good to have them too close together—though it’s great that they will all have siblings near their own age they can play with.” 

	
	She paused, obviously remembering something. “Oh, and speaking of my sister-wife, Rava left a bunch of potions and ammunition with Daria, so you don’t have to worry about that. She said she would be in her lab for a few days brewing up stuff with the manticore parts. She’s a bit fixated on her alchemy at the moment.”

	
	I nodded and gave Lina a final kiss before saying goodbye. My trip to the roof took more time than I probably had, but less time than I would have liked. Robbie was growing so quickly that I was worried how old he’d look when I got home. If Nunani’s baby was anything to go by, he’d end up looking like a four-month-old after only a week. 

	Josie was strangely quiet but clung to me. When I gave both of them one final kiss and stood up to leave, she finally spoke what was on her mind.

	
	“Come back to me, Rob. You are exactly what I need, even if I didn’t know it.” She buried her head in my chest. “I was so mean to you in the beginning that I’m almost surprised you kept me around. But I’m glad you are mine now. Don’t you dare let anything happen to you.”

	
	I squeezed her and gave her one last kiss, which turned into more of make-out session while she held Robbie. As I finally got up to leave, I replied, “I will always come back to you, Jo-Jo. You are the flame of my heart.”

	
	Daria looked relieved to see me when I came around to the front of the building. Her eyes were bright, though it seemed she still had a bunch of nervous energy to bleed off. Sensing my mood after saying goodbye to Josie, Daria asked if I was ready to go. When I smiled and nodded, she leaped into the air, —circling twice while I summoned my mount. 

	
	We headed mostly west once outside of town, but angled a bit to the north. After a couple of hours, we approached a small village that wasn’t much more than a general store and a dozen homes. I’d asked Daria to land and ride behind me on Stone Horse after the first hour. I liked the feel of her arms around my waist, and I wanted the people of town to see us coming in together. 

	
	A small boy ran towards us when he saw us approaching, and I heard a few adults call out to one another, asking who this was. A small crowd quickly gathered, but an older foxkin seemed to settle them all down. 

	
	When I stopped Stone Horse outside of the general store, he said, “Welcome, Sheriff. Anything we can do for you?”

	
	I nodded at his greeting. “I figured it was about time I got out to see more of the district.”

	
	“Don’t know as we have seen a Sheriff, since Cobb wore the badge, but you are more than welcome to our humble village. We heard about the manticores.”

	
	I helped Daria down after I’d dismounted. Many eyes stayed at her, though I noticed some of the looks she got were downright unfriendly. I knew that hawkkin were not exceedingly common and wondered if that was the reason for the gawking. 

	
	“What’s the name of this town?” I asked the old foxkin. “I couldn’t find it on any maps.”

	
	“We’ve never seen the need to name it.” He shrugged. “There are twelve families and their descendants in the area. Some of us live in the village, and others out on the nearby farms. But we take care of each other. This place is just home to us.”

	
	“Well spoken. Is there anything that you need here?”

	
	Instead of answering my question, a woman in the crowd of maybe two dozen people, mostly women and children, yelled out, “Are you here to start taxing us?”

	
	I shook my head. “I can’t say that taxes won’t be necessary at some point, but for right now, I’m just learning more about my district. If I’m to protect you, then I need to know about you.”

	
	A boy who looked like he’d soon be a man mumbled, “We takes care of ourselves just fine.”

	
	The older foxkin took a quick step towards the youth and slapped him. “Shush, Levon. Your pa taught you better than that. Ain’t none of us can do what the Sheriff and his deputies can.”

	
	“It’s okay,” I said. “People can speak their mind. But it isn’t good to speak without understanding. Even me, it’s why I came here, to learn about you.”

	
	“Then maybe you should tell us what you’re doing with one of them,” another woman said. A round of murmurs followed that from the crowd.

	
	“And just what do you mean by that?” I asked.

	
	Daria answered before the woman could. “She means what are you doing here with a hawkkin. Some of the villages outside of Yonderton have had poor dealings with the aerie.”

	
	“Poor dealings?” The woman snorted, then spit on the ground. 

	
	“You mean that they’ve robbed us,” another said. “They make offers in trade and then only deliver part of what they say they will. But if we complain, they always have warriors with them.”

	
	I held up my hand. “This is the first I’m hearing about this. I can promise you that I will look into it. Daria, here, is my deputy, and I trust her with my life. She fought the manticores and is a powerful air mage. But for her work as a scout and mage in the battle to stop the beast wave, the manticore might have spread all over; and then where would you be?”

	
	“That’s fine for you to say, but how can we know that you aren’t in bed with them damn birds. I swear, we should have let the orcs finish ’em all off.” A man at the back of the crowd muttered that under his breath, but his feet were no longer touching the ground by the time he uttered the last word. 

	
	I had streaked across the space between us and, as gently as possible, pushed the others out of the way before lifting him off his feet by a fistful of his shirt. “I don’t know how many of you hold such an opinion,” I snapped, “and I don’t honestly care. It stops now, period.” 

	
	I turned to face the crowd, the man still dangling above the ground from my fist. “I’m here to listen, but I won’t have anyone accuse me or my deputy of any wrongdoing without at least sitting down first and listening to me.”

	
	Again, the foxkin intervened. He knew he couldn’t do anything to make me to release the cowkin I was holding in the air. The man was big, but even without enhancing my strength with ki, holding him up like this was nothing. But the old fox did lay his hand on my arm and calmly said, “Sheriff, Todd here has more brawn than brains. We do have some grievances, but I think you’ll find it is worse the further north you go.” 

	
	I looked at the cowkin whom I was holding up by his bunched-up overalls.

	
	He nodded. “Yes, Sheriff. I shouldn’t have said that. I’ll listen.”

	
	“Why don’t you come back to my house?” the foxkin said. “You can spend the night with us, and I’ll even fire up the grill. My wife makes the best apple pies around these parts. Then, you can listen to our side of things, and I promise the people here will listen to you. I’ll even send the boy out to make sure the men come in early from the fields.” 

	
	I set the cowkin down before replying. “We’d be happy to take you up on your offer. This is all about learning, after all.”

	
	Daria and I spent the afternoon touring the various farms and then met at the foxkin’s home. She seemed tense most of the day, but I couldn’t blame her after what had been said. The night dragged on as I learned the aerie wasn’t actually robbing anyone, though they were forcing these people to accept some bad deals. 

	
	Daria seemed even more upset about it than I was. She was as vehemently opposed to the way the aerie was conducting business as anyone, and she soon had won over most of the people. Most folks, that is, except for a few wives who caught their husbands mooning after her a bit. 

	
	We ended up sleeping at the foxkin’s home, who I finally learned was called Albert. But he hadn’t been lying: His wife, a lovely bunnykin named Rosie, did make some of the best apple pie I’d ever tasted. His other wives, a foxkin and a cowkin, had both helped out in the kitchen, but I wasn’t sure what dishes they had cooked. 

	
	Albert showed me to a guest room, while Rosie tugged Daria behind her to the other side of the house. The setting wasn’t conducive to how I had hoped my first night out here with Daria would go, but I could be patient. I could tell, from the scowl she gave Rosie’s back as the old bunnykin pulled her away, that she was even more frustrated by the circumstances than I was. Hopefully, tomorrow would be a bright new day.

	 


Chapter 29 - Mile-High Club

	 

	 

	The day had gone by quickly enough. Sleeping in separate rooms at a farmstead our first night had meant that what I’d been hoping for hadn’t happened. After a hearty breakfast with Albert and his wives, we had spent all of today traveling to the west, with a slight angle to the north. 

	
	I knew that Daria’s aerie was north of Mt. Yonder, and I wanted to visit it—even if she got really nervous any time I mentioned it. In my experience, even if a girl wasn’t really getting along with her family, it was still a good idea to meet them. It was never smart to ignore the crazy baggage that came with the full package.

	
	The conversation today had been light. Daria would identify some creature when I asked about them, or point out different types of flowers we saw along the way. We’d stopped at three ranches, but they were clearly becoming more spread out. It seemed like most of my district was empty land. 

	
	That was fine, it just gave us more room to expand. And fewer people spread out in the wilds meant that it would be that much easier to protect people. That was why we had started off traveling to the west, after all—I needed to check on the Untamed Lands. I wanted to see if there was any evidence of more beast waves forming. 

	
	The other thing that we had worked on today was a form of walking—or rather, riding—cultivation for me. I rode Stone Horse, and we tried to see how far away Daria could get while still feeding a stream of Air Mana to me. I would soak it up, refine it, and then send it back into her. It turned out that, with practice, we could still do it from three hundred feet away, as long as the space between us was unobstructed. 

	
	We pushed Air mana back and forth and I worked on refining and condensing it. My Mana Refinement skill leveled up five times throughout the day, which was great. I was also able to push Daria’s mana up to density seven times greater than her base mana by repeatedly cycling it back and forth between us. Daria really liked the way that mana felt. She said it made her feel incredibly powerful, and I guess everyone likes that. 

	
	When it came time to set up camp and stop for dinner, Daria seemed to get nervous and insisted on flying much further afield than she had all day to hunt. I set up the tent we were going to share, but by the time I was done with that, she still hadn’t come back. With my ki-enhanced vision, I saw her flying a couple miles away, but that seemed odd. 

	
	I sent out a telepathic call, “Daria, camp is set up. I’ve got some of the food that Lina prepared for us ready.”

	
	“Oh… okay,” she sent back. “Just making sure everything is clear.”

	
	“Don’t worry, we can handle anything we’ve seen out here,” I replied.

	
	There was no bond between us, but the telepathy made it clear that she was nervous about something. In some ways, it was far better than even body language or facial expressions at revealing stuff like that. Then it dawned on me why she might be nervous. 

	
	“Daria, we don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to do.”

	
	“I… uh…”

	
	I waited patiently for her to express herself. Part of me was shocked. She had always been so aggressive, repeatedly expressing her desire to have sex with me. Actually, back in the very beginning, she kept saying something about wanting me to put an egg in her—which, the more I thought about it, might be an actual thing here. 

	
	I couldn’t remember if hawkgirls laid eggs or had live births, but knew Lina had explained it all to me once. It had seemed like a way of asking me to knock her up. I thought back to our original conversation, and I remembered her saying something about going against her father’s will to leave the aerie—but that if she had an egg with the Sheriff, they wouldn’t be able to dispute her independent destiny, or some such thing. 

	
	I waited for her response, but when she still hadn’t replied after another minute or two, I broke the mental silence. “Daria, I want you. I know I’ve put you off several times, but we always seemed so busy, and I wanted us to have some time to get to know each other before things got too physical.” 

	
	“We’ve barely talked…” she blurted out telepathically.

	
	“On the contrary, we’ve talked all day. It has just been about mundane things. That is most of life. And it means a lot to me that I can enjoy a quiet day in the country with you. I’ve enjoyed being out here, just with you.”

	
	“Me too…” She didn’t say more than that, but I could sense that she wasn’t quite as nervous.

	
	“Look,” I continued, “I trust you to have my back in a fight, and I already think you’re hot as fuck. Now, even after just a day of making small talk, I know you are the kind of girl I’m comfortable being around and just shooting the breeze or not even talking at all. Yeah, I really want to get to know you better, but I figure you’ll share what you want, when you want.” 

	
	I sent her the equivalent of a mental smirk. “You girls already know most of what there is to know about me—all of you do.”

	
	She started circling back closer to me. “I do want to… I’m just…” Her voice trailed off in my head.

	
	“Nervous?”

	
	“Yeah… but excited too. And worried I won’t live up to your expectations.”

	
	I chuckled out loud, secure in the knowledge that she couldn’t hear me from this far away. I wanted to tell her that men are easy to please. A woman who is into it, is always a pleasure to be with. A woman who is hot and into it, and who you actually care about – well that can be amazing. At least for me, the worst blow job I’d ever had in my life was a damn sight better than a root canal, so I didn’t think she’d have anything to worry about. 

	
	But I didn’t say any of that. It would undercut her confidence, and that wasn’t what I wanted to do. I needed to reassure her somehow. Then I remembered Lina’s words: to be kind to her, except when I’m not supposed to be kind. 

	
	An Olimeran woman wants to be taken, my bunnykin had told me. That was probably even more of a thing for Daria than Lina. Daria was a huntress. She was supremely good at what she did. She wanted to be the one hunted, though. More than that, she wanted to be caught. 

	
	“You are gorgeous and brave, and everything I want in a lover—and a wife. You could never disappoint me,” I told her. 

	
	As soon as I finished speaking, I tucked away all my weapons and such into my spatial storage, and then channeled as much ki into my legs as possible. My mithril-reinforced left leg could take more than four times as much ki as my right leg. I really needed to reach B grade; I had a feeling that big things would happen, then. 

	
	But for now, I used all that ki to leap straight upwards. At the same time, I started slowly burning the Air Mana byproducts in my system. It was much denser than normal, having condensed to match the Air mana that we had been passing back and forth. My body became light as a feather—if I would have had to guess, I supposed that I weighed a fraction of a pound. 

	
	I shot upwards like a rocket. The force of my push-off was radically more than necessary for something as light as I was, but because I got lighter bit by bit, I still had enough weight—at least initially—to really gain some momentum. I zipped right past Daria, who could only stare at me in awe. Soon, I realized I must be a good two miles or more above the ground. 

	
	The air did seem to be getting thinner, but it didn’t bother me. I felt what air there was swirl around me as I slowed and then started to drift downwards. Clearly, Daria was exercising her control of this domain. She swept up to me, and within seconds, she had me in her arms. 

	
	“What the hell are you doing, Rob?! That was stupid. What if you fell that far?”

	
	I didn’t bother to answer her with words, instead pulling her body even closer to me. I pressed my lips to hers, and soon we were locked in a kiss. Making out with Daria was nothing new, but doing it while slowly falling from 10,000 feet was a rush unlike any other. 

	
	Finally, she broke off the kiss and pulled back enough to stare at me. “Wait, and I will carry us to the ground. Then we can continue this.”

	
	“Bah, I don’t want to wait. I want you right now, here, in the air.”

	
	Her eyes got wide, and there was a shocked look on her face. For a moment I began to wonder if I had said something wrong, but then she grinned. “But you can’t even fly.”

	
	I shrugged. “I figure I can make us both weigh next to nothing, and your magic or wings can keep us aloft. I know it might get hard to focus, but I have the sudden urge to take you, right here, right now.” I pulled her against me and ground Little Rob against her firm stomach. “I want you, Daria.”

	
	She was trembling. Something about what I was saying was getting to her. It seemed to be a good thing, but it was hard to say for sure. “You can use your power to lighten me, as well?” she asked.

	
	“I can if we bond.” I began nuzzling and nipping at her neck. “And I’m pretty sure that fucking while we free-fall is going to make us bond.”

	
	“You seek to take the plunge with me?” 

	
	Something about the emphasis she put on the word ‘plunge’ made me think it meant more than just a simple fall. But in for a penny, in for a pound. 

	
	“I’m not seeking anything, Daria. I’ve caught you. You’re mine now.”

	
	Her eyes got this glassy look for a moment, like she was far away hearing a voice I couldn’t hear. Then she whispered so softly I almost couldn’t hear it for the wind, “Prove it.”

	

	She rolled over onto her stomach, letting go of me, and extended her wings as she began to glide down. I didn’t have the ability to finely control my movement in the air, despite weighing next to nothing, but I managed to catch her leg before we fully separated. 

	
	She didn’t resist but just kept herself spread-eagled, face down—if that is okay to say about a hawkgirl. Instinctively, I knew I needed to assert myself, but I needed to do it quickly. She was gliding down slowly, but this needed to happen before we reached the ground.

	
	 I ripped my boots and pants off and let them fall to the ground, paying them no mind. Then I tugged her tight leather pants off and saw that she had no panties on underneath. If I wasn’t already rock hard, I’d have gotten there in that instant. 

	
	I shifted around until I was prepared to mount her from behind… err, from above her. Normally, I would have asked if she was sure, or worried if she was ready. I might have kissed her some more or used my fingers to properly prime her engine, but we were still falling and were probably only about a mile and a half up. 

	
	I needed to bond with her, and I needed to do it right now. 

	
	Grabbing a hold of one of her hips, I used my other hand to line myself up between her nether lips. Once I felt the tip sink into place, I thrust with my hips as I pulled my other hand up so that I could pull back on both her hips.  

	
	And then I plunged. Oh fuck, did I plunge, deep into her. She was tight, just like Lina had been the first time, but incredibly wet with excitement. There was no hymen to break, but I suspect she had lost that long ago to probing fingers or a toy. 

	
	Despite that, there was no mistaking the way her womanhood squeezed down on me. Her pussy was like a vise, and she grunted in pleasure as I pushed forward while pulling her back by the hips. Free falling in mid-air made everything feel really odd, but what wasn’t odd was the budding connection between us. 

	
	Ever since she had first saved my life on that rooftop, and then I’d returned the favor with the crazed Earth Elemental, there had been this tiny connection between us, and now it was blossoming. Just as with Lina, this was a conscious action. I pulled on Daria’s mana and cycled it through my core before pushing it back into her. 

	
	I inserted my power into her body as we became one, but it didn’t stop at the physical plane. I truly cared about this fierce, proud, beautiful woman, and I knew she wanted to be with me. The rest of my wives had already accepted her, so I opened up inside myself, in a way I was only beginning to understand. Expanding my ki beyond myself, I included her in it. 

	
	Then the notification popped up.

	

	You have formed a permanent soul bond with Daria Case. This level of connection makes her your wife. The soul bond does not give you one another’s abilities, but alters your potential, based upon what each party brings to the bond.

	
	Results: 

	
	Permanent gains for Rob Case: Ranged melee combat skill will increase 25% faster.  

	
	Permanent gains for Daria Case: All racial stat caps increased by 25%, +25% increased aptitude and learning speed for Melee Combat, +20% increased Magic Cap again (total now +45%)

	
	Permanent gain for Rava Case from Daria Case: +10% increased Agility Cap. (total now: +45%)

	
	Permanent gain for Josephine Case from Daria Case: +10% increased Agility Cap. (total now: +35%)

	
	Permanent gain for Rolina Case from Daria Case: +10% increased Agility Cap. (total now +45%)

	 

	Grow and prosper together. What affects one of you, now affects all of you. 

	
	In that moment, I felt so completely connected with Daria that it defied description—except that it was the fourth time I had experienced it. It seemed impossible that I could be just as closely bonded to each of four women, but I felt power flow into Daria from each of them, and regardless of whatever they were doing at that moment, each of them knew what had just happened. 

	
	The hawkgirl’s body was now my body, and I dropped its weight to less than a pound—just as I’d done for myself. And none too soon, as we were down to only a mile above the ground. A gust of Air mana from my new wife slowed our descent, and we started gliding down slower than a feather might fall, which suited me just fine. 

	
	Daria may have wanted to be hunted and caught, but I didn’t want to rush this. 

	
	As we slowed, it became much what I imagined sex might be like in space, except there was still the slightest sensation of falling, even if it was very slow. I didn’t have anything to brace her against, but it was no problem for me to hold onto her tightly by the hips. I kept thrusting and lost myself in the moment until I heard her moaning. 

