
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	Law of Family

	 


License Notes: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this e-book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 

Law of Family
Copyright © 2022
David Burke

	 

	Cover art copyright 
David Burke

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 1 - Dark Alleys

	 

	 

	I stayed as still as I possibly could. Crouching next to a pile of trash was hardly where I wanted to be tonight. It stunk, yet I couldn’t move. The shop I was hiding behind smelled awful enough that I couldn’t imagine walking through its door, let alone getting its refuse on my boots. I wasn’t sure what the shop was called, but I know they made glue—and judging from the refuse, they made it from an assortment of animal parts. 

	 

	Yet, this was where I had to be. It was where the low life I had been tailing for the past few hours had gone. My best guess was that he was taking up collections from shop owners as part of a protection racket. I’d really meant to get around to investigating rumors about such rackets, but I was still trying to find the higher ups in the Back Street Boys. The name still made me laugh, but the deeper I dug, the more I learned they weren’t a laughing matter. Their leaders had their fingers in every bit of illicit activity that happened in Yonderton. 

	 

	My mood was getting sourer by the moment. If it wasn’t for this asshat, I’d be at home in a warm and far-from-empty bed. But here I was, spending my night chasing this guy down. Why couldn’t he be a respectable thug and run his illegal errands during the day? I knew it wasn’t a reasonable request, but the more I thought about what I was missing out on back home, the more I was determined to make him pay for this. 

	 

	If I had to be left out in the cold, then he was gonna feel my wrath. 

	 

	It didn’t help that I had been tracking down these leads for the past two weeks. I mean, I couldn’t complain about most of my life. I ate like a king, lived with two drop-dead gorgeous women who were as unique and inspiring as they were sexy. I had plenty of time to exercise, and was making great progress with my stats. Even my alchemy was starting to come along, and I was beginning to think I could trust Rava. 

	 

	Heck, when I finished patrols early enough, I sometimes stop by for a drink with Mactosh. He was quickly becoming my best friend here in Yonderton—well, other than Lina and Josie, but those had an appeal all their own. Sometimes, though, it was nice to hang out with another guy. Another perk that I hadn’t mentioned to anyone, was that when I went to pick him up at his shop, I generally got to see his daughter, Mursha. 

	 

	Sure, I had my hands full, but Mactosh was constantly pushing for me to marry his daughter—and I had to say, I thought she’d be quite a catch. The more I was around her, the more relaxed she became around me—although I still had to work to keep her from staring at my boots. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that part of her draw was her gravity magic. I had big plans for that, but the cut off shirts she wore at the forge, showed just how toned her stomach was… and well, I had a weakness for strong women. 

	 

	Even my business was doing well. The obstacle course had become quite a draw for the city. Twice a week, we held races and had various events there. Different teams had already started to form around town, and soon, I hoped we would be able to start an actual league. It provided a nice stream of revenue for me, which I reinvested in the town. And it provided a much-needed distraction for the citizenry from the still very present problem of crime. 

	 

	Which brought me right back to why I was squatting in a pile of muck behind a hmm… gluery? Wait, was that even a word? Crap, now it was gonna bother me until I could figure out the correct name for it. 

	 

	Either way, I was essentially here because, while everything else in my life might be going swimmingly, my police work—the entire reason why a goddess had pulled me to this world in the first place—had stalled, at best. I was the Sheriff of Yonderton. It wasn’t an elected position, though, more like a divinely appointed position. This goddess, Sativa, had supposedly made this world and then realized she had a bunch of delinquents on her hands, and needed to bring in an outsider to stabilize things. It was the whole point of my being here and yet, I felt like I’d made very little progress. 

	 

	Sure, I could bench press a car now, and after only a month of knowing them, I had the two healthiest relationships with women that I’d ever had. But at the same time, a man still wants to be good at his job. I needed to feel like I was making a difference. 

	My frustration was growing, had been growing all night now. I knew that police work was like this on any world: boring…, boring…, boring…, BLITZ! 

	 

	I heard a rumble inside the building. There was the sound of breaking pottery and then a short, staccato grunt of pain. Reflexively, I stood up. I wanted to burst in and crack some heads, but I had to remember, little fish lead to big fish. 

	 

	A second later, the back door opened wide. I crouched down lower behind the pile of refuse. Then I saw my mark, a foxkin named Lambert, stumble outside. His complexion was pale, and he had a huge lump on the side of his head, with a stream of blood running down the side of his face.

	 

	Right on his tail, a broad-shouldered cowkin stepped out, shaking his fist. “And don’t you come back here. You may still be intimidating those others, but there’s a new Sheriff in Yonderton. Sherriff Case will make you eat your own teeth if you keep harassing honest businessmen.”

	 

	I shook my head. Talk about making a guy feel bad. Here I had been waiting for this guy to get robbed, without stepping in to stop it. I had judged him and his business by its awful stench, but it turns out he was a big supporter. I sank down even lower behind the refuse pile. I might not want Lambert to see me, but I’d be downright ashamed if this shop owner saw that I’d been here the whole time, and had done nothing to protect him. 

	 

	Lambert yelled back, “You’re gonna be sorry about this. If your shop suddenly goes up in flames, don’t say I didn’t warn you. No way to know when a fire might start, ya know. And without the Back Street Boys around to protect you… well… it could get bad. That Sheriff ain’t gonna be here forever and when he’s gone, we’ll still be around.”

	 

	The shop keep took a threatening step forward while raising his ham sized fist. There was a reason that I tended to think of these guys as minotaurs. Lambert yelped and then started shambling down the street. He was injured now, so it should be easier to follow him. Maybe he would just lead me back to his boss. I could only hope that I’d be so lucky. 

	 

	I followed from a safe distance. I might not like many things Sativa had done with her world, but the night vision she had gifted me was a god send—literally. For that matter, so was the telepathy I was still learning to master. That reminded me I needed to check in with Josie. 

	 

	“On the move again. I’ll let you know which direction he goes.”

	 

	Then I was following after Lambert, just not too closely. He headed for one of the seedier parts of town. It was where the main gambling hall was, as well as the primary brothel. I still didn’t understand the need for a brothel in a place where the women outnumbered the men more than three to one. 

	 

	I had first been told that the town was something like five thousand people, but had learned that wasn’t the case at all. Yonderton held at least ten thousand souls, and continued to grow. I could see how it was hard to determine accurate demographics, though. The greater district was a hundred miles long and more than forty miles wide. And the population was constantly changing, as people moved out here to the frontier to try their hand at making a life for themselves. 

	 

	Just thinking about the big district I nominally ruled over highlighted another downfall on my part. I had yet to travel more than half a day’s ride from Yonderton. Sure, it held the biggest concentration of people, but there might be as many as forty-thousand souls I was responsible for in the whole district. I was going to need to get out of town to visit some of the ranches and smaller towns. 

	 

	Such thoughts left my mind, though, as I watched Lambert knock on the back door of a small building attached to the brothel. Figures this is where they’d meet. I didn’t believe for a single moment it was their main headquarters, though. Criminals may be lazy, but usually those at the top were really good about hiding. A slit opened in the door. I focused on my Body Core and spun it faster before sending a small stream of ki into my mind channel—specifically, I focused it on my ears. 

	 

	In an instant, the night came alive, in a way I had never experienced before gaining this ability. I could hear life all around me, from tiny insects, to birds, to certain