	
	“Fuck yes, goddess. I neeeverrr want you to stop. Fill mee up, loverr.”

	
	I growled as I thrust, “That’s husband and soul bond now,” but I didn’t let up. 

	
	Daria’s body was incredible. The effort it took to fly had made her muscles lean and athletic in a way none of the others could match. I found that I had four wives, and yet each was a different wonderland, unique in her own way. I could have kept enjoying her like this, but I wanted to play around. It wasn’t often you got to join the Mile-High Club without an airplane. 

	
	I pulled out of her and flipped her around in the air until we were facing one another. Her wings spread wide again, and she guided our fall, but I opened her vest and dropped it without a care in the world for where it might land. I wanted to gaze into her crystal-blue eyes and watch the expressions on her beautiful face as I made her mine. 

	
	Soon her legs were wrapped around my waist as we slowly floated to the ground, drifting upon the currents in the air. It was surreal as I plunged back into her and tasted her lips at the same time. My hands were finally free to roam over her body, automatically gravitating to squeeze her breasts and tease her stiff nipples, now that her legs were keeping us locked together.

	
	“I love you,” she groaned, “never stop.”

	
	“I won’t, wife. You are mine, and I mean for you to know much I want you.”

	
	“I want to bear your egg, but it can wait. I don’t want you to think that I only want you for that. Being your deputy, and now your wife, means everything to me.”

	
	After that, I silenced her with kisses. There was a time for talking, but this was not that time. I felt her orgasm building as we drifted below the half-mile mark. She angled her hips so that I ground against her clit each time I thrust into her. 

	
	Soon, she was moaning, “Goddddess, ffucck meee. Imm ccummingg! Releeasse in mmee. I wwantt uss to cummm together.”

	
	Not wanting to deny my new wife her heart’s desire, I sent a stream of ki into my groin meridian and exploded on command. Our bodies remained in total sync as we gasped and moaned together, slowly floating in bliss upon our combined powers. 

	 

	 


Chapter 30 - Monsters, Monsters, Monsters

	
	
	When I woke up the next morning, we were sleeping under the sky rather than inside our tent. A thin blanket was laid out beneath us, but otherwise it was just us against the ground. Daria’s wings were wrapped protectively around me, and our bodies pressed tightly against one another. Full skin on skin contact as her completely naked body entwined with mine certainly accounted for why I was once again at full mast. 

	
	I remembered the night before. That had been our first time together, but the more I thought about it, the more I hoped it wouldn’t be the last time we took ‘the plunge’. Rather than get away I let her snuggle up against me. Her small perky breasts were closest in size to Rava’s, though slightly smaller. Not that I minded, as they had been a great deal of fun last night. 

	
	That reminded me, for some reason, that Sativa had declared us married. I wondered if the goddess had added Daria to her procreation quest. I took a moment to see if the quest had updated.

	
	Updated Quest: Expanding Nature 3x this quest may be completed in stages and will receive further updates as your relationships expand. 

	Difficulty: Enjoyable

	Time Limit: N/A

	Progress: 0/3

	
	Reward: +4800 merits per point of progress. The appropriate reward from the following list will be provided to your partner upon conception: 

	 2 unique alchemical formulas

	A pair of scaling enchanted swords

	A scaling enchanted spear

	
	Supplemental Reward: You have shown more reluctance than expected for such a quest. Hint: you should have quite literally jumped on this, right away. As a further incentive, you, too, will be given an item as a reward. You may turn in the quest for your reward after completing each stage, or you may save up the reward until you have completed all the stages.

	
	Complete the first step of progress and receive a C grade ring

	Complete the second step of progress and receive a B grade ring 

	Complete all 3 steps of progress and receive an A grade ring

	
	Description: You have shown a unique ability to introduce hybrid species into Olimero. In the words of your world: Go forth and multiply.

	
	Suddenly, Daria woke. She stretched, which had the delightful effect of pressing her body even more tightly into mine. Then, it was like a lightbulb went off in her head—she must have realized we were both naked within the cover of her wings. Her eyes grew wide, and she tried to push up, to get away, but I grabbed her arms at the elbows. 

	
	“Please don’t go,” I said. 

	
	She pushed against my chest for a second longer, but would have had as much luck pushing a mighty oak over with her bare hands as she would trying to pull away from me. 

	
	It wasn’t that I deliberately held her against her will, but that I didn’t want her nerves to get the better of her. I sent a pulse of love through the bond. Bonding with the hawkgirl had turned my admiration, attraction, and budding affection for the fierce young woman into a more mature form of tender love—and I could feel the same back from her. 

	
	The tension seemed to seep out of her, and slowly she relaxed, laying her head against my chest. “Not sure what came over me. I was suddenly afraid because we’re naked. Afraid you wouldn’t like what I look like in the light of day. But now, I know that’s silly. I can feel how much you like what you see—both across the bond and pressed into my thigh.”

	
	I kissed her forehead, then her nose, and then shifted my lips to her mouth. “Exactly,” I said, when I came back up for air, “this bond is about belonging. If you didn’t do so already, you should read your notifications and see how it has made you stronger.”

	
	She sighed and started tracing designs against my chest, her hand trailing down towards my waist. But this time, there was a different type of insistence in her touch. “I did read them last night. I’m going to train so hard to increase my stats…” She smiled up at me, “but the real prize of the bond ,is the way that I feel connected to you—and not just to you, but also to all my sister wives.”

	
	I let out a low groan as her hand found what it was searching for, my hardness pressed against her hip, and she started to work me. “There is one other notification you need to know about, though,” I told her.

	
	I forced my mind to focus enough to share with her the Expanding Nature quest. She read it and gasped. Once she’d read it through a few times, I added, “You also need to know that yesterday was the last day I can say with any surety that I was protected by the birth control potion. I don’t know when next you’ll be fertile, but you should know that I won’t be using birth control potions again until after Rava is pregnant. She wants her own baby, though I’m sure she wants her own quest reward, too. But I do have some of the potions with me, and you can take one to protect yourself if you want.”

	
	Her head against my chest shook back and forth. “No, I wanted an egg to prove that my father no longer had a hold on me. And I still want one—I just don’t want it for that reason anymore. We’ll just let nature take its course.” 

	
	Those light blue eyes peered up at me. “And yes, I love the idea of getting a scaling spear, too. I don’t blame Rava for being excited about that. Magical items like that are incredibly rare, but being bonded with you comes with the real rewards.”

	
	“You’ve talked about your dad, before. I got the impression that things aren’t good between you, and that maybe he isn’t a good guy.”

	
	She held a finger up to my lips. “Shhh, I don’t want to talk about him, now. There’s only one man I want to focus on at the moment and, as Sativa is my witness, it isn’t him.” With that, she shifted so that she was poised over me. 

	
	And just like that, all thoughts of talking through her daddy issues fled my mind. A couple of hours later, the sun was already halfway on its ascent to its apex. We had split apart to go find some food and water, but then come back together again. This was turning into exactly what I wanted. I definitely needed some long, quiet, alone time with each of my wives. But then, Murphy’s Law reared its ugly head.

	
	I heard  rustling noise a something large scrambled through the nearby scrub brush. Though it was still quite a distance away, I noticed a host of such noises as I was keeping my hearing at a heightened level. I sent a telepathic warning to Daria. And, in a moment, she went from honeymooner to deputy mode. 

	
	She stood up and reached for her weapons rather than her clothing. Damn, I loved a woman who could be practical. But I most assuredly wanted her to get her armor on—she didn’t have skin that was nearly as tough as my own.

	
	“We have time,” I told her, reaching for my storage pouch and a clean set of clothes. I stepped into my pants, because fighting with your junk hanging out isn’t a good idea. “Get dressed. Watching you fight naked might be too much of a distraction for me, anyways. While you get your armor on, I’ll figure out what we’re dealing with.”

	
	I could see that she wanted to protest. Josie had probably lectured her about protecting me, but she also trusted my strength. I grabbed my spatial belt and drew Bargon’s Slice. Then, I expanded my sense of touch. I let it flow out so that I could feel every slight movement for hundreds of feet around me. That almost turned out to be a mistake, as I felt as much as I heard Daria pulling her clothes on, and that proved to be quite a distraction. 

	
	When I sensed movement coming towards us, I wrenched my focus off of my lovely wife. Something, it seemed, was tunneling up out of the ground. No… make that a host of somethings. Each of whatever it was, was about two feet long and scurried along the ground on six legs. Then they came into sight. Manticore’s hadn’t bothered me, but all I could do was groan as I muttered, “Of course, it had to be bugs.”

	
	Dozens of swarming beetles were headed right for me. I was able to identify them as Giant Scarab Beetles. I was glad that, at least in this case, giant meant two feet long and not twenty, but I truly hated bugs. And what they lacked in size, they more than made up with their numbers. 

	
	I tried to put a positive spin on things as I said, “They’re all worth one merit a piece. Time to farm some upgrades for Yonderton.”

	
	Daria rolled her eyes at my attempt at humor and pulled out her rifle 

	
	“Don’t waste the rifle ammunition,” I cautioned, “there are too many of them. Try to stay in the air, so they won’t swarm you, and you can pick them off with your spear. I’ll fight on the ground.” 

	
	That was all I managed to get out before I was literally hip deep in giant beetles. I was suddenly very glad I’d taken the time to get dressed. They chomped with their sharp mandibles and thrust with a long pair of pincers, but my blade swept through them like they were made of cloth. I poured a slow stream of ki into Bargon’s Slice to power its spatial edge. 

	
	With the blade in my right hand, I still had to fight with my off hand. I didn’t take the time to pull out another weapon, but instead fought bare fisted, encasing my hand in a thin barrier of ki. Each punch with my left hand crushed a carapace and showered me in orange gunk. 

	
	I fought and fought, slashing, punching, and even stomping with my metal enhanced leg to crush the swarm. That turned out to be a mistake, though, as with only one leg under me, the mass of bugs pushed me over. I began to fall, arms windmilling to keep my balance. But then, unsummoned, I felt stone horse swell up behind me. He didn’t do more than form a solid surface to keep me upright, but it saved me from getting buried under a wave of chitin.

	
	The beetles paid him no heed, as though he were merely part of the landscape, but now I was fighting with my back to a wall. The beetles hadn’t stopped coming, but I had no idea if we faced two hundred big bugs or twenty thousand of them. But it was so much easier to fight without having to watch my back. I set both my feet and began sweeping Bargon’s Slice through the creatures before me. I reaped them like a scythe might reap wheat at the harvest, but still some kept getting through.

	
	I was forced to spend more ki to toughen my skin even more. Despite that, I was soon covered in dozens of bloody wounds. Multiple times, it seemed I would be overwhelmed. But anytime the monsters started to swarm me, a gust of wind would blow the pile of critters back off of me. Those moments of respite granted to me by Daria were just enough for me to suck in a couple of lungsful of air, without fear of inhaling the beetles’ strange orange blood and guts. 

	
	She was busy all around me. In addition to the controlled bursts of Air mana that offered brief moments of respite, she stabbed and slashed while working her wings furiously. Her spear had already claimed a couple dozen, but the number of kills I had was mounting into the hundreds. 

	
	This attack felt specifically targeted, like something or someone was pointing these monsters at us. I began to wonder if Yonderton was really the target of the beast waves, or if they were because of me. The continued waves of scarabs pushed any such thoughts out of my mind. I needed to survive this before I’d have time to sort out things like that. 

	
	I was a slashing and smashing machine, but it still wasn’t enough. No matter how much of a blender I was, I still couldn’t move fast enough. I needed another advantage. I began to burn some of the gravity byproduct I had in my system. As my perception of time slowed, I realized even more just how screwed I was. With only Daria to help me, I didn’t know if I would survive this. If it weren’t for the damage reduction and increased regeneration I had received from Korkanis, I might already have fallen.

	
	This heightened perception didn’t allow me to strike faster or kill more scarabs, unfortunately, but it did allow me to be more economical about my strikes. I needed something more, though. So, I went with the next thing that I knew. I flexed out the rest of the Slime Mana byproduct all at once. I let it spread throughout my body in a rush. For a split second, I thought I had doomed myself, as my legs went all wobbly, but then I regained control. 

	
	Now, I could move like a fluid. I didn’t have to dodge a blow with my entire body, just the portion that was about to be struck or pierced could shift out of the way of the attack. I couldn’t keep up with it all, but luckily, I didn’t need to. My body seemed to ooze and flow automatically, which bought me some much-needed time to consider my next course of action. 

	
	I realized, then, that I was being an idiot. It had taken this brief moment of lucidity to tell me what I needed to do. I cried out telepathically to Daria, “I need you to send me as much Air Mana as you can spare.”

	
	With barely a second’s delay, I felt a stream of Daria’s mana hit me. It stuttered every time a scarab got in the way, but I was still able to absorb and convert enough of it to create enough Air mana byproduct to make myself nearly weightless. Then, I leaped high into the air while I extended the ki in my body out an inch or two from my skin. It wasn’t much, though it was enough to knock all the scarabs clambering all over me off. They fell back into the swarm beneath them. 

	
	Daria caught me and we flew to a point a mile to the north. I could hear the swarm turn and start heading towards me. That clinched it. They were definitely coming after me—though unfortunately, these bugs didn’t see nearly as distractable as the manticores had been. 

	
	Noting the blinking red dot in the corner of my vision, I took a second to check my notifications and then downed a healing potion. 

	
	Strength: +3

	Agility: +2

	Durability: +5

	Melee Combat: +8

	
	The bonus to increasing my melee combat skill faster was paying off. 

	
	You have completed: Initial Quest to Obtain Favor with the Blade’s Spirit—What a Blade Is.

	
	Description:  Slay 500 creatures using the blade. 

	Progress: 614/500

	
	You may choose one of the following rewards:

	
	1)  Increased compatibility with ki

	2)  Body sync (not available till you reach B rank cultivation)

	3)  Reshaping weapon form

	4)  Replay fight sequences

	5)  Channeling elemental energy

	
	I immediately discarded ‘reshaping the weapon form’. I definitely wanted that, but I didn’t have time to try and learn how to fight with something new—not now. What I needed, was something that would give me an advantage against these little beggars. I read off the options to Daria.

	
	“You don’t have to decide right now, I can just fly you to safety,” she said, brow creased in concern.

	
	I shook my head. “We can’t run forever and, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want to be saved by my brand-new wife. It just doesn’t go with the image I’m aiming for.”

	
	“The only image I want of you, is you alive and whole,” she snapped in reply.

	
	“Do you want to go on being prey, or would you rather be the hunter?” I asked, smiling as I stared into her beautiful eyes. 

	
	Daria didn’t answer me right away. When she finally did, she said, “Josie is gonna kill me if you get hurt, but you are right—we are hunters, you and me. We are not prey. We don’t hide or run like prey.”

	
	“I’m not above running,” I admitted, “but I believe that we can take them—that we will take them. There has to be a limit to how many there are. I’ve already killed over eight hundred of them, based upon my progress on the Beast Wave II quest.”

	
	I stared back at where we had been. “I just don’t think running is the right choice now. I’d rather be the hunter, than the hunted; I will make them my prey.”

	
	“I’ll be prey for you any day,” Daria smirked.

	
	The sultry tone in her voice was entirely out of place in this context, but my body couldn’t help but respond. When I looked over at her, she was grinning and bouncing her eyebrows at me. Oh great, she just wanted to get a reaction out of my body. 

	
	But that was it. It always came back to my body. That was the source of my power. I needed to think about how best to take advantage of that fact. Replaying fight sequences sounded great for training, but wouldn’t be any help now. Elemental attacks might be awesome, but I didn’t know what that involved, or how complicated it would be. I needed to follow the K.I.S.S. rule here, and keep it simple. 

	
	Nodding to myself, I chose to increase the sword’s compatibility with my ki. Bargon’s Slice seemed to tremble in my hand as soon as I confirmed the decision. The very metal shifted and rippled in my grip. When the form solidified again, the blade was almost translucent. I wouldn’t call it crystal clear—more like an occluded quartz—but it no longer had the sleek metallic look it had before. 

	
	I took a couple of practice swings and it seemed as solid as ever. Then, I poured some ki into it and watched as the blade grew longer and thicker. I stopped when it started to make me feel like Cloud and his buster sword. 

	
	The thing was, I found it didn’t weigh any more than it had before, and I could still swing it with as much ease as ever. When I stopped actively pushing ki into it, the blade slowly began to shrink back to its regular size. I didn’t have time to do a great deal of testing now, but I guessed it might take a minute or so for it to return to its normal size. 

	
	I grinned. “This is more like it.”

	
	Daria snickered, “Can you make your other sword grow that much, too?”

	
	Oh yeah, I was going to like keeping the hawkgirl close, having her for a wife. She was down for fighting a battle against an overwhelming number of monsters, but still had a sense of humor and was cracking jokes. This was going to be fun. 

	 

	 


Chapter 31 - Predator… or Prey?

	
	
	I called forth Stone Horse, who had simply phased into the earth after we had escaped. I stroked his nose and thanked him for helping me back there. Part of me felt silly for petting a\n elemental, even if he still was in the form of a horse, but I wasn’t sure how intelligent he actually as. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if elementals had genders like that. 

	
	I had noticed that he was starting to look different, though he was still massive. In fact, if possible, I would have said that he was a bit wider across the chest and taller than before, while at the same time appearing to be leaner somehow. This would have to remain a mystery for another day. For now, I just needed to know that he was at my side.

	
	After springing up onto his back, I urged him to head for where I could hear the scarabs. It seems they didn’t move all that fast, as they were still about half a mile away and it had been nearly ten minutes, but that wasn’t their strength. It was their vast numbers and complete disregard for their deaths which made them dangerous. 

	
	Daria called out, “And just where do you think you’re going?”

	
	I looked back at her. She was standing with her fists on her hips and a scowl on her face. “Uh…I thought we just discussed this. I’m on my way to kill some more scarabs. Remember? The whole hunter and prey thing? That wasn’t just foreplay, you know.”

	
	Her scowl flipped around to a grin. “If I’m playing with you, trust me, you’ll know. But you think that just because you have a bigger sword, that you can take them now? What if there are ten thousand more of them, instead of less than two thousand, like you hope?”

	
	“I’m pretty sure the swarm was only about twenty-five hundred or so. I’m basing that on what I could sense, and the rate they were coming at me.” I frowned. “But you’re right, another ten thousand would be bad news, but this is what I have to work with.”

	
	I shrugged. “I’ve still got some Air mana byproduct, so I can always float up and you can carry us away again to reset. I’m not going to give up, but I’m not suicidal.”

	
	“Okay. But maybe you should try out the other mana byproducts you have while we have a minute,” Daria said. 

	
	“Damn… beauty and brains?” I snickered. “And here, I thought you’d be all wild and ready just to throw down. But it looks like Josie got to you, and I’m gonna have to fight carefully, aren’t I?”

	
	“If you don’t want me to carry you off to safety for your own good.” She walked over and laid a hand on my leg. “And yes, Josie gave me an earful about keeping you from harm—but I find myself too excited about our future together, to let you risk your life needlessly.” 

	
	Daria grimaced. “None of us really understand why you push yourself to the brink of death again and again.”

	
	“It’s an old Earth saying, ‘no pain, no gain.’ I get the biggest growth when I push myself the hardest. If I don’t go all in, then I won’t keep progressing.”

	
	“You are already more powerful than anyone we might encounter,” she countered.

	
	“If only that were true.” I frowned. “From what I can tell, I’ve got one goddess who is ambivalent about me. Then, there’s a goddess and a god who want me to swear myself to them, and they promise all kinds of grand rewards if I do—but one always has to be careful when the deal looks too good to be true. Then, there is whoever—or whatever—the being is that altered me before Sativa brought me to Olimero. I’m still trying to figure that part out, but even his messenger was terrifyingly powerful.” 

	
	I stared at the wave of approaching beetles as they crested a ridge about a quarter of a mile away. “Oh, and it seems like the god of beasts has it out for me. I don’t think Yonderton is Mensor’s target, as much as I am.”

	
	The hawkgirl scratched at the ground with her talons before mumbling, “When you put it like that…” Her voice trailed off and I began to fear that I had scared her. 

	
	When she looked back up at me, though, her eyes shone bright with defiance. “If anyone is coming for my husband, they’ll have to get through me, first. I think you just need to see if any of the other byproducts will help us out.”

	
	“Okay,” I nodded. “I’ll do so for you, lover, but it’ll have to be fast. I want to take the fight to the swarm, not let them control the battlefield.”

	
	Then I went though the other options I had. As far as I could tell, the byproduct of Rava’s mana would allow me to identify the weak spots in any enemy. That was useful, but killing the scarabs wasn’t my problem. I tried out Water Mana byproduct and discovered that it allowed me to purify my body from poisons and such. It might actually be useful the next time I pushed my cultivation up, but that wasn’t going to help me right now. 

	
	That only left Repair Mana, Aura Mana, and Emotion Mana. I next tried to burn a bit of the byproduct from Nimeera’s mana and suddenly Daria found in my lap, pressing up against me. She ran her hands all over my chest and kissed my neck. “Goddess,” she moaned, “whatever it is you are doing, I can’t control myself. You smell so good. Forget about the scarabs. I want you to take me right here. Even if it’s just a quickie, but I need you in me.”

	
	I immediately backed off on that and put my hands on her shoulders. “Um, you aren’t thinking straight, Daria. It’s something to do with the Emotion mana’s byproduct.”

	
	It was still another ten seconds before she stopped trying to unbuckle my belt and get into my pants. If it wasn’t for the creeping doom that was headed our way, I wouldn’t have bothered to try and stop her, even if she was being artificially influenced. 

	
	Eventually, she pulled back from me. “Goddess, that was powerful. I knew it was stupid, but all I wanted was you. I don’t know if I can trust myself if I catch a whiff of it, so I better stay upwind from you.” She beat her wings and lifted off  stone horse’s neck. Taking to the air, she put some distance between us. 

	
	I marked Emotion Mana byproduct down in the VERY interesting but not immediately useful category. That left Repair Mana and Aura Mana. I tried to burn some of it but didn’t see or sense any immediate effect. I had the sense that it allowed my body to connect with something outside my body, I just wasn’t sure how that would help me right now—and we were running out of time. 

	
	That only left the Aura Mana. This was the one I was most leery about. I had seen the elven mage who’d gifted this to me at the party after the battle. She was one of the people hidden in the shadows. It was clear that she was the third adherent to the shadow that Korkanis had been talking about—Nogia, I think he’d called her. 

	
	Seeing her and Nimeera arguing had given me mixed feelings. I didn’t trust the catgirl—not by a long shot—but for some reason, this new elf seemed like a bigger threat. The thing was, though, that I power is power—and I needed all the power I could get. It is what you did with the power, that mattered most.

	
	I had a guess that Aura Mana byproduct might have something to do with augmentation. I believed that was part of what had made me so aggressive against the manticores. But I was in the mood to be aggressive now, too, so maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. 

	
	Catching sight of the wave of creeping death getting closer, I knew it was now or never. What the hell, I started burning a small amount of the byproduct to see what it would do and felt an immediate stabbing pain in my head. 

	
	Notifications began to pop up.

	
	You are attempting to utilize the byproduct of Aura Mana. This mana has been divinely blessed. Its wielder is sworn to Korkanis, the god of shadows. Do you wish to swear allegiance to Korkanis? Yes or No?

	
	I selected ‘no.’ It wasn’t that what he offered didn’t sound tempting. It was that I didn’t trust him.

	
	Do you wish to expel this byproduct from your body? Yes or No?

	

	Again, I selected no. There had to be some way to use it without capitulating to the god of shadows.

	
	Aura Mana typically is used to enhance other mana types. Since you don’t use mana, you can use it as fuel for your cultivation. It is recommended that you use it to enhance control of your ki. 

	
	Enhance my control?. That sounded good, but how? I was lost in my inner world, oblivious to the time that was passing outside. A part of me screamed that I had no time for this, but I didn’t want to give up this potential power. Logically, my mind meridian would be the one best equipped to help me control my ki, but it was also the one I’d made the least progress with towards B rank. 

	
	Coming to a decision, I began spinning my core and pushed the Aura Mana byproduct into my mind meridian. It was wide open and coursing with my liquid ki. The stabbing pain spiked as I felt the byproduct fill my mind meridian. It started wrapping around the node and felt like it wanted to take control. 

	
	I wasn’t having any of that, though; this was my body. It was my domain. Nothing and no one could defeat me here. I danced back and forth, seeing how the energy I had exposed myself too could shape and strengthen my channels. The pain was intense, but I also sensed I was making progress. 

	
	he first of the scarabs must have reached us, though, because when I finally expanded my awareness outside my body, I sensed that Daria was already fighting to keep them from swarming up stone horse’s legs. So far, she was holding her own, but I needed to get into the fight. 

	
	Yet the moment I stopped focusing on applying this new energy, I felt a tearing sensation in my head. Shit! There was no stopping this process now that it had begun. I needed to push it harder and faster, or who knew what I might find when I came back to my senses? 

	
	That was what I had done since arriving in Olimero—push beyond my former limits. Why stop now? The power hit me, and I accepted the pain; I owned the pain. Pain was simply a part of my life. It, too, was a part of my body, and I used it as a way to root out weakness. 

	
	My core spun faster as I poured ki into every gap exposed by the Aura Mana byproduct. This was almost as bad as the first time I had tried to purify my body, though from what I could tell, it was only part of my system. 

	
	It seemed to drag on forever, though I realized it was probably no more than a few seconds. My ki channel connected to my mind meridian started to glow a bright golden color as it solidified, immediately demonstrating a deeper strength and a greater ability to move more ki. My mind meridian was being purified. 

	
	I felt sludge oozing out of my ears, eyes, nose, and mouth. Disgusting doesn’t even begin to describe it, but this was my life now. I had to keep pushing. After what seemed like an eternity, I felt the process finalize. 

	
	Your mind meridian has reached maximum cultivation for C rank. Your utilization of ki will now be 50% more efficient than before.

	
	You gain +2 to all stats. 

	
	You may now exert the aura of your body out to a distance of two feet. The domain of your body expands to include everything immediately around you.

	
	I jumped off of stone horse as soon as I felt that I could, wiping the sludge away from my eyes so that I could see. I gagged on the horrid taste in my mouth, but seeing Daria in trouble made me forget about any such inconveniences. I would kill those who threatened my wife. 

	
	Jumping forward, ki swelled through my body. Its flow was faster than ever before. I brought Bargon’s Slice up over my shoulder and then filled it with ki. It swelled to its full, freakish, anime buster sword size. But I knew I could do more. My ki could extend beyond my body, and I meant to use it. 

	
	“Get behind me,” I shouted.

	
	Daria didn’t need a second warning, as I gathered all the ki my body held. 

	
	So, the gods wanted to play? They sure seemed to want to test me. Well, let’s see how they liked this. 

	
	I lunged forward to one knee and brought Bargon’s Slice around in a low, horizontal strike. I didn’t focus on any particular target. Instead, I pushed out my aura with the slash. It blasted out like an invisible blade, an expression of my killing intent, and the effect was beyond anything I had imagined. It felt like my very soul was being sucked out through my core to power the strike. Energy from all my bonds suddenly poured into me, trying to shore up my sudden weakness.

	
	The scarabs instinctively began to flee, scuttling back like roaches when the kitchen light flipped on. But it was far too late for that. 

	
	The stroke of my aura swept out in a wide arc, blasting out five hundred feet in front of me. The earth in front of me ruptured, bushes splintered, and a few tall trees became so much kindling. And my enemy? 

	
	Well, they bore the brunt of it. Scarab carapaces shattered like glass, their orange innards turning into a fine mist that settled softly to the ground. 

	
	I fell forward after slaying some two thousand scarabs in a single strike. The devastation in front of me was like some angry god had swept his hand across the land. Then, darkness swallowed me. I only vaguely remember a pair of hands catching me before my forehead smacked into the ground.

	
	And then I knew no more. 

	 

	
	 


Chapter 32- Waking?

	
	As I woke up, something felt off. I looked around. I’d done it again, hadn’t I? At least this time when I passed out it was because I learned a cool new skill. Whatever that attack had been it was beyond anything I had hoped for. I had felt every piece of shell break, each tree that cracked, event the way the air was displaced by the cutting wave caused by my ki empowered spatial edge. 

	
	It wasn’t at all the way it felt for Daria to direct the wind or for Josie to throw fire. It wasn’t even the same way that Rava could look deeply into an object and see what no one else could or the way that Lina could cause a severed limb to regrow. I had never cast a spell in my life, nor had I ever formed mana into an attack. But my bond with each of them gave me a very good understanding of what it felt like for them. 

	
	Whatever, I had just done was so different. They worked with a power that came from outside of them and created effects which were not part of their bodies. What I had always done was empowered my body. That had been my strength but also my limitation. It couldn’t extend my ki beyond my own body. When I extended my senses I was only enhancing my body. 

	
	The first breakthrough had come when I had extended my sense of touch. It allowed me to feel the world around me as though my body were touching it by pressing out with my ki. That should have been my first clue. Then when I was able to use ki with my bonds, even though we were one flesh in some ways, it was still different. Finally, when I had been able to extend the strength of my bones outside of my skin to act as a force field of sorts was a dead giveaway. 

	
	My body was what I defined it as. I was simply learning to enforce my will in a wider domain and claim as part of my body the area around me. My desire to destroy had risen up deep within me and then I extended it out. It was far more spectacular than I had expected but it was still just a natural progression. 

	
	What bothered me now though was that everything around me was gray. I had expected to find Daria peering down at me. Yet instead my bond with her and not just with her, felt muted like it was being filtered through a thick blanket. 

	
	Then it hit me. I couldn’t feel my body. This must be a dream…

	
	No sooner had I thought that than I heard a laugh. “Mortals often think that to be the case. Some beg for it to be so, but wishing never changes the universe.”

	
	I didn’t know where the voice came from. It felt like it was all around me. There was an urge within me to panic, but I pushed it aside and started putting two and two together. 

	
	“Korkanis, I assume.”

	
	“Oh very good. I knew there was a reason that I liked you, mortal. You must have been paying attention to what Rava told you. She really has been a naughty girl, but if you and I can come to terms, then I’ll just send you back to spank her. I’m sure both of you will enjoy that. I can even make Nimeera and Nogia watch if you like.”

	
	I slowed things down in my head. There was no breathing to control, no pulse to worry about, just a gray nothingness, but I wasn’t going to rush to any conclusion. “Are you supposed to have brought me here?”

	
	“Now careful, mortal. You were a police officer in your former life, I’ve checked the records, not a lawyer, so don’t go trying to split hairs with me. You will most definitely lose. And besides, a clever mortal is appreciated, but a sassy one is destroyed.”

	
	Then I felt a tearing in the space. A beam of light came through. And suddenly Telmorra was there. Well she wasn’t there, as in, I couldn’t see her. But this wasn’t a physical place and it wasn’t about seeing. I could however sense her. “No, he isn’t supposed to bring you here. This is a violation of our understanding, Korkanis? Just couldn’t help yourself, I suppose.”

	
	“Well, he does have just a touch of shadow in him and he did push himself the very edge of his mortal limits. It was easy enough to bring his soul here rather than letting it return to his body as he woke.”

	
	I could feel the goddess of magic frowning at Korkanis, but a question popped up in my mind. “Wait, if my soul is gone from my body, does that mean I’m dead?”

	
	“Nothing is that simply, remember, shades of gray. That will be one of the first things I teach you,” the raven god replied.

	
	“But, I was in mortal danger. My body could be destroyed if I’m not there to run it.”

	
	Telmorra was the one to answer, “Korkanis doesn’t want that to happen. All of this is happening within the span of one of your breaths. Besides your blow was rather impressive for a mortal. You cleared out all of the scarab including a couple of elites and their swarm leader. You did however draw attention to yourself, so there may be worse things coming.”

	
	“Which, is why he simply needs to accept me as his god, swear his eternal loyalty and I will give him the power he needs to survive and more. I’ll even save his little pet bird.”

	
	“That isn’t what we decided. He is to be given free choice without coercion and all three of us will support any decision he makes as long as he doesn’t choose Old Scar.”

	
	“Now there you go, giving away the bet.”

	
	Then another tearing occurred and I felt like my head or soul or whatever was getting rather crowded. This time it was clearly Sativa. “Thank you for alerting me, Telmorra.”

	
	“What, no hello for your sheriff?” I asked. Honestly, I was a bit miffed that they were using my soul as a meeting place. Not that I had any say in the matter. 

	
	“Yes, Rob. It is good to see how far you have come. You are doing an admirable job of bring order to Yonderton. That said, you have also become my biggest headache, albeit through no fault of your own,” Sativa replied.

	
	“You know, maybe if you would all simply speak to me directly rather than trying to be all high and mighty, we might get through this faster and I could get back to my body.”

	
	I felt a sense of amusement pass between the gods. For all I knew they were communicating at a level I couldn’t even perceive, but I could only play the cards I’d been dealt, so I paid close attention. Korkanis came off as smug, Sativa as tired, and Telmorra as curious.

	
	It was the goddess of mana who spoke first, “And how would you propose we go about doing that?”

	
	“Well, I’m certainly no god, so you can fill me in on what I’m missing, but if I get the general gist of things, someone named Old Scratch did something to humans or at least some humans. Whatever he did has taken a long time to come to maturation and at some point he realized it wasn’t going the way he wanted it to on Earth so he convinced Sativa to bring some humans to Olimero.

	
	“Here we are exposed to different rules than on Earth, which is how I was able to develop my body. Apparently, now he feels like I’ve progressed enough to be the next step in whatever it is that he is doing. But I get the feeling that none of you like him or trust him.”

	
	Sativa snorted. Some people say it isn’t becoming when a woman snorts, goddess or not, and while I couldn’t see her, I still remembered the form she had appeared in when we first met. And frankly, I have to disagree with those people. There is something strangely hot about a beautiful woman letting loose and expressing herself like anyone else. 

	
	“You have no idea Rob, I’d rather see you bound to the shadow for eternity and gone from Olimero than let whatever twisted plan Old Scratch has come to fruition. It would even be better if we just let Mensor kill you. Simpler too.”

	
	“So, this conversation will probably go better if each of you cut out the ‘you have no idea’ thing. We all know that I’m not a god. You are all older, more knowledgeable, and maybe wiser than me. Although the jury is still out on that last part. Why don’t you just speak plainly to me.”

	
	Telmorra’s laughter sounded like bells. It was truly magical. “You see, he truly is a gem. I could imagine he would provide entertainment for centuries to come.”

	
	“Yes, yes, we all know how you like you boy toys or is this one more of a lab rat, either way it doesn’t matter,” Korkanis said. Then I felt the weight of his focus shift onto me. “Shadow is neither light nor darkness, but the blending. They will tell you that I can’t be trusted and I suppose that is so, but this time I will speak to you male to male. Each of us see some benefit in having you swear to us. While you work for Sativa now under her blessing, you are not truly sworn to her. You will ultimately need to choose one of us to cast your lot with otherwise either Mensor will kill you or Old Scratch will claim you. I expect that later is the worse of the two, but only you can decide which you’d prefer.”

	
	“Then why don’t you all just work together to give me the power I need to stay alive and free of his influence. Then I’d owe each of you. Sativa gets her sheriff, Telmorra and I can conduct some experiments on how my cultivation interacts with mana, and well, I don’t know exactly what you want Korkanis, but you get the idea. I don’t know that I trust any of you enough to swear my undying allegiance to one of you, but I’d be more inclined to a deal where I knew that each of you were keeping the others in check.”

	
	Even without seeing him in a physical form, I could sense the sneer on Korkanis’ face. “Ah, so the mouse is pleading with three lions to each only eat a little bit of it while making sure none of the others swallow it whole.”

	
	Then a dark but bawdy laughter broke in. I saw long red and black claws rip into the gray space and then a sadistically beautiful twisting of a face I knew all too well. It "was Josie but not. This was the corrupted form complete with hawkkin wings that the being I only knew as Her has taken. “Tsk, tsk. Talking behind my back. I told you, Rob, that you belong to my Master, but I get to play with you too. You’ll even enjoy that, or at least some of it. The more you make me chase you though the worse my mood will be.” 

	
	Sativa said, “How dare you intrude…”

	
	Her snapped back, “Shush you moron. Rob the answer your question is that these so called gods may be stronger and older than you but they are still children. They don’t share well. So, how about we get you back to your body before things get crazy.”

	
	I tried to speak but there was a tremendous ripping sensation which put what I had felt before to shame. I felt a rushing of motion and then a sudden stop. I opened my eyes and found myself back in my body, although there were three notifications flashing, which I quickly read.

	
	Complete Quest: Monster Wave II

	Rewards: You destroyed most of the crafting materials so instead you will receive some directly. 

	                  2 x rare monster cores

	                  10 lbs. scarab chitin

	                  Scarab spleens x10

	            Trait Stone: Swarm (c grade trait)

	            Merits: 4,914

	

	
	New Quest: Monster Wave III

	Difficulty: Very Hard

	Time Limit: 2 years

	 

	Rewards: 

	Potential for rare or better crafting components

	Trait Stone (b grade or better)

	Merit bounties for various monsters

	 

	Description: You have realized the monster waves are directed at you rather than Yonderton. Mensor, god of beasts wants you dead. Your power has been noted. You should not expect easy monsters any longer. You will have to decide where to stay as wherever you are will become a target.

	 

	Objectives: 

	
	1) Stay alive for 1 year and the monster waves will stop

	2) Kill at least 10 of each of the following monster types for sub rewards

	3) Become the hunter rather than the hunted



	
	 Basilisk(3 merits)

	Giant Scorpion (4 merits)

	Phoenix (5 merits)

	Storm Jinn (6 merits)

	Sunken Dao (7 merits)

	Vapor Specter (8 merits)

	Sand Dragon (12 merits)

	
	
	Note: Listed rewards are the minimum available for each type, and assume a basic level type. Advanced, Elite, and Elder types exist for each of these monster species, and will earn significantly increased rewards. Other varieties of monsters are possible, but these are the known types. 

	
	
	That alone was a doozy of a first notification. I was glad for the rewards. I still had no idea what a trait stone was, but I had time to figure that out. What bothered me more was that I had to put up with this for 2 years. That seemed ridiculous. And did that warning mean, that I wouldn’t be able to go home. There was no point in screaming so I looked at the next two notifications. Each of them had a distinctive quality which was hard to explain but they came from different sources.

	
	New Quest: Herald of the Triune Gods

	Difficulty: Variable between very hard and insane

	Time Limit: Variable

	
	Description: Your proposal has been accepted. You may go on to become a herald for each of three gods, but be forewarned this will mean a great deal of work for you. If so you will gain the full blessing of each of the three gods. Various tasks will be presented as different times for you. Know these are not optional tasks. Failure to complete one of the tasks will lose you the protection of the combined gods Sativa, Telmorra, and Korkanis. Tasks will come with their own rewards. You must also survive the two years required by Monster Wave III without dying or being controlled by Old Scratch. 

	
	During that time each of the three gods are still free to make their own pitches to you and you could gain a far greater measure of protection for less work if you simply swore yourself to one of them. 

	
	Rewards: variable

	
	The final notification was perhaps the worst. 

	
	New Quest: Faustian Bargain

	Difficulty: Easy but complicated

	Duration: sooner is better

	
	Description: It is never all stick, sometimes the carrot works the best. Faust has the right of it. Don’t believe the lies they tell. 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 mortal life

	3) Immediate boosts of +25 to each of your stats

	4) S grade item designed specifically for your needs

	5) An irresistible drive with limitless libido- even my minion will become your play thing for all your life.



	 

	I felt like there was a rush of time all around me. I woke up to see that instead of he plains, I was stuck in the crevice of a mountain. Rock was all around me, and my body felt like I’d been drug down a gravel road behind a car at 60 mph. I struggled to sit up as even that seemed to take more energy than I had in my body. 

	
	The scene I saw made my heart leap up into my throat. There was a living storm moving about in human shape. It flickered from sky to land and was blasting bolts of lightning. Facing off against it I saw Daria and half a dozen other hawkkin. From the looks of things they weren’t winning. They were all covered in burns and some didn’t appear to be able to fly any longer. 

	
	My movement must have drawn Daria’s attention because she dove from the sky to land next to me. “Praise Sativa. You’re finally awake.”

	
	“What do you mean finally awake?”

	
	“You’ve been unconscious for 5 days, ever since you launched that devastating attack. Monsters keep coming and all I’ve been able to do is drag you along behind me. With you unconscious I wasn’t even able to communicate telepathically with the other bonded. The monsters kept pushing us north till finally we reached the territory controlled by my aerie. I thought we were saved but the attacks have only gotten worse. This time it’s a storm djinn and I don’t know if we will be able to defeat it.”

	
	
	
	
	




Chapter 33- Stats 4

	
	I am trying something new with Law of Blood. As much as possible, I will put the stat sheets into their own chapter. This way you can read them, skip them, or easily go back to them. This is something which is often requested by those who prefer audio books. 

	
	In my estimation the stats are part of what make the story but I also believe you can skim or skip them if you are more interested in the action sequences, world building, or character development.

	
	Rob’s Status Sheet at this point.
 

	Strength: 147 (+3 training, +2 cultivation)
Agility: 98 (+2 training, +2 cultivation) 
Durability: 121 (+5 training, +2 cultivation)
Magic: 136 (+2 cultivation)
Cultivation Grade: C7 

Skills: Alchemy 62 

	Ranged Combat: 51 

	Melee Combat: 54 (+8)

	Telepathy: 17 (+1)      

	Mana Refinery: 25 (+1)

	Bone Hardening: 13 (+1)

	Ki Slice: 1 (new skill)

	
	Bondings:

	
	Wives: Lina, Josie, Rava, Daria

	Sentient Gear: Bargon’s Slice

	Companion/Pet: Stone Horse

	
	C-Rank Body Fortification: 66%

	
	Left upper region fortification: 71%

	Right upper region fortification:71%

	Left lower region fortification: Complete

	Right lower region fortification: 56%
Heart region fortification: 37%
Groin region fortification: 32%
Mind region fortification: Complete
 

	By-Product Manipulation: 48% (+14% mostly based on Aura Mana)

	
	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)




	
Chapter 34 - Retreat to the Aerie

	
	
	It felt like there was a rush of time all around me. I woke up to see that, instead of the rolling, copse-studded expanse of the plains, I was stuck in the crevice of a mountain. Rock surrounded me, and my body felt like I’d been dragged behind a car at 60 mph—on a gravel road. 

	
	I struggled to sit up, but even that seemed to take more energy than I had in me. The scene I saw when I did manage to lift my head made my heart leap up into my throat. I was suddenly much more concerned for my wife than for myself.

	
	There was a living storm moving about in human shape. It flickered between the sky and land, blasting bolts of lightning out each time it descended. Facing off against it, I saw Daria and half a dozen other hawkkin. From the looks of things, they weren’t winning. The hawking all had painful-looking burns, and some didn’t appear to be able to fly any longer. 

	
	My movement must have drawn Daria’s eye, because she dove from the sky to land next to me. “Praise Sativa, you’re finally awake!”

	
	“What do you mean ‘finally’ awake?”

	
	“You’ve been unconscious for five days—ever since you launched that devastating attack.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Monsters kept coming, and all I was able to do was to drag you along behind me. With you unconscious, I wasn’t even able to communicate telepathically with the others.” 

	
	Daria paused, and I noticed the bags under her eyes and the distant look in her light-blue eyes as she recalled what must have been a long, almost continuous, nightmare. 

	
	“The monsters kept pushing us north,” she continued, “till finally we reached the territory controlled by my aerie. I thought we would be safe, then, but the attacks have only gotten worse. This time, it’s a storm djinn we face, and I don’t know if we will be able to defeat it.”

	
	Five days?! 

	
	My mind almost couldn’t wrap itself around the concept, but as dry as my throat felt, it almost made sense. I nodded to Daria, squeezing her hand. I owed her my life, but that was nothing new. 

	
	My wives—hell, my women before they became my wives—had been saving me since I got to Olimero. Strangely, I felt nothing but pride. There is nothing wrong with being saved by a bunch of gorgeous, kick-ass women—and any man who says otherwise, is either jealous, insecure, or both. 

	
	Of course, that was when I’d needed to be saved. I had made us into a team, now, and we all worked together. Now that I was awake, it was my turn to step up. 

	
	I was so weak that when I reached into my spatial storage and pulled out a healing potion, Daria had to help me raise it to my lips. As I downed it, the desert that was my throat was soothed. I felt my cuts starting to close, and my bruises faded—but for some reason, my debilitating weakness didn’t go away. 

	
	I looked inward and saw the reason for that. My core spun sluggishly, teetering on its axis. I didn’t think I had ever been so depleted of ki… well, not since I became aware of ki. That ki slice attack had drained me nearly dry. Now, I found myself wishing I could go back and see just how much damage it had done. 

	
	I shook my head.  I needed to focus. With my mind meridian completed, my ability to utilize my ki should be much more efficient—even my channels looked thicker. They may have been thicker, but they were still empty. Now that I was conscious, I was slowly absorbing ambient mana and converting it at a snail’s pace into ki, but that was never going to work. 

	
	Daria stood over me with her spear at the ready, but the other hawkkin were getting their asses handed to them. 

	
	I set my hands on the rocks and hoped the mountain had more mana. My mana-draining gloves increased the ambient mana I could draw in, but it wasn’t going to be enough—or rather, it wasn’t going to come in fast enough. I sensed a great deal of raw mana, most likely Earth Mana, within the mountain. 

	
	Then a thought occurred to me. I had accidently broken down the prototype of the shotgun and had been able to drain Metal Mana out of it. I didn’t expect raw, unworked ore to have anywhere near that density of Metal Mana, but there was so much of it... I just needed to figure out how to break through to reach it. 

	
	Oh… and, of course, I had to remember how I had broken down the Metal Mana in the gun before, and then repeat the feat.

	
	I extended my senses as far as I could. There were other types of mana, and some living creatures deeper in the mountain, but then I found what I was looking for: a vein of iron ore running through the mountain. It wasn’t that far away, only a foot or so beneath the surface, and I knew that if I could connect with it, I could use its Metal Mana. 

	
	The problem was that in my weakened state, those inches of stone might as well be a mile or more of rock. I could feel that the density of mana was much higher in the iron. It dawned on me then that I had an easy way to break through the rock. 

	
	I beckoned to Stone Horse with my mind, and he formed up next to me. “Can you break through the mountain right here?” I asked, pointing to the area where I knew the vein of iron beckoned.

      I had to ask the question three more times, pantomiming what I wanted him to do, but Stone Horse finally figured it out. The notification had said that he’d gained a ‘limited understanding’ of the common tongue, so I guess I couldn’t expect a miracle. The massive elemental reared up, and I moved back as far as I could, as I expected him to smash his hooves down into the rock and bathe me in flying shards.  

	
	But no, Stone Horse truly had become more than he had been. His front hooves reshaped themselves to look more like the heads of jackhammers. He began smacking the spot I’d indicated in rapid succession, one hoof after the other. It still made a spray of small rocks and dust, but most of the shards seemed to be absorbed directly into him. 

	
	When he hit the iron, I saw Stone Horse shudder like a wet dog shaking himself dry. I watched as tendrils of gray iron worked their way up his obsidian body. I got the distinct impression that he really liked how that felt. 

	
	I ordered him away at that point, and I took a second to glance back over my shoulder at the fight. Three of the hawkkin warriors were down—whether dead or unconscious, I couldn’t say. But if they were alive, they were badly burned. Two others had shields and short blades, and the last of them had a spear, with which it was trying to harry the storm djinn. I wasn’t sure what they thought such a weapon might do against a creature made of air and electricity, but what did I know? 

	
	I put them all out of my mind as I reached my hand down into the opening created by Stone Horse. I felt a tingle as the mana in the iron ore reacted my glove. My awareness spread down it, and I realized this was a truly massive vein of ore. I was only touching the tip of the iceberg, so to speak. Then, I tried to remember exactly what I had done to drain the Metal Mana from Mactosh’s prototype shotgun. It had happened so naturally, back then, because it was laced with Mactosh’s Metal Mana.  

	
	This time, though, I felt myself straining to latch onto the mana I knew was there. I reached for the Metal Mana inherent in the raw ore, but it felt like I was trying to pick apart individual strands of sand. Each time, my grasp came back empty—even though I knew it was there. I struggled, hearing the cacophony of the fighting behind me surge. 

	
	Through the bond, I could feel Daria’s fear—not only for us, but for her kin. This wasn’t a monster that we could simply fly away from. This was a case of stand and fight or die running. Of course, the hawkkin were the ones dying while I sat here doing nothing, pawing uselessly at the gray rock. 

	
	I needed to change that. I used the little ki I had managed to generate to enhance my sense of touch. There! That did it. I was suddenly able grasp onto the thin threads of raw Metal Mana in the ore. 

	
	I yanked with all my strength. I was almost completely empty inside, so the mana began to flood my core. Faster than I had expected, it poured in. But the mountain began to shake, and the nearby stones crumbled to dust, as I literally broke down the iron ore beneath us into mana, in massive quantities.

	
	There was a flash of light, and suddenly, Sativa stood next to me. She looked just like she had on Earth, complete with those elven ears, absolutely flawless features, a rocking body, and brown hair that looked more like growing vines. 

	
	“Stop it, now!” the goddess ordered. Her glowing, green eyes flashed. “I brought you here to be a Sheriff, not to destroy my world.”

	
	“I’m just draining mana from the mountain to convert it to ki,” I replied, pulling my hand back like I’d been caught with it in the cookie jar.

	
	“You can’t drain mana from raw materials, you fool! You will unravel all of Olimero!” 

	
	Sativa was clearly furious -- so much so that I thought she might attack me. 

	
	Daria dropped to a knee in front of her. “Goddess, please bless this child of yours, and spare my husband for his ignorance—he wants nothing more than to protect the life of your world and honor your laws.”

	
	Sativa still glared at me, but then she looked over at Daria, and her expression softened. “You are right, feather daughter. I should not act rashly.” 

	
	Narrowing her gaze, she looked back at me. “Robert Case, if I provide you with the mana that you need, will you promise never to drain raw mana from unworked matter ever again?”

	
	There is a time to stand defiant, and a time to take what you can get. If kissing her divinely perfect ass would get me what I needed to save Daria and the others, then I would gladly pucker up. 

	
	“Yes, Sativa.” I bowed my head. “I have been and continue to be your faithful servant.”

	
	Her lips twisted into a crooked smile. “Oh? Are you swearing yourself to me?”

	
	I remained silent, head bowed, and after a moment of silence, she continued, “No, I suppose it is too soon to ask for that, but I will give you a boon because I feel you moving in my direction. Besides the mana I give you now, ask one other boon with which I can further empower you.”

	
	“If it is my boon to ask, then I ask that you empower Daria. She is my soul bonded wife, so empowering her is the same as empowering me.” I lifted my eyes to her glowing, green orbs. “And while I was pulled away by you and the other gods, she has kept me alive.” 

	
	I didn’t know if I should be freaked out, or angry at the time I’d been forcibly separated from Daria. “It ended up being five days I was stuck there, and not a single breath,” I divulged.

	
	“Yes, I believe Old Scratch’s little bitch messed with the soul plane and caused the delay.” Effectively, Sativa had just admitted that even a minion of Old Scratch was more powerful than the three assembled gods. 

	
	But instead of pointing that out, I simply said, “It is easy enough to make things right; just empower Daria.”

	
	“Very well, it shall be as you ask, and more.” Then she was gone.

	
	I stood, but I stumbled when I felt a wave of mana hit me. More powerful than the raw Metal Mana I had been absorbing, this was compressed and highly purified mana. It felt similar to the mana in mithril, or some other highly magical metal. It kept coming in, and I spun my core faster and faster, capturing as much of it as I could. 

	
	It was about twice as dense as the Metal Mana I had drained from Mactosh’s shotgun. Still, I spun it in my core, compressing it further. The wave continued, and I compressed it much as possible, filling myself up with it, until it felt like my core might burst. I felt as solid as an iron man. 

	
	A quick notification popped up.

	
	As promised, Daria Case has been enhanced: Her stats have all been set to their modified racial caps. 

	
	I wasn’t sure if that was all that much of a divine boon. But then again, I knew how hard it was for Olimerans to reach their racial caps. And because of our bonding, her caps were twenty-five to forty-five percent higher than another hawkkin’s. 

	
	She practically bristled with power, now. Joy and happiness surged across the bond, so I knew that she, at least, was thrilled with the boon. As for me, I needed another minute to finish condensing and converting the Metal Mana that suffused my system.

	
	“Daria,” I called out telepathically, “if you can have them buy me one more minute, I think I can stop the elemental.”

	
	“Storm Djinn,” she corrected me.

	
	“Yeah, whatever.”

	
	My wife refused to leave my side, but she yelled for the others to delay it for one more minute. I didn’t hear their responses, though, as I was already forcing the highly condensed Metal Mana into my left arm. It wasn’t ideal, rushing the modification of my body like this, but lives depended on my being able to do so quickly. 

	
	I screamed in agony as the metal ripped into my muscles and bones; and just like with my left leg, I was able to form a new arm. Sweat ran down my face, and I pushed harder and harder. I felt myself being remade in  the span of a handful of seconds. 

	
	It would take me some time, afterwards, to stabilize these gains, but I should be able to do what I needed to, now. I looked up. The Storm Djinn was a vaguely humanoid mass of black cloud and electrical arcs darting towards us. Or rather, it was advancing on the form of a fallen hawkkin. 

	
	My mind raced to come up with a way to deal with an elemental monster like this. It was obviously at least partially an elemental, but the way it moved indicated a creature driven by intelligence, rather than instinct. Seeing it approach made me question whether my plan would work. Admittedly, it wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all I’d been able to come up with on the fly. 

	
	Electrical discharge arced from its body to slam into the hawkkin on the ground. Another of Daria’s kin moved into its blind spot from behind some rocks, while a third took up a position with his shield to cover the fallen warrior. Neither side of the conflict paid any attention to either me or Daria—yet. 

	
	Telepathically, she sent, “We need to save them.”

	
	“I’m about as ready as I’m going to be.”

	

	“I only remember the names of a couple of them,” she admitted, “but they are from my aerie—or rather, my former aerie.”

	
	“It is okay,” I soothed her, “we will fight for them. I couldn’t do less for folks who fought with you. Besides, monsters like this are a threat to all of us.” A thought occurred to me. “But there seem to be more of them coming from the Untamed Lands. Is this common here?”

	
	“We are still a few hours from the aerie, but I have never seen a monster this powerful before. While you were unconscious, I had to fight many different types of monsters, but this one I couldn’t handle on my own.” Her cheeks heated, and she ducked her head. 

	
	“I have to confess, however,” Daria continued. “It is all my fault that we are involved. I saw my people fighting this thing. And though I could have dragged you away and tried to hide, I instead jumped in to try and save them.”

	
	“You wouldn’t be my wife if that wasn’t the type of woman you were.” I sent her a surge of loving acceptance across the bond. “Besides, I already owe you everything.”

	
	“Nonsense; we’ve each saved one another.”

	
	“I’m not talking about saving my life.” What she had done took a deeper commitment than risking her life for me. “I’m talking about what a burden it must have been to drag me around, ensuring I had food and water and um… not to put this indelicately, but cleaning up after any messes I made.”

	
	She laughed and started to say something, but I saw the hawkkin with the shield get blasted back by a thick bolt of lightning. Only he and the warrior with the spear were still alive, though both were down. I leaped forward with the new power filling my body. I wobbled unsteadily instead of sticking the landing. 

	
	I’d have to come to grips with my balance being off again. My left side was much heavier than my right side. It had been bad enough when it was just my left leg that was denser than the rest of me, but now I felt even more lopsided. That didn’t stop me from attacking with Bargon’s Slice. 

	
	I funneled a small amount of ki into the sword, and I watched as the blade’s ability to overcome elemental magic drove it right through the Storm Djinn’s vapor-like torso. The creature let out a horrific shriek, which was part wail and part wind. I wondered if it simply wasn’t used to being hurt. 

	
	As powerful as the attack had been, the black, cloud-like body began reforming in front of my eyes. It was now or never. I flexed the byproduct of all the Metal Mana in my system and hardened my body as much as possible. Then, I thrust my left arm, which had been partially hardened into an organic metal, right into the sparking heart of the beast. If ever I’d counted on the electrical resistance Sativa had granted me upon arriving on Olimero, I did so now.

	
	At the same time, I drove my left leg into the ground. The Storm Djinn’s flickering current soaked into my arm and was then pulled down into the mountain, as I grounded the Storm Djinn. My body was thrown thirty feet through the air by the force of the resulting discharge, but the creature was clearly stuck up to its thighs in the rock. 

	
	I could see the stone bubbling around it, as the Djinn sent power surge after power surge into the stone, trying to break free. Each time it did so, the surging flickers of light in its torso dimmed a bit more. This might have only been a temporary fix, but even so, it would take the creature long enough to escape that we’d be able to pick up the wounded and flee. 

	
	I carefully laid the wounded across the back of Stone Horse as Daria gathered up their weapons. Hoping appropriate rites could be rendered later, I sent each of the bodies into my larger spatial storage pouch. Then, we fled for the aerie.

	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 35 - Coming in Hot

	
	
	The aerie was still a good twelve hours away. Fortunately, the wounded hawkkin regained consciousness after a couple of hours, and we were able to pick up the pace. I gave the more severely injured of the two a healing potion. And although it didn’t heal all of her injuries, it dealt with the worst of them. The hawkkin warrior, whose name was Neya, thanked us profusely. 

	
	She was clearly nervous around Daria and kept looking between my wife and me. But whatever was on her mind, she kept it to herself. Her husband and fellow warrior, Berran, was too injured to fly, though he said he preferred to walk rather than ride Stone Horse. I let him cool his heels walking for a bit before I offered him a healing potion. 

	
	Maybe I should have given it to him at the start, but I honestly didn’t want to waste a potion on him if he was going to end up being an ass. He, too, was grateful for the potion, and bowed to me with a fist over his heart when I offered it to him. Both hawkkin were surprised they had somehow survived the encounter, and they were happy to be alive. But none of that stopped the tension I felt between Daria and them. 

	
	At one point, Neya mentioned that she was sure Daria’s father, Oligar, would be happy to have her back, but Daria seemed more skeptical. I made a point of not pushing Daria on the issue, which wasn’t hard to do—in part because I was running alongside Stone Horse as Neya clung to him, and Daria was flying overhead. 

	
	At least that made it feel easier. Telepathy wasn’t ideal for some things, and I thought it best to give her some space. She was about to see her home for the first time since running away, and I got the feeling that the familial welcome was going to be a tense affair. 

	
	The other reason for the lack of talking was the frequency of the monster attacks along the way. None of them were serious threats, like the Storm Djinn, but we did run into scorpions the size of bears and several small packs of Cinder Wolves. The scorpions’ shells were tough for the others to pierce, but Bargon’s Slice made short work of them. The Cinder Wolves were more annoying, as they left trails of burning coals behind them. Their breath was fiery, but even burning a small amount of Fire Mana byproduct kept me immune to their flames. 

	
	When a pack attacked, I stopped running and got them all to focus on me. For this, the new whistle I had been given really came in handy. Each time I blew it, every one of the cinder wolves forgot all about the others, even Stone Horse as he carried Neya away from the fight. It drove them wild, and they attacked me like they were rabid. In the end, that only made them easier to deal with. The taunt might not be as effective on stronger monsters, but for now, it was working better than I’d dared hope.

	
	After finishing off the fifth pack, I heard Daria’s voice in my head. “I hate that I have to let you do all the fighting, but it is just easier that way.”

	
	I heard the frustration tinged with shame in her mental tone. “I’m your deputy, and I should be defending you.”

	
	“Bah, I’m your husband. I’ll not hide behind my wives—no matter how amazing the view from behind you all may be.”

	
	“Oh, I love you so much. The others really were right—you have such odd views. Men are  more valuable than women because they are more rare. You, even more so.” She paused. “If I died saving you, a line of women that would stretch from the Office to the edge of town would form to step up and take my place,” Daria replied.

	
	“Love doesn’t work like that,” I replied. “I could never value myself above you, above any of you.”

	
	All I got back were warm, fuzzy feelings across the bond, but then they started to dry up. “There is something else we need to talk about.”

	
	I shaded my eyes to look up at Daria flying out in front of us to give me a bit of warning. “Neya was hesitant to talk to me about it, but eventually she filled me in. My father has been positioning the aerie to become its own district, and from there, to take over Yonderton. He likely won’t move against you directly, but don’t expect much support from him—if any.”

	
	“Is that how most of the aerie feels?” I asked.

	
	“Not according to Neya and Berran,” Daria replied. “According to them, things haven’t changed much since I fled the aerie. I’ve told you some of it, but you need to understand all of it before we get there.” 

	
	She paused, obviously weighing how best to explain it. “The aerie was always run by a council of elders, but my father and two others seized control slowly. They now own or control almost everything in the aerie and force their will on others.”

	
	“Perhaps we shouldn’t go there. I don’t want to harm your family.”

	
	“My father doesn’t see me as family. He doesn’t see any of his daughters as family, only my brothers, and even then only because he needs an heir.” Her voice grew frosty. “He thinks of females as hens good only for laying eggs—even if some of us are allowed to become warriors. His daughters, he views as bargaining chips. He was planning on selling me to one of the eastern aeries, as part of an alliance.”

	
	“Sell you? He was going to make a slave of his own daughter?”

	
	“Not like that, but a forced marriage isn’t much different from slavery. Who wants to be made to marry some rich man in the east who is old enough to be my grandfather, and who would only value me for my appearance and the ability to give him babies who could become aerial scouts?”

	
	Her anger, bitterness, and shame poured through the bond. She was fearful for her mothers, but also for the future of her people. But she blamed her father for what she felt was ruining their traditions and customs. She felt he had betrayed her, and she seethed with anger every time she thought of him. 

	
	I struggled, because I knew that if I killed her father, it would cause a complex emotional response. Unsure how to respond, or if I even should respond, I bit my tongue. The silence between us was not awkward, but companionable. Daria knew I loved her and that I would support her as best I could. 

	
	We were silent the rest of the way—at least until I first saw the aerie. It was a massive hill, with a huge tree rising above it. The tree extended more than a thousand feet into the air and was easily wider than a football field. All around it, there were small figures flying around the upper branches. Initially, it looked so busy, it might have been a beehive, but as we got closer, it quickly became apparent what the flying figures were.

	
	I asked Daria, “How many hawkkin are there in your aerie?”

	
	“Since the war with the orcs, the elders have been pushing a population increase.” She gave me the mental equivalent of a shrug. “There are probably one thousand adults now, but only as many as four hundred who are capable of fighting with any real skill. The nests are full of eggs, though.”

	
	“What do you mean full of eggs?”

	
	“Sorry, I always forget to explain things to you,” Daria apologized. “Hawkkin females lay eggs only a week after conception, but they take a full year of incubation in a nest to hatch. Then, they require another three to five years to grow to maturity after they hatch.”

	
	I didn’t laugh, but I imagined myself sitting on some kind of nest, keeping a large egg warm. My thoughts must have leaked across the bond to Daria, because she did laugh. 

	
	“No, Rob,” she managed after nearly doubling over in laughter, “the eggs are placed together in clusters. No one sits on them.”

	
	A dozen hawkkin headed towards us in formation. It seemed we were going to get a welcoming party, which meant they must have seen me and Stone Horse. That did raise one more question. “Are there other races in the aerie?”

	
	“Yes.” She paused, and I felt a burning shame across the bond. “They are all slaves, though. I… I didn’t understand it was wrong, when I was little, and when I came to recognize that it was wrong,  that  was part of what made me sick of how my father was leading our people. It was ultimately what caused me to run away to seek my own freedom.”

	
	“You don’t have to justify yourself, nor do I hold you responsible for whatever it is your father has done,”  I replied. 

	
	“I believe we were one of the largest importers of the slave girls from Yonderton. The aerie, I mean.” Shame flared hotter than ever across the bond. “Bunnygirls serve as our domestics, handling most of the menial tasks around the aerie. But there aren’t really many of the other races. It is like the orc enclaves—we are fairly insular.”

	
	I pondered that. My rage was building, but I needed to play this carefully. I didn’t want to hurt Daria’s people, but I also swore to rescue any slaves who had been taken from Yonderton. Technically, the aerie was part of my district—and Sativa had tasked me with bringing law and order to it.

	
	Daria flew down to stand beside me before any of the hawkkin guards could reach us. Berran scooped Neya up in his arms and flew with her on ahead to be taken into the aerie. I just hoped they told the truth about what had happened. 

	
	We were soon encircled by half a dozen flying warriors. I noticed only one of them was a woman.

	
	Their leader held up a hand for us to halt, but then his eyes got wide when he recognized Daria. “Elder’s daughter, welcome home. Your family and the council will be happy to see you…”

	
	“Tarrick,” Daria interrupted, “you are speaking out of turn. Show some respect. This is the Lord Sheriff, Sativa’s chosen, and the ruler of this entire district.”

	
	“And Daria’s husband,” I added.

	
	The warriors landed all around us. Apparently, hovering for more than a few seconds was difficult for them. I knew Daria had no difficulty doing so, but then I remembered that she was an air mage—and thus able to fly better, longer, and faster with the aid of her magic. I paid attention to this and anything else I could learn about their limitations. 

	
	The leader nodded his head to me. “Greetings, Sheriff. It isn’t for me to greet you, but we do still honor Sativa’s chosen. As for the rest, well… the council has exclusive control over who can marry. Were I you, I would keep that last bit to yourself. Consider it some friendly advice, and do with it what you will.”

	
	“I’m not about to lie,” I responded, “and I don’t really care what your council thinks. I know the Four Laws, and not only will I follow them, but I will also enforce them.” That might have come out a little harsher than I intended—but I wasn’t about to let some council of elders tell me who I could and could not marry. 

	
	“I thank you, though, for your courteous warning, and will take it in the spirit it was given,” I added.

	
	I watched them bristle, but didn’t respond. I figured it was better for me to be quiet and imposing. That way, they would be inclined to give more information away. 

	
	When we were led to the base of the tree, I dismissed Stone Horse. Before going inside, I laid out the remains of their dead, setting each body carefully on the ground with all their weapons. I asked for a moment, and I said some kind words about how brave the fallen had been and how valiantly they had fought against the Storm Djinn.

	
	Then, we were led to what I took to be some type of waiting room. With a nod, the one Daria had named Tarrick took his leave. The other hawkkin guards all followed him out. 

	
	Once we were alone, I asked Daria telepathically, “Is it safe for us to talk here?”

	
	“They will absolutely have someone listening in, so we should only say out loud what we want the council—and specifically, my father—to hear.”

	
	I slid a bit closer to her on the bench we were both sitting on. “Will they only be listening, or will they be watching?”

	
	She frowned. “I’m not sure.”

	
	“Well, just in case, we better give them a show.”

	
	 With a grin, I pulled her close and kissed her. My hawkgirl melted into my arms. This was so new for both of us, but our bond made it impossibly powerful. I knew we couldn’t get carried away, but it was all I could do not to undress her right in the waiting room. The sudden image of her bent over the bench was one that brought a smile to my mind and caused a spike of desire to flood back across it when I shared it through our bond. 

	
	Our display of affection seemed to have an effect, because within minutes, two guards with spears came to the room. The first said, “Leave your weapons here. New laws in the aerie forbid any weapons to be brought into the presence of the Elders except for those carried by the council guard. And yes, that applies to you, too, Daria.”

	
	She frowned at me. All my weapons but for my belt knife were already safely stored in my spatial pouches, and I wasn’t about to take that off. Even then, the belt knife had been a gift from Mactosh and a symbol of his blessing for me to be with his daughter, so I wasn’t going to give it up, either. 

	
	I decided this was as good a time as any to make my point. “New laws? There are only Four Laws in Olimero, and I am the one who enforces them.”

	
	“Look here, grounder…” the other guard began, but I moved with a burst of ki-fueled speed to stand right in front of the man. He couldn’t be more than average height, around five-foot-eight or so. 

	
	At a solid six-foot-four, I had almost a full head on him. “That is Lord Sheriff, to you. If you are going to address me, you will show the proper respect. I have trouble believing that your council would be afraid of my belt knife.”

	
	The guard I looked down on had a red face, but clearly didn’t know what to do. I was a good eight inches taller than him. In fact, I towered over all the hawkkin. Beyond that, I had learned that my ki was starting to give me a presence—an intense aura, for lack of a better word. I wasn’t sure what else to call it, but others had certainly started to notice it. Apparently, I could be rather intimidating when I wanted to. 

	
	The first guard pulled his companion back. “As you wish, Lord Sheriff. Any trouble between you and the council will be on your head.”

	
	“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” The smile I gave them was a predatory one.

	
      

	
	 

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 36 - Homecoming

	
	
	The two guards ushered us into a large, round chamber. At the front, there were three chairs on a raised platform. Notably, only the center chair had anyone in it. 

	
	It was the heaviest hawkkin I had ever seen. I had to wonder how hard that made it for him to fly. Two bunnygirls knelt next to his chair, which was a veritable throne. And another five hawkgirls sat on cushions around it. 

	
	“What is the meaning of this?” the man demanded. “You were told to disarm him.”

	
	One of the guards began to answer him, but I pushed the man aside. “Since no one can be bothered to properly introduce me, I am Robert Case, Sheriff and ruler of Yonderton and the surrounding district.” 

	
	I stared the man down. “I presume you are Daria’s father, Oligar?”

	
	The pudgy man glared at me. “Yes, and we are certainly glad to see Sativa’s chosen here, but if you had given us fair warning, then we could have prepared a proper reception for you. To honor you, of course.”

	
	I took an immediate dislike to this man. He was sweating, even though it wasn’t that warm in the room, and he stunk like a politician. I wasn’t going to be able to trust the man as far as I could throw him. 

	
	“Look, I am not a politician. I am a man of action; and lies do not become me. So,” I took a deep breath and pushed on, “I will simply be blunt. I have taken your daughter, Daria, as my wife. I hope that you find this to be cause for celebration, but regardless, it is done. We had not planned to come here, but we were driven here by a number of monster attacks.” I narrowed my eyes at the toad in front of me. “I would like to know how frequent these have become, and whether your people need my help.”

	
	Oligar’s face had turned red, and he was clearly at a loss for words.  If I had to guess, it had probably been a good while since anyone had last spoken to him like that. 

	
	“It isn’t any of your concern,” he finally snapped. “Hawkkin take care of hawkkin. But you are mistaken, Sheriff. My daughter can’t marry anyone without my consent—that is the Law of Family which you are supposed to uphold. Even a magicless, featherless, pink creature such as yourself should know that.”

	
	It seemed all pretense of niceties were being withdrawn. I actually gave a small sigh. They might have thought it was a sigh of concern, but it was actually one of relief. As soon as I had stepped into the aerie, it was clear that they were mistreating the bunnygirls here. And I wasn’t going to allow that. 

	
	The fact that Oligar was so hostile only made what I had to do easier.

	
	Daria stepped in front of me. “I have exercised my Sativa-given freedom and chosen a mate. He is strong, and it will bring honor to your household to be bound to the Lord Sheriff, Sativa’s Chosen. Have things changed so much that the hawkkin no longer honor Sativa?”

	
	“You don’t know of what you speak, girl.” Her father growled. “If you speak in my presence again, other than to answer my questions, I will have you beaten. It is only because you are my daughter that I will be so lenient.”

	
	Rage surged within me, and I felt an echo of my emotion somewhere in the chamber. I couldn’t explain what it was, but I got a distinct feeling that something was off here. I looked around, and there were at least a dozen guards and twenty or more servants and administrators, but I couldn’t determine where the feeling was coming from. I was immediately leery of mind or emotion mages, so I began spinning my core faster and spread ki to each of my meridians, hardening both my body and my mind. 

	
	I was about to speak up on behalf of my wife, but Daria wasn’t done yet. “You can no longer order me about as though I were a child, father—though it shames me to claim you as such—and only my husband could order me to be beaten. I am now a married woman, and even the council cannot deny that.”

	
	Oligar raised a hand to signal a pair of guards to grab Daria. Instead, I surged forward and slammed my shoulder into one of them, sending him flying across the room. I heard multiple cracks and wouldn’t be surprised if the impact had broken several of his ribs. My knee flew up into the gut of the second guard, causing him not only to exhale all the air in his lungs, but also to empty the contents of his stomach onto the floor. He fell to his knees with his eyes bulging. He dropped his spear as he clutched his stomach, and it clattered across the floor.

	
	“This is your last warning.” I stared directly at Oligar as I spoke, ignoring the spears which had been leveled at me. “You will not speak ill of my wife; nor will you move against her in any way.” 

	
	Oligar laughed, but there was no warmth in it. “Well, at least you have a spine; but you can’t possibly have married her. She is not with an egg; I had my healing mage check when she entered this chamber.” 

	
	“I don’t have to be pregnant to be married.” Daria held her head high. “My husband took the plunge with me.”

	
	Eyes widened, and there were gasps all around the room. It took me a second to realize what she was talking about, but then it hit me that there must have been more to this ‘plunge’ than I had initially thought. 

	      

	Oligar snorted. “He is wingless. Why do you insist on making up stories? You make yourself sound like a child with each petulant word.”

	
	“He may be wingless, but he is not powerless. It was by his power that we were able to complete a full plunge. He emptied himself into me not once, but twice, before we reached the ground.”

	
	One of the guards scoffed, “Not likely.”

	
	Daria continued, “You know that the plunge is a sacred rite for our kind, proving the might of our males. Even if he were not the Sheriff, you couldn’t contest his right to me. That custom is as old as our people, and it carries even more weight than the council’s law. The council can’t do anything about that.”

	
	Oligar summoned an elderly hawkkin forward. He was wearing robes rather than the typical leathers I saw most of the others wearing. 

	
	Oligar glared at him, “Well, she is lying, isn’t she?”

	
	The older hawkkin shook his head. “I’m sorry, my lord, but my mana says she speaks only the truth.”

	
	“Bah, your power must be as broken as her story.” Oligar turned back to me and Daria. “You say by his power this was possible, but everyone knows that humans have no magic.”

	
	“She didn’t say it was by my magic,” I replied. “But I do have power. And unless you wish to feel it, I suggest that you start over. I am the Sheriff. I am the law in this district. I wish to be on friendly terms with you, if only for the sake of your daughter, but do not try my patience.”

	
	Oligar laughed. “You are in no position to make demands, human. Guards, grab my daughter. Whichever of you can bind her, may enjoy her before I send her east to her true husband.”

	
	I could see fear and lust vying on the face of some of the guards, while others stepped back, not wanting to have anything to do with such a vile order. Lust echoed through the room, just as my rage had before. I still couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but I didn’t need to. 

	
	For now, I just drew Bargon’s Slice and cut in half the spears of the three guards who seemed to be staring most hungrily at Daria. I didn’t take my gaze from Oligar as I did so. 

	
	He visibly paled as I began spinning my core. I still wasn’t sure if it made me more intimidating, but the remaining guards in the council chamber all took a step forward, clutching their spears in white-knuckled grips. 

	
	“The rest of you can leave. I have some things to discuss with Councilor Oligar.” I kept my tone flat and even, but there was a hardness to it which conveyed just how serious I was.

	
	“Little human, you still don’t understand. You don’t give orders here. I’m glad you came, though. Some of my allies are willing to pay a fortune for you to be delivered safely to them, back east.”

	
	It was then that I noticed Her. Old Scratch’s minion was here. I put two and two together; it was her presence which I had been feeling. I wasn’t worried about the guards. Maybe that was arrogant of me—I wasn’t invincible, after all—but I was certainly becoming much stronger. Old Scratch’s minion, however, was a different matter. 

	
	Some of the servants and administrators began fleeing the chamber. A few stopped to look back at Oligar, but when he wasn’t looking, they ran, too. This was fine by me, as it left only ten guards with me in the chamber—three of them without spears. 

	
	“None of you have to die,” I gave them one last chance. “But I will not allow anything to stand between me and doing my duty.”

	
	“You are ignorant, human, as were all your predecessors. You are just a novelty, and the people of Olimero are tired of you, and tired of the laws Sativa imposed. Only one of the rules makes any sense.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “Strength is everything here, and I am the one with the power in this room.”

	
	“One last time…” I sighed; this fool made me want to grind my teeth. “You will acknowledge my rule, Oligar. You will acknowledge my marriage to Daria, and you will free all the slaves you have taken, along with any who are from Yonderton—who will be sent back with me. My wives will sort out what to do with the rest of them. And finally, you will step down from the council.” 

	
	I glared at the man. “Fail to do any of these things, and I will remove you from your people.”

	
	Oligar sneered at me. “What sort of Sheriff are you, if you can’t even protect those whom you call wife?” Then he raised his hand and made a twisting motion with it. 

	
	Daria fell to the ground, screaming in agony as her body twisted in unnatural ways. 

	
	“This is the power of Blood Mana. With it, I can control anyone—as you will find out all too soon. But for now, you can watch as I make Daria plead for mercy. Soon, she will be begging me to kill you, or for you to lay your weapon down at my feet—anything to make the pain stop.”

	
	I reached out through the bond. The agony that Daria was in was already seeping across it. She couldn’t even manage to scream, as the blood in her own body was used against her. Given enough time, I could have used our bond to overcome this, but I preferred a more direct and timely approach. 

	
	Charging forward on ki-empowered legs, I slashed at Oligar, but a wall of flame erupted in front of him. The fire was black and purple, and it burned even the marble inlaid into the floor. I was forced back several steps, and then met by the guards. I pushed my movement to its max and channeled ki into my blade, revving up its spatial edge. I didn’t increase its size or try a ki slice, because I wanted to keep those tricks close to my vest. 

	
	Even without that, I removed heads and arms, and I ripped gaping wounds in the abdomens of any guard who got too close. Soon, they were all fleeing backwards; but Old Scratch’s minion stood behind the throne, grinning at me. It had to have been her wall of flames that had forced me back; she was protecting Oligar. And why not? They were both vile. 

	
	Daria suddenly began to scream. 

	
	Oligar laughed. “Everything here is mine. You can’t take what is mine, Sheriff. Now watch as your wife,” he turned the word into a slur, “suffers.”

	
	“She’s your daughter. If you want to fight, then fight me.”

	
	“Oh, I will, but she isn’t my daughter anymore. Daughters are obedient, and she disobeyed me. Now, she will suffer for it.” He cocked his head to the side, never looking more like a bird than he did just then. “But I’ve figured you out, Sheriff. You think you’re the hero here. And nothing hurts a hero more than watching those they tried to protect suffer.” His sadistic grin showed just how much he was looking forward to this. “Now watch her scream and writhe, and know that this is all your fault, Lord Sheriff.” He imbued the title with as much disdain as possible. 

	
	There was only one way I could think of to stop him. I might be able to fight through Her, but even if I succeeded, it would be a hard fight. And by the time I stopped Oligar after that, Daria’s mind and body might have been destroyed by his Blood Mana. 

	
	But blood called for blood, so I cried out, “I invoke the Law of Blood against you, Oligar.”

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Chapter 37- Blood for Blood

	
	Immediately, Oligar’s power rebounded back into him. The conditions set by the Law of Blood meant that he couldn’t use his power for anything other than the duel. Of course, it also meant that Sativa was obligated to protect him from harm other than as a result of the duel.

	
	“I name the time for the duel now and the place here. There is no reason to put this off. You have been accused of violating the Laws of Freedom and Family, and I call you accountable. You also have failed to recognize the Law of Strength, because otherwise you would acknowledge me as Sativa’s chosen and your ruler.” The words felt a bit stilted, but I had studied up on this. It was part of my job, after all. 

	
	Now, Oligar really only had one choice to make. There was no begging for mercy, although from what was explained to me, that still happened a lot. But once the Law of Blood was invoked, it couldn’t be retracted. It could only end with the death of the accused or of myself or my deputy acting in my stead.

	
	His only choice was to decide whether he would fight the duel himself or if he would choose a champion. He sneered at me, “What, I suppose you think that if you have my daughter, your deputy fight the duel that I will cave in and not go through with killing her.”

	
	“No, I would never ask a deputy to fight a duel for me. Where I’m from, men fight their own battles, but you do have the choice to pick a champion if you wish. Not that your guards have fared very well against me so far.” I looked around the room and saw that most of the wounded guards had been pulled out, but a few were still bleeding all over the floor. 

	
	“Why would I need a champion? You were a fool to challenge me. You’ve seen what my Blood Mana can do.”

	
	I just laughed, “Then you will face me on your own?”

	
	“Ye…” Oligar was cut off as Her grabbed his shoulder. 

	
	“Councilor, trust me. Your type of magic will be useless against him, and he knows this. You should opt for a champion.”

	
	He stared at her. Uncertainty on his face. “You will be my champion?” 

	
	She laughed. “That is not why my master sent me here. But I will provide you with a champion who will have a much better chance of defeating the Sheriff than you do. If you fight him, this will be over in seconds.”

	
	Oligar still looked uncertain, but there was fear on his face. I knew the type. He was a coward at heart, and despite having powerful magic, and despite not understanding how I would overcome it, he was still fearful. A coward will always seek to put someone else in danger before themselves. “Fine, provide me with a champion. I declare that I will be represented in this battle.”

	
	Her winked at me, and for a second, I thought she was going to betray Oligar, but then her mouth began to open wider. Her jaw unhinged like a python’s, and she began coughing like a cat working on the world’s largest hairball. Her face became so distended that any attraction I had felt for her was washed away at the horror of the sight. 

	
	She began hacking and coughing more. I saw a gray sphere, complete with fierce, red veins pulsating over its surface, as it began to work its way up her throat. It was impossibly large for her to spit out, but somehow, she made it work. When it hit the ground, it was at least eighteen inches long and nine inches wide. 

	
	It lay still for moment before I felt waves of heat and smelt the scent of rotten eggs wafting off of it. Then it began rocking back and forth. As it did, the dark egg began to grow. Soon it had doubled in size and then doubled again. Finally it ruptured with a spray of gore. Oligar was covered in it and shrieked as it burned at him before Sativa’s protection kicked in and eliminated the substance. 

	
	Her smiled at me. “Behold a retch. It is but one of the horrors held within the many hells. Consider it my dog. If you fail, then he will drag your soul to me, and you’ll become my plaything. Master will have to let me have my fun then.”

	
	There were no bells, no flags, and no polite rules in this type of duel. It was raw, primal, and the only thing that mattered was survival. The retch gave me no warning as I was looking at it. I would say it was a little more than five feet long and three feet wide. It stood on four legs, but its front legs were longer than the back. All its feet were tipped in three black, curled talons, and a tar-like substance oozed out of several weeping wounds around its body as though they were infections. Its head was squat, and its jaws looked powerful. I couldn’t make out any eyes on its face, so it must sense by some other means.

	
	Then it leapt at me. It was fast, like amazingly fast. It had to be well beyond 100 Agility to move like that. I was able to dodge it and lashed out at the same time with Bargon’s Slice. The spatial tear which served as the sword’s blade should have cleaved into the retch, but nothing happened. It was more like I had hit the creature with a bat than an impossibly sharp cutting weapon. 

	
	It came at me again, and again I pivoted. This time, I tried to take its head off, but again, all I did was batter it. The spatial blade had no impact. Her laughed in the background. “Oh, did I forget to mention that retches live in multiple spatial dimensions at the same time? It wouldn’t be much of a duel if you could simply end it with a single sword blow.”

	
	I stepped back, a bit more carefully this time. I wasn’t worried. I’d been winning fights long before I got Bargon’s Slice. It just would take more effort. I dodged the next jump and didn’t even strike, but instead used the time to set myself. My sword grew as I channeled ki into it, and the crystal blade began to glow as it held my might. When the blade was a full six feet long and a foot wide, I slammed it down on the retch before the creature could turn.

	
	The force of the blow crushed it downward and broke the marble tiles under it. This time, my blow had torn up its skin and exposed jagged, black bones underneath. But it was obvious the creature wasn’t down for the count. It leapt to the side before I could land another blow. Then we danced back and forth as it tried to gauge me and I did the same for it. This thing was tough, but so far it hadn’t so much as landed a single attack against me.

	
	Of course, I should have known better than to think that. Because this time it leapt at me, but instead of whirling to try and avoid my smashing attack, it took the attack full on. I felt bone crack, but the pustulent pockets on its back exploded with a black pus that hit me. Most of it landed on my armored vest, but a bit got on my skin. 

	
	Anywhere it touched my skin, I felt a burning pain. I tried to harden my skin, and the pain faded, but it was somehow still seeping into me. I could feel the corruption breaching my defenses, and notifications started to pop up just as I heard Her laughing. 

	
	You have been poisoned -4 Agility

	You have been poisoned -4 Agility

	You have been poisoned -4 Agility

	
	Once I could have handled fine, but this shit seemed to stack. I stepped back, but I was already noticeably slower and wasn’t thinking as clearly as I should be. My body was full of Metal mana byproduct, rather than Healing mana, so I didn’t have a specific tool to fight it off. The retch’s claws tore into my flesh. If I hadn’t already toughened my body, I likely would have lost an arm. As it was, it still cut furrows in my skin, and more of its pus entered my blood stream. 

	
	If this was during my meditation, I might have welcomed the opportunity to temper my body with an attack like that. The key to reaching B grade seemed to be in reforming my body. So far, my left arm and leg had been reformed with Metal mana, and my very bones and muscles were laced with an organic type of metal. My brain meridian had been redone with the byproduct of Aura mana, which seemed to allow me to extend my ki further from my body. What would happen if I could reforge my heart with this poison?

	
	But that would only happen if I wasn’t in the middle of a fight. I felt corruption spreading through me. Her whispered but somehow I still heard her. “Give in. Being bad is so much more fun.”

	
	I swung my left leg with its increased density in a kick. The change in fighting style threw the retch off and sent it flying across the room. Bargon’s Slice wasn’t going to win this battle for me, so I put it away. This battle was about my body. It always seemed to come down to that.

	
	I spun my core faster and extended my ki around my body for two inches. I might not have proper armor. Maybe I didn’t even need it. My power was my armor as my body was my weapon. I rushed forward at the retch. There was only one way to deal with a monster like this. 

	
	My core spun the poison inside of me. It burnt me from the inside. It wasn’t like the mana of this world; it had none of Telmorra’s touch in it. But it was a power all the same, and my body was the ultimate cultivation tool. I would take whatever was put into me and turn it out into power. I felt corruption grow in my channels but couldn’t stop. At the same time, I slammed my metal-reinforced fist into the retch’s head. The skin cracked, and more bone was showing. 

	
	Blow after blow landed. I kicked and punched till I cracked the bone. It wasn’t like the retch just stood still. It clawed and bit back at me. Small cuts appeared on my left side, but my softer, less-formed right side was bleeding profusely. Finally, I saw the bone on its skull split. Ignoring the pain as its claws dug into my abdomen and its poison burned in my veins, I drove both my hands into the opening in the bone. 

	
	Then I began to tear. The flesh on my right hand was being eaten away till I started to see bone. I screamed out in pain, but I wouldn’t be stopped. With a huge strain, I poured as much ki as possible into enhancing my Strength. I must have passed 300 in effective Strength, because the infernal beast’s  skull was ripped wide open. 

	
	I collapsed atop the now-dead retch, and its pus continued to eat away at me. Someone grabbed my feet and pulled on me. I looked back but could only see out of one eye now and saw Daria. The other eye didn’t seem to work, or perhaps it had been eaten away. By this point, my body was numb to the pain. 

	
	I heard Oligar begging with Her to save him, but she taunted him. “Not even my Master could save you here. You are a creature of Olimero and thus subject to its laws. Now meet oblivion. You will never know how lucky you are.”

	
	Then I heard Her clapping. “Really quite impressive. You are the first mortal that I’ve seen destroy a retch. I can see why the Master wants me to help you. I’m sure he won’t mind if I help myself to you first.”

	
	I felt Sativa’s presence, and then suddenly it was gone, along with all sounds of the screaming Oligar. 

	
	Something weird was happening. I felt Josie and Lina. Not like the distant touch through the bond, but like up close and personal. Then I heard Denne’s voice. How could they be here? “I can’t hold this for long. Get him through. You can heal him on the other side.”

	
	Josie said, “Take him. I’ll hold Her off.”

	
	Her was laughing, but then she said, “Don’t worry, I’ll let him go… for now. Just make sure to keep him warm for me.”

	
	Then I felt my insides twist all around and I was somewhere else. 

	 

	
	
	
	 


Chapter 38- Returning Home

	
	I felt like I was being rushed around on a gurney or something. It was like I was the patient in one of those emergency room TV shows. It wasn’t my physical injures that were harming me so much. I was pretty sure that Lina was already restoring those. The retch had been strong, but not nearly as strong as I was. 

	
	It’s that the harm impacting me was not of Olimero. I had never heard of such a monster on Earth, so I had to assume it was from somewhere else. Maybe it was from whatever hell Her had climbed out of. Either way, the toxin it had released into my body was tearing me apart on the inside. I was spinning it in my core, but even that had unforeseen consequences. My core had started to break down. 

	
	One after another, I heard voices speak into my head. “Your body is dying. You need shadow flesh. If you swear to me, I will give you the ability to live forever. Shadow flesh can heal from anything. I will restore you, but you need a new body. You have to decide.”

	
	I recognized Korkanis’ voice, but I also heard something in his words. He wasn’t sure if even he could save me. He thought it was likely, but he wasn’t sure. At least that it was what it sounded like to me.

	
	Then there was Telmorra. “A foreign contaminate is inside you. If you had enough mana, you could defeat it. Your body is dying. You need a new one. I can grant you a mana-infused body. It won’t be ideal, but it will be better than dying. All you have to do, mortal, is pledge to me.”

	
	After her came Sativa, “Rob, you are dying. I’m sorry. This is beyond normal healing. You need a new body. Don’t be angry with me, but when I brought you here, I had to place one of my roots in you. If you swear to me, I can grow you a new body made of sterner stuff. You simply have to give me your undying allegiance.”

	
	I heard fear in each of their voices. Behind them, I heard laughter. I took that to be Mensor. He was delighted that I was dying. It solved his problem. But each of the others wanted me to swear to them. They offered what they had to offer, but I took away something different. 

	
	They had all shared one truth. This body was dying. That was catastrophic. It was the source of my power. I was not a soul cultivator, if such a thing existed. I didn’t seek to break the heavens; I merely wanted to enhance my body beyond all limits. Now it was dying. 

	
	At the same time, each of them had given me the clue that I needed to win. I simply had to make a new body. Before I had forged my left leg and arm with Metal Mana and my brain meridian with Aura Mana, I would never have considered this. Destruction never was complete. I simply needed to break down what was here and make something better. 

	
	That was a matter of having better components. Thanks to Sativa, my body was flush with Metal Mana from before. That would help. I also had this toxin in me, but I was going to need more. It was time to try some horse-trading. 

	
	I spoke out in my head. “I don’t want to make decisions under duress, and you don’t want a broken toy; so I need something from each of you. If you give me what I need, then I will owe each of you a favor. Pretty much anything that doesn’t compromise my free will or go against my character.”

	
	There was some quiet grumbling, but Telmorra was the first to agree. Then Sativa and finally Korkanis agreed. “Okay, I have the Metal Mana to remake my bones and muscles, and my brain I already remade with Aura Mana, but I need your shadow power transform my heart meridian. An undying heart will work perfectly with this new body. Sativa, I need you to grow your root, but only into my groin meridian. Make my root powerful and vital as I reform.”

	
	Telmorra said, “That is all  your meridians, then. What do you need from me?”

	
	“The most important thing. I want you to help me reform my core with your mana infusion to make it even better at absorbing and converting mana.”

	
	One by one, they all agreed, and then I started allowing the toxin to break my body down. First, I accepted the power from Korkanis. I knew I was probably going to regret what he asked me to do in exchange for this, but my need was simply too great. I felt my flesh tear apart, and just as I thought I would never take another breath, I felt the shadow flesh forming. 

	
	The strange, extra-dimensional toxin was still eating at  my organs even as the shadow flesh replaced them. It healed much faster, and Lina’s power was pushing it back as my body was reformed, but I realized I wouldn’t be able to do this piecemeal. 

	
	I sucked in all the power from each of the gods and let my body completely break down. It felt like I was turning to dust, but my mind raced with its new aura-driven power. I was able to reform bones, then muscles with tendons and ligaments. Organic metal now made up my body so that I was still warm and could be soft to the touch, but I could also be stronger than iron. 

	
	If I hadn’t been screaming my head off in pain, I would have wanted to celebrate how everything was going to change. The sharpest pain was in my groin, but I figured a nature goddess would be the best to enhance that part of me. I felt my insides growing anew and realized I would be far more potent than I had been before. I wondered what my wives would think about that. 

	
	Then as my body took shape, I realized that I hadn’t given enough time to my core. It was about to pop like a bubble, and I didn’t know if I would be able to rebuild it. My ki was liquid and viscous, so I imagined a smaller bubble within my larger core. Then I felt Telmorra’s touch upon me. My core was being rewritten. For a single instant, I thought I might be able to wield magic after this; but then a dread certainly settled over me. No, that was denied to me still; but now, I would be able to absorb mana four times faster than I could before.

	
	My new core was solidifying, and it was only a quarter the size of my previous core; but as I began to spin it, I felt how much more responsive it was. My body would now be able to refine mana so much faster and send ki to different parts of my body. The way I would be able to compress mana now would allow me to make each of my deputies into magical powerhouses. Yonderton would be safe forever. 

	
	Then I felt it all coming to an end. My new body was complete, but there was only one problem. The extra-dimensional toxin was still there. It wasn’t making much headway, but I was having trouble expelling it. As had become my habit as a cultivator, when I couldn’t beat something, I absorbed it. 

	
	I started spreading the toxin throughout my body and binding it, in little ways, to my channels and my core and then to my meridians. I forced my body to react to small amounts of it and build up an immunity. The process seemed to drag on and on, but I couldn’t grow tired now. I had made too much progress to give up. Moment by moment, I forced myself to continue rewriting my body and lacing this new element into me. 

	
	When it was done, I got a new notification.

	
	Congratulations, you have rebuilt your body and reached B-grade as a cultivator. This represents a significant increase in power. Realistically, you will now have four times as much potential as you had while C-grade. 

	
	Gains:

	
	
	1) +14 to each stat for cultivation improvements in C-grade.

	2) +25 to each stat for reaching B-grade. Your new body really is that much better.

	3) Toxic Resistance.

	4) Mana Refining has been upgraded to Mana Fusion- 1%. Explore this new ability to see what you can do with it. 

	5) Your body no longer possesses normal biological requirements. It is not necessary for you to eat, sleep, breath, or such. You are sustained solely by ki, but must still meditate to clear your mind. Completely depletion of ki is the same as death. 

	6) By-product manipulation increased to 75%.

	7) Bone Hardening is replaced by Metallic Body 1.

	8) In order to progress to the next phase, you must form a Mind Core. It is up to you to find that path forward, as you are the first of your kind. 



	
	As soon as I read the last of the notifications, I sat up and looked around me. My wives, deputies, friends were all around me and had me held down on the ground in the training area. Lina’s smiling face looked down at me, and I knew all would be well. 

	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 


Chapter 39- Love As An Orc

	
	I watched as Denne and his wives left. Then I hopped up. Actually, I simply had intended to casually stand up, but my body felt so amazingly powerful that I actually pushed a couple of feet off the ground before landing on my feet. 

	
	Josie laughed but then teased, “Show-off.”

	
	“I just reached B-grade in cultivation.” I started going through the notifications I had received, and they were as blown away as I was. Mursha started to leave, but I asked, “Going somewhere?”

	
	“Oh, this just seemed like something for you to talk about with your wives.”

	
	Daria hooked her arm around Mursha’s, “Don’t go, sister. You are almost there. We want you to be here.”

	
	The orc still seemed uncertain. Lina came up and kissed her cheek. “When Daria says we want you here, she means we all want you here. That is how the bond works. We don’t always agree.”

	
	Rava rolled her eyes and said, “Not hardly.”

	
	Lina just waved her off and said, “But we always support each other, and it’s really hard to hide your feelings from each other when we are as physically close as this.”

	
	I said, “Beside, I thought we were getting married tomorrow.”

	
	Rava said, “Not tomorrow, tonight. Your transformation took all night.”

	
	I shrugged. “Sorry to worry you all.”

	
	Josie said, “That is why I put the teleport protocol in place. Daria was carrying an anchor to make it easier for Denne to lock on you. That was the only reason he was able to open a spatial rift that covered hundreds of miles.”

	
	“Yeah, about that; is that different from teleporting?”

	
	They took turns explaining what they had been working on while I was gone. It made me proud to hear how industrious my wives were, and my deputies no less. Denne had learned that if he opened a spatial rift between two spots, it took less energy than outright teleporting and could be held open longer. The downside was that it took him longer to form it. The further away it was, the more mana it required and the longer it took to form the rift. 

	
	Mursha was pretty hush-hush about what she had been working on but she said she had a gift for me when we were done. Maybe it was my new B- grade body, and maybe it was whatever Sativa contributed to my groin meridian, but I was hoping for a certain type of gift from her, even though I knew that had to wait for after the wedding. No sooner did that thought go through my head than all four of my wives started to laugh. 

	
	Lina patted Mursha on the back and said, “Oh, girl, he’s got it bad for you.”

	
	The orc ended up being too embarrassed at that point and said she was going to the forge. I did notice that she made eye contact with me, so I hoped she meant for me to follow her. That had to wait a bit, though, because I still needed to get reports from my wives, and the first three insisted that we bring Daria up to speed on their specific roles. 

	
	Josie frowned and took me inside. The others followed. She sat me down. “I know this isn’t going to make you happy, but I’ve decided that one-on-one trips this long are just too dangerous. You need to have at least two of us whenever you go away overnight, and/or an appropriate number of deputies. And I will have to sign off to make sure that those with you are strong enough to protect you.”

	
	“This upgrade to B…”

	
	She just stared at me, and I let my words die out before continuing, “Okay, I agree, Mistress of the Wall.”

	
	Josie grabbed my hand then and looked into my eyes, “Thank you.” 

	
	I figured I at least deserved a kiss for it. I stood up and leaned over the table and collected. I thought back to Josie that first day in the office. She had been so worried about me and didn’t even know me. Everything had changed since then, and yet nothing had changed. She cared so much, but now it was personal. 

	
	She filled me in a bit further about some of the ongoing security developments and really wanted to go over the options we had now with a bunch of extra merit points, but I said it would have to wait till after the wedding. She nodded and went along with it. 

	
	Then Rava started filling me in on how she had recruited and given some rudimentary training to traders. Then with Denne’s help and some mana potions, they had set up a trade route headed to Westerton and then Centrum by land. Another caravan was sent to Westport since it was a seaport and would open all kinds of trade. She had ledgers for me, but I begged off on reading them now since it was my wedding day. She only insisted that soon, we needed to go visit some of our business partners in town. 

	
	Then I thanked my Mistress of the Purse and collected my kiss from her. Lina laughed when Rava seemed to try to out-do Josie with how passionate the kiss was. It was, again, another reminder of how far things had come in just a few months. At first, I hadn’t know whether Rava could be trusted, or if she was going to end up being an ally. Now she was the closest of allies, and I couldn’t imagine life without her. 

	
	Lina handed me Robbie to hold while she was giving her report to me. My son had grown what I would consider to the equivalent of a couple months in the seven days since I had left. He was more alert and had a good, little grip when he grabbed my finger. I suspected that Lina had me hold him so I couldn’t get as upset by her news. 

	
	“So, I’ve tentatively hired the 8 additional clerks that Sativa granted you. I figure that they can help man the other offices,” Lina said.

	
	“Tentatively?” I asked.

	
	“Well, four of them I hired because they have excellent skills. One is a master cook, one works well with cloth or leather, and the other two are going to be alchemist apprentices. Then I hired one of the current girls because Melossi and Nunani want to introduce her as a third wife to Denne. They’ve seen him watching her, so it seemed a good fit.”

	
	I waited, but she didn’t continue. “And what about the other three?”

	
	“Well, those are the tentative ones. While technically, as Chief Clerk I can hire them, I wanted to make sure you like them first.”

	
	I sighed, but she just continued. “Look, if this B-grade cultivator is as big a deal as you made it sound, you are definitely going to need some more women in your life to keep your edge off. You don’t have to marry them unless you hit it off, and I’ve been very clear with them that it is unlikely they would get to marry you. They will work as clerks and take a rotation in your bed.”

	
	I resisted the urge to groan. I mean, this was awesome; but at the same time, it was still so foreign. But I had agreed; so, I was going to let her do her thing. “And what about the deputies?”

	
	“Lina said, “I’ve interviewed and turned away several. So far we only have 8 that seem promising. Josie has agreed with my thinking about them. They bring solid skills, and so on, but not a lot of new magic. She wants to wait and try to recruit from some of the other cities, to see if we can get more mages and a wider variety of talents. But, um…”

	
	When my beautiful bunnygirl stalled out, I asked her, “What is it?”

	
	“Um, you should be aware that almost all the girls who want to be deputies expect to be put into rotation and want a chance to try to win you over. A few of them, that seems to be their primary motivation.”

	
	“Okay, thank you for doing such a great job, Lina. Can we put off my interviews with them for a couple of days? I’m getting married today, and I’d like to have at least a few days to settle into having 5 wives.”

	
	Rava said, “That does bring up one more point. What do you know about orc weddings?”

	
	I shrugged.

	
	My elven wife laughed, “Just as I expected. So, you need to know that for orcs, a wedding is big deal. Mursha will show up with her family and a number of retainers from her father’s house. Gifts and dowries will be exchanged, although you will be glad to know that other than the groom’s gift, we have already arranged all of that. I’ll fill you in later. So all that remains is the battle.”

	
	“Um, did you say, ‘Battle’? I thought this was a wedding,” I asked with a laugh.

	
	Josie shook her head. “It’s no laughing matter. For orcs, everything is a battle. So, you have to break through their ranks and seize Mursha. Then you have to carry her off to your bedroom and have your way with her. And she will fight.”

	
	Just when I thought I had wrapped my head around this new world, Olimero threw something even stranger at me. We discussed the plan, and I found out that all my wives would be fighting with me to gain my new wife. It was apparently a formality; but yet, it wasn’t. If I didn’t put forth sufficient effort, it could all be called off. And if I didn’t prove to Mursha that I could take her physically, she would never respect me the way an orc wife should. Rava explained that this was funny, given that Mursha had a wide submissive streak, but she expected the orc woman to still follow tradition with a great deal of fierceness. 

	
	“And how is that not me raping her?” There, I’d asked it. It was the part that made me uncomfortable.

	
	Lina’s face got red. “It isn’t rape when I like it rough, and it isn’t wrong when you make love to us the way we like it. Goddess, you fucked Daria while you were falling through the sky. This isn’t any weirder, and trust me, Mursha wants this more than you can know. She just needs you to prove yourself…. No, that isn’t right. She already respects you. You need to do this final thing to prove your commitment to her.”

	
	After all of that, we decided to put off assigning a wife role for Daria till later. I had a great deal to think about. I mentioned going down to the forge, but they all cautioned me against it. They said it would be inappropriate for me to be alone with my betrothed this close to our wedding. Orc culture might see it as me being a thief rather than a warrior who marches in the front door. 

	
	I ended up spending the day meditating and adjusting to my new body. Then when it was time, my wives came and got me. They escorted me outside of our home. It was decided that Mursha’s group would set up a defensive position inside our training yard, and I would have to fight my way in, grab her, and carry her into the house. 

	
	Once outside, it was me and my wives against Mursha, Mactosh, two of Mursha’s mothers, Denne and his Melossi. Nunani was sitting it out to hold both Robbie and her daughter. When I approached the entrance to my own house, Denne called out, “Who comes here?”

	
	Per the ritual, I shouted my answer back as though it were a battle cry, “I, Robert Case, Sheriff of Yonderton come to claim Mursha as my wife!”

	
	Denne walked up then, holding a round shield that was about two feet across. “I offer this gift made by the hands of Mursha herself. My family offers it instead of my sister. You may not have her.”

	
	I took the shield and held it. The metal was clearly a mithril alloy and super light. The balance was excellent, and I could see how it could be used both for defense and as a weapon. But what made it special was that Mursha had somehow affixed the mini gravity well at the very center of the shield on the front. I tried it out and found that I could use it to push or pull and could increase or lessen my personal gravity as long as I was holding the shield. It was a kingly gift and showed how much Mursha cared. 

	
	I swallowed my discomfort and decided, if she cared this much then I would not do any less. The rules had been explained to me well. The goal was not to hurt anyone, but the more decisively I could win, the better. I would bring more honor to them as I would be joining with their daughter and sister. 

	So, it was time to take this B-grade body out for a spin. I shouted my battle cry and raced inward. Just as I was about to tackle Denne, he teleported away. But my Agility was such that I simply redirected my motion into Mactosh. I sent the older elf flying into two of his wives. I extended my senses and reached out to make sure they were okay. 

	
	The women were bruised and already out of the conflict, but Mactosh was back up. Meanwhile Melossi was fighting against Josie, and Mursha had just smashed her fist into Daria’s gut. My other two wives were more for show, I think, so I didn’t count on them in a physical conflict. 

	
	I couldn’t use the shield, or I would have; but magic was forbidden for offense purposes. So, I simply used speed that neither Denne nor Mactosh could match. They were both still skilled warriors, so we traded a few blows. At one point, after the older orc had punched my face he exclaimed, “By Sativa, boy, are you made of metal?”
 

	I laughed it off and bent low to scoop him up and throw him right at Denne, who was closing from behind. Then I sprang forward and pulled Mursha away from Daria. She let loose, walloping on me. I won’t say it didn’t hurt, but I was simply in a different class now. Just as I was about to scoop her up, Denne and Mactosh grabbed her, trying to pull her from me. 

	
	We danced back and forth, and I began to wonder just what kind of crazy I was marrying into. All three of them had wide grins on their faces and seemed to be having a grand time. I couldn’t help but smile back, and then I upped my effort one more notch. 

	 

	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 40- Bridesmaids with Benefits

	
	I finally managed to wrench Mursha away from Mactosh and Denne. There were going to be some bruises left over from the force I had used, but at least I figured that Josie wasn’t burning anyone alive. This wedding was wild, and I could definitely get into it far more than some stupid white dress and overpriced catering affair like back on Earth. 

	
	As I pulled my new bride into my house, I felt a hand touch me. I whirled to fight back and saw Nimeera smiling at me. I didn’t know how she had snuck in here, but I felt her pour Emotion Mana into me. I instantly began spinning my core and converting it to ki. I didn’t know what her plot was, but I was pissed with her timing.

	
	She danced back before I could grab her, since Mursha was still struggling against my other arm. Nimeera grinned and said, “Nothing bad, just my wedding gift to you.” Then she turned and ran. 

	
	Maybe I should have chased after her, but I was just getting to the good part of this wedding. There was no way I was going stop now. My bride was struggling against me, but I was much stronger than her. I could see how this would be rough in a normal orc wedding, then again, Denne had told me that the stronger an orc bride fought, the more it meant she respected her husband.

	
	I yanked her inside while my other wives fought off the rest of her family, then I drug her down the hall. I looked down at her and said, “We can stop this whenever you want to.”

	
	She looked up at me with a fierce passion on her face. It softened for just a minute. “It’s just an act. Don’t worry. Thank you for doing this for me. Now, show me that you can take me.”

	
	As soon as she finished speaking, she went into overtime struggling against me. Just a small amount of ki enhanced my strength enough that she was helpless against me. I flung her over my shoulder. I had to think of this as a roleplay, because that’s what it was. She wanted to be taken. She wanted to feel like her man controlled her. Well, so be it. 

	
	I carried her into my room and threw her down on the bed. She punched me, by in fairness, she didn’t stand a chance. My newly formed, B-grade body was more than a match for any punch from a native of Olimero. I pushed her hands down and tried to kiss her. She clearly wasn’t having it, and I didn’t want to test out her tusks against my lips, B-grade or not. 

	
	I flipped her over onto her stomach on the bed.  She shuddered when I did. The girl definitely liked it rough. So, rough was gonna be what she got. I grabbed her top in back but then let it go. I’d rip it off later, but right now it wasn’t her breasts that needed my attention. Instead, I slid my hands down to her leather pants.

	
	She bucked up against me and tried to kick me. If she wanted a rodeo, we could have a rodeo. I slapped her ass, hard enough to shake the bed. “Behave, wife.”

	
	She growled and looked back at me. “Prove I’m your wife.”

	
	I shook my head. She was all-in, so I was gonna go all-in too. I grabbed the top of her leather pants and quickly slid my second hand into place. It was child’s play to rip them wide open and then yank them off. Her body flopped up as I pulled them all the way off and then threw the ruined pants across the room. 

	
	Just as I had been expecting, she was completely naked beneath the pants. I slapped her ass. “Someone’s been a naughty girl. Were you hoping that I’d take you?”

	
	No words were necessary as her body spoke for her. She pulled her knees up under her and presented her ass. Her labia were glistening with wetness, and I could already smell her scent. It was intoxicating. She looked back at me with an expression that managed to be both pleading and fierce at the same time. She was wild. I should know, I had helped her learn how to assert herself. But at some level, she still wanted to be taken. 

	
	I had made sure not to wear a belt, so I could yank my pants off in a rush. That was just another hint from Lina. Then I pushed my tip up against Mursha, and she shuddered. The way her spine moved and shook her muscular but oh-so- feminine back would have made me rock hard if I wasn’t already there. 

	
	I felt her wetness against my cock and asked, “Who’s your husband?”

	
	She snarled back at me, so I slapped her ass, making her flesh tremble. Then I pushed just an inch in. I heard her gasp. I sent ki down into my groin meridian till my cock was thrumming like a vibrator. I alternated between just barely pushing the tip in and then rubbing it up against her clit. The force of the vibrations felt intense to me, but it was sending her into a tizzy.

	
	I pinched her ass to draw her attention back. “Who’s your husband?” 

	
	Instead of answering me, the greedy, little girl tried to push her ass back at me, but I held my hands on her hips and didn’t let her force more in than I wanted. She got just the tip, and that was all she got, till she admitted who I was. 

	
	She begged, “Give it to me. Just give it to me. I’ll be a good girl.” 

	
	I shook my head. “No. You aren’t just some whore who is hungry for a cock. I want you to tell me who I am.”

	
	She shuddered as much from my control as from the cock that was even then vibrating against her. I could feel her muscles tensing up. Her orgasm had to be getting close, so I was forced to pull back away from her. I would only lightly graze her with my cock as the ki thrummed through it. She moaned and begged but finally said, “You’re my husband.”

	
	“Good wife. And who do you belong to?”

	
	“You, goddess, you. Give it to me.”

	
	“Almost, but owns that pussy?”

	
	“You do, husband. It’s all for you.”

	
	“So, you don’t own it anymore?”

	
	“Goddess no. It’s made for you. Fuck me please, husband. I belong to you.”

	
	“One last question? How long does this thing between you and me last?”

	
	Her voice was low and throaty as she moaned, “Forever.”

	
	Then I plunged in. She was so wet that even with the resistance I felt from her virginhood, I still pushed in easily. The slightest ripping happened, drawing a gasp from her, and then she moaned. The way my cock acted as a vibrator within her now pushed her over the edge before I could even begin building up. That was fine, though; I wanted to bond her, not just fuck her. 

	
	She was strong, and I didn’t need to be as careful as I might have to with some of my other wives. I thrust again, this time pushing all but two inches in. She gasped again, and her body began to spasm around me. 

	
	“Focus, pull on me with your Gravity Mana. Join with me at every level. Pull me into you.”

	
	I felt a subtle shift in the room, and her power began to flow into me. I cycled her mana with each thrust of my cock. My core spun in rhythm to our fucking, which took on a fierce, primal nature. Gone was any pretense of holding back. Her power sucked at me, as her hips bucked back, and I slammed all the way into her tight channel. 

	
	“Fuck yess, I feel soo full.” 

	
	Her body expanded to let me claim her, and I refined her mana while pouring it back into her. For the fifth time, I felt my soul starting to reach out to another. Mursha had been lovely to me since the moment I met her in the street when I first arrived. In some ways, it was odd that the first woman I met was the fifth one to become my wife, but the wait had been worth it. 

	
	Not that I could hold back much longer. Her pussy clamped and released on me, trying to milk me to an explosion. She wanted me at every level, and I could feel her eagerness to bond with me. Then, in an explosion which was more spiritual than physical, I released into her. Our bodies were one. Our souls were one. Our lives belonged to each other. 

	
	The notification of the soul bonding popped up, but I shoved it away. I already knew what it said. I even had a good idea what the second quest notification was. Right now, I wasn’t interested in that, no matter how important it was. All that I needed was right in front of me. 

	
	I kept thrusting as I released and felt her body taking me in. My load was unleashed into her pussy, and I had no idea if she was fertile or if she had even taken a birth control potion, but I realized I didn’t care. She was mine, and if I wanted to put my baby in her, then I would. 

	
	Then, as we settled into a slower rhythm, I felt the presence of my other bonds. The wedding, such as it was, must have been over. All four of my other wives were waiting in the hallway outside of our bedroom. I could feel their desire to come inside. They had to have felt us bond and knew what that meant. They also were each dripping wet with the aftershocks of the pleasure that Mursha and I were both experiencing. 

	
	I wanted to let them in and see where things went, but a cerebral part of my mind said this was Mursha’s special day. It wouldn’t be fair to make her share me. She looked back at me again. This time while I was buried to the hilt inside her womanhood. A B-grade body apparently didn’t need any time to recover after unloading. “I love you for wanting me to have my special day, but I want them too. I didn’t just bond with them but with you. You’re my only husband, but they are my sister wives, and nothing would make me happier than to have them here with me.”

	
	There was no time for me to even move before the door opened. Of course, it was Lina leading the parade as they burst into our room. She practically hopped over to the bed and looked at Mursha. “I’m so glad to hear you say that, because as soon as I realized that Rob liked you, I’ve been longing to do this.” 

	
	Then she helped Mursha turn her legs and stretch so she could flop over onto her back without me even pulling out. Without another word, Lina buried her face in Mursha’s ample cleavage. She was definitely the most blessed of my wives in that regard.  Lina’s fingers struggled to get the leather top off, so I reached up and simply ripped it. I could always get her another one. 

	
	Lina really went to town then, her mouth and face practically motorboating against Mursha’s breasts. She leaned in from the side while I slid my hands under my new orc wife’s ass, helping me bottom out in her. Then I saw Rava walk around. She climbed up on the bed and said, “I just knew when I saw that passive side of yours, Mursha, that you would be a good girl. I’m not even that into other girls, but I’ve wanted to do this. Now, do a good job and lick me.” With that she slipped her robe off and squatted her naked body over the top of Mursha’s face. The orc woman was now covered between the three of us. Rava’s knees were on each side of her head as she rocked against her mouth. I worried about the small tusks, but figured they knew what they were doing.

	
	Then I felt two different sets of hands touch my ass. Josie moaned into my ear. “Stop talking and start fucking.”

	
	I asked, “Is that true, Mursha?” 

	
	All she could do was nod, but I felt the confirmation through the bond. Even her nodding rocked Rava more. The elf slid back, and Lina looked up. They shared a kiss, and then they both looked at me. Lina said, “Mursha said she’s the strongest of us. So we need to test that out. You should fuck her ass.”

	
	I was so worked up, and she was so wet, it probably would have been a simple transition; but then Mursha begged, “Please, no, husband. Not until I’m carrying your child.” 

	
	Lina slapped her nipple and made her breast wiggle while Rava joined in. The elf said, “You don’t deny our husband want he wants. All of you, all of each of us belongs to him.”

	
	“He can have my ass, but I just want to be full of his baby first.”

	
	The other girls were clearly all getting into this. Lina asked, “Are you saying he can have your ass, or are you asking him to fuck it? It’s an important distinction.”

	
	“Goddess, yes, I want him to fill every one of my holes. I want to swallow his cum. I want him to plant his seed in my womb, and goddess help me, I want him to bend me over and fuck my ass till I can’t walk straight.”

	
	Rava said, “That’s a good girl. Rob will give you want you want.”

	
	Lina added, “Good, cause I wanna watch your tits shake while he pounds you till your beg him to stop.”

	
	She moaned, “Never. I’ll never ask him to stop.”

	
	Daria pressed up against me on the other side as both their hands were pushing against my ass in rhythm with my thrusts. She asked, “Did she tell you that she’s didn’t take a potion?”

	
	I immediately knew what type of potion she was talking about, and if anything, I got even harder. Then Daria continued, “Only Josie and Lina are on potions, but Rava gave the others of us a different potion. Tell him what it does, Rava.”

	
	My beautiful elf was staring me in the eyes, but her moans and glazed expression told me how much she was enjoying the talents of her new sister-wife. She managed to gasp out between moans, “Ohh… it.. makesss… usss… exttraa… fertile.”

	
	That was all I could take as I exploded into Mursha for the second time. The idea of marking her as mine on our first time together was a huge rush for me. I groaned as I felt my entire being as I was poured out into these women that I loved so much. Then I remembered what Nimeera had said. Oh, that little minx. She must have figured out what happens when I burn Emotion Mana byproduct.

	
	I pulled back and looked from beautiful face to beautiful face. Each of my wives was gorgeous, but each in their own unique way. They were more than I could have ever hoped for. “Are you ready? I have a surprise.”

	
	Before they even responded, I started to burn the byproduct, and waves of pheromones rolled off of me. They all broke apart and leapt on me. I wanted them. They wanted me.  This was going to be one hell of a night. It was definitely good to be the Sheriff. 

	 

	 


Epilogue 

	
	Old Scratch wanted to scream. He had the perfect vessel, yet something about this fool was beyond him. Rob didn’t fall for any of the usual temptations. He wanted power, but he wouldn’t turn his back on who he was as a man to gain that power. Lust tempted him, just like all men, but Olimero gave him a way out there, and love secured his heart. The man might have a harem, but for all intents and purposes, he might as well have been a saint, because he truly loved all his wives equally. 

      Fear of the future hadn’t worked so far, either. No, that wasn’t true. This annoying human had faced fear, death, pain, and embraced them all to do what he thought was right. His perspective was just too small. In order for this to work, Robert Case would have to be shown that there were still things he had to fear, that there was much he could lose. There had to be cracks in his character, and they would prove Old Scratch’s point. They had to, because if there was one thing he was unwilling to accept, it was the look in his enemy’s eyes when he showed Old Scratch he had been wrong all along. He wouldn’t even gloat. He would simply show sympathy. 

	
	But no, Old Scratch just knew he wasn’t wrong. All men could be turned, He just needed to apply more pressure. All men would give up their love, their honor, their integrity in order to save their skin. He simply needed to find the right button to push. 

________________

	
	Sativa stared at the other three gods. “I can’t trust any of you, can I?” 

	
	Korkanis sneered. “Like you are one to talk. We all saw that boon your gave his bonded. You want him just as much as the rest of us.”

	
	“Of course she does. It isn’t often that one comes across a foundling,” Telmorra said.

	
	“I still don’t believe he is one;. but either way, I’ll be happy. Just try to keep your petty plans in check. We’ve all agreed that he must either die or swear to us. Then we can share the credit and use the power of his blossom to rise a rank. No longer will be we be stuck caretaking mortals. Let him worry about that,” Mensor growled.

	
	“Careful, there,” Korkanis said with a laugh, “You almost sounded liked you’d prefer he live.”

	
	Sativa stomped her foot, and the space they were in trembled. “As much as it pains me, Mensor is right. Anything is acceptable but for him to fall under Old Scratch’s sway. It really doesn’t matter which of us he swears to. Now that we know what he is, he can free us all. And we are in agreement to share. You can make many oaths, but an oath on the name of the Prime is not something even Korkanis would dare to break. So be careful. We can’t over-water him, or he won’t grow right. We must be patient.”

	
	_________________

	
	Her stared into the night. Light and darkness were concepts for mortals. Neither was an impediment to one such as she. A stray thought crossed Her mind. She should have a name, like all these mortals scurrying about. She must have a name. All things in the universe had a name, but whatever name she once possessed had been scoured from her by the torments of hellfire. 

	
	She was, now and forever, the property of Old Scratch. Some would call her a servant, but that only proved a misunderstanding. Others would call her a slave, but she was certain that fell short. No, property was the correct word. Her Master didn’t see her as anything more than property. He didn’t see her has having a personality, any more than one sees a screwdriver as having a personality. She just happened to be a useful tool. 

	
	She had learned her lesson long ago. Be useful, or find herself back inside the pit. She wasn’t above dragging a job out to buy herself more time from the pit, but avoiding hellfire never worked out. She knew the truth. Love was a lie. Pleasure was fleeting. Joy was self-deceit. Even lust was only a distraction. Pain was the only constant in the universe, for her and all others. It was a lesson which her current target had failed to perceive, but she would take a little pleasure in educating him. Then she would take some pleasure with him, and then they could both know the only truth. Pain is eternal.       

	
	_________________

	
	The docks at Westport were always busy, but there was a great deal of excitement. New items were being shipped, and not to the West; no they were coming from the West. Case, Inc. had shown up out of nowhere. It was quickly becoming a major commercial player in the western lands. 

	
	Some of the potions, mana stones, and now various alloys that were being shipped were tremendous. Even the cloths and fabrics were valuable, along with the monster meat. Much of it, except the potions and alloys, lacked the refinement of the masters in the East, but the quality was still the highest, and even the simplest of items held mana. 

	
	Captain Barstoy was a shrewd man. When he had been approached by an agent of Case, Inc, he saw an opportunity. Sure, he’d had to put up some of his own money, but soon his ship would be loaded, and he would carry these good to the East. The potions alone had an efficacy that surpassed anything he’d ever heard of. They would make him rich; well, him and Case, Inc. The only thing that concerned him was that he had yet to meet with his business partner. Then again, who wants to travel to Yonderton just to close a deal? 

	____________________

	
	Teiro flew from her perch on the aerie. She had a message to carry. The aerie might have officially sworn itself to the new Sheriff, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t forces in play. On the surface, he controlled the entire district, but Teiro was a hawkkin. She had little but contempt for those who dwelled on the surface. 

	
	The hawks would rise again, and this would be they home. Let the landbound live in the East. The wild, fierce lands of the West were for the hunters. And even if the new Sheriff had married the former head of their aerie, it didn’t change anything. He was an orc-lover, and many of the hawkkin remembered the war with the orcs. They were not going to let that go. All of the green scum needed to die screaming. 

	
	As she neared the bluff, she looked down. A shadow knight would normally be a fearsome foe, one to be killed on sight or to flee from and bring back enough strength to kill. Next to him was a small man, a wolfkin, her keen eyes told her. Strange times made for strange bedfellows. Many were changing allegiances, but this is what Her had told Teiro would happen.

	
	________________________

	
	Master Dalcon stretched. His body was old but still strong. None of his apprentices had bested him in a sparring match for years. That was to say nothing of an actual battle. The worst part of it was that most of his students supposed that a match in the ring was the equivalent of a real battle. He tried to tell them, but they never listened. 

	
	He had given up caring ten years ago. Rich families from the East still sent their sons and occasionally daughters to train with him. He lived a good life, even if it felt hollow.  This was not the way of the sword, but his wives and children appreciated the wealth he brought in. He had almost forgotten who he was.

	
	The last promising student he had was that foxkin who had to flee nearly 20 years ago. He had won the annual championship three times but had run afoul of one of the gangs, or perhaps it was one of the mercenary groups. Dalcon had never really learned the truth of it. All he knew was that one day, his apprentice, a man who was a master in his own right, had disappeared. He had taken his one wife and daughter and had left without a trace.

	
	Rumors came around from time to time. It was said that he had ended up on the frontier. Dalcon didn’t know. He simply knew it was time for another annual tournament. He longed to participate, but by becoming a master, he could no longer do so. Dalcon mentally ran through the list of his current students. They ranged from fops to pathetic. None of them had the flair to master his dual-wielding style. Oh, what he would give for a worthy apprentice again.

	
	________________________

	
	If shadows had a shadow, it would have fallen on this corner. Two women were sitting at a table, but no light danced off of them. They were both startling beauties and women of skill and poise. Their skill sets were different but had overlap, and neither had ever failed at a mission. Both were also naturally gifted mages, and both were sworn to the shadow. 

	
	“Lie to yourself all you want; you have failed the Raven. You are not worthy. Why he allows you to maintain your position is beyond me, but you will answer to me, now,” Nogia said. The elf pushed back her hair behind her ear. It was one of her tells that Nimeera had picked up on. 

	
	“Perhaps that is why he is a god and you are not,” the catkin replied. 

	
	“If you were really the Heart of the Shadow, you would have wrapped the man around your finger, and he’d be kneeling before a shadow altar while you reaped the rewards.”

	
	“There is more to life than a quick score. Sometimes the greatest prizes take time,” Nimeera responded.

	
	“He is somewhat of a brute. Better than an orc, for sure, but at least I hear that he isn’t a quick score. From what I’ve heard, he spends an entire night with his wives, and it is they who fall asleep before him. Makes the mind wonder, doesn’t it. Oh, wait, you already had your chance.”

	
	“Enough of this. You asked to meet with me, Nogia. Now, what is it that you want?”

	
	“Simple, I can take him by force with the shadow knights. I have a full dozen of them with me, but I prefer not to damage him. The god of shadow has decreed that he is to have an important purpose.”

	
	“I wouldn’t be so sure about taking him by force. He has shocked me at times with how powerful he is, and somehow, he continues to grow stronger. When I was working in their house, I can tell you that he trained like a maniac. Pain didn’t matter to him at all; he would risk death and injury just to add a couple of more stat points.”

	
	“Well, I don’t know what human racial caps are, but he must be close to them. We all have our limits, and whatever this strange magic he has is, it can’t overcome us. I was able to lay my hand on him before the manticore hunt and infused my mana into him, so I know it can be done.”

	
	Nimeera sighed. This was complicated. She didn’t wish to turn her back on the Cult of the Raven, but neither was she willing to force Rob to do something he didn’t want to do. Maybe he could be persuaded. Maybe she should try speaking to Rava again. No, she shook her head. All of Rob’s wives were more faithful than zealots. “Speak plainly: What is it that you want?”

	
	“Simple: I want you to help me capture him. You care about him. It is written all over you. I will get credit for capturing him, and you can bed him till your heart is content,” Nogia said.

	
	“Bah, I’ve already tried using my mana on him. I might be able to distract him, but he quickly throws it off; and the more times he is exposed to it, the more resistant he seems to become.”

	
	“That is why we have to work together. You’ve never tried your power after it was enhanced by my mana. A blind eunuch would claw his way through a wall to get at you if he were touched by our combined mana.”

	
	Nimeera nodded along. The meeting wasn’t entirely a waste. Rob still had some time before Nogia grew restless and attacked him. Then again, she did have to wonder. The possibility made her mind wander. She couldn’t go along with it, but supposedly, Nogia’s Aura Mana could enhance other types of mana. The thought, having Rob look at her with the same love as his eyes showed whenever he looked at his wives, was awfully tempting. But temptation was for the weak, and when Nimeera had left the streets, she had sworn to never be weak again. 

	
	
	________________________

	
	Far to the southeast,  at the very edge of the continent, lay the city, Vulpes. It was the city of foxes. It had been controlled by foxes since its founding, but all the eastern cities now had mixed populations and shared governance. None of that mattered to Derek. He wasn’t part of the ruling class. His identity was kept secret all the time, with only a few knowing that he even existed. 

	
	Lately, things had gotten worse. For a while. they had been content to keep him locked up. He was definitely a prisoner, but not made to suffer. Instead, he had been placed in plush quarters and even got to enjoy the company of a number of women. If he was being honest, the furry ones were a bit weird to him. They weren’t as bad as the green ones with tusks. No, he definitely preferred the elves. They all looked like they could have been models back on Earth, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

	
	Then, after ten years of captivity, things had changed. One of the green brutes showed up, and Derek was taken to a different room. They made him run and lift weights and do calisthenics. None of that had been his thing when he was back on Earth. He had been a hotel concierge, not one of those gym rat meatheads; but when he tried to protest, he was beaten. He was good at knowing what people wanted. It was what his job had been, so he shut up and suffered through the exercise, assuming this was just a phase. 

	
	It was no use. They kept pushing him to exercise more. Then they would grill him about the gains he made. Every time he told them he gained a point in Strength or so on, they all seemed to get happy. As if he cared. He just wanted to go home; or maybe not. Maybe it was more that he wanted to go to his chambers. Sure, he didn’t have any Wi-Fi, but he had comfort, good food, and female companionship. 

	
	They told him that he needed to be “more like Rob”. How the hell was he supposed to know what that meant? One thing was for sure, though. The harder they pushed him, the more they beat him, the more he began to hate Rob, whoever he was.

	 


This is the End of THE LAW OF BLOOD

	 

	This ends the first story arc. 

	 

	 

	Rob’s adventures continue in UNTAMED LANDS
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Index
 

	Cast
 

	Robert Case (Rob)- human, sheriff, body cultivator, soul bonded to Josie, Lina & Rava

	
	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

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)

An'kesh- elf, mercenary, mind mage

	
Lucas- orc, mercenary, earth mage 

Tyler- cowkin, carpenter

	
Nimeera- catgirl, spy for Nisync and adherent in the Cult of the Raven

	
	Nogia- elf, Adherent in the Cult of the Raven

	
	Jager- elf, water mage, leader of team from Nisync

	
	Kragmon- orc, part of team from Nisync

	
	Sativa- divine, goddess of nature, architect and creator of Olimero

	
	Telmorra- divine, goddess of magic, 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

	
	

Racial Caps
      
Fox: AGI: 100, Magic: 90, Str: 60, Dura: 40

	Bunny: AGI: 90, Magic: 80, Str: 70, Dura: 30

	Elves: AGI: 70, STR: 40, Dura: 30, Magic: 110

	Cat: 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

	Wolf: AGI: 70, STR: 70, Dura: 70, Magic: 70

	Bird: AGI: 90, Magic: 70, Str: 60, Dura: 40

	Monkey: AGI: 100, Magic: 20, Str: 80, Dura: 70

	
	
	Mana Types: (so far)

	
Elemental: Air, Earth, Fire, Water
Natural: Plant, Growth, Slime
Personal: Mind, Emotion, Ghost, Study, Repair
Fundamental: Gravity, Space, Aura

	
	
	
	Rob’s Stats at the beginning of book 3

	
	Strength: 132
Agility: 88 
Durability: 96
Magic: 122 
Cultivation Grade: C9 

Skills: Alchemy 62 

	Ranged Combat: 37

	Melee Combat: 42 

	Telepathy: 16      

	Mana Refinery: 21

	Bone Hardening: 6 
 

	
	C-Rank Body Fortification:

	Left upper region fortification: 6%

	Right upper region fortification:7%

	Left lower region fortification: 2%

	Right lower region fortification: 2%
Heart region fortification: 0%
Groin region fortification: 0%
Mind region fortification: 0%
 

	By-Product Manipulation: 25%

	
	Progression to cultivation rank C8: 7%



Rob’s Stats at the end of book 4

Strength: 186 (+39 cultivation)
Agility: 137 (+39cultivation) 
Durability: 160 (+39 cultivation)
Magic: 175 (+39 cultivation)
Cultivation Grade: B9

Skills: Alchemy 62 

	Ranged Combat: 51 

	Melee Combat: 54 (+8)

	Telepathy: 17       

	Mana Fusion: 1 (New Skill) 

	Metallic Body: 1 (New Skill)

	Ki Slice: 1

	Toxic Resistance: 1 (New Skill)

	
	Bondings:

	Wives: Lina, Josie, Rava, Daria

	Sentient Gear: Bargon’s Slice

	Companion/Pet: Stone Horse

	
	B-Rank Body Fortification: 0%

	
	Left upper region fortification: 0%

	Right upper region fortification:0%

	Left lower region fortification: 0%

	Right lower region fortification: 0%
Heart region fortification: 0%
Groin region fortification: 0%
Mind region fortification: 0%
 

	By-Product Manipulation: 75% (+27%)

	
	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)
 

	
 

	Cultivation Ranks
 

	
	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 spirit core and transcend mortality

	+10 to each stat at each level

	
	
	
	 


THANKS FOR READING LAW OF BLOOD (Four Laws)!

	
	If you’d like this story to continue and thrive, please leave a nice review here!
 

	The next story arc will begin with UNTAMED LANDS. Pre-release will be set for August 22nd, 2022. 

	
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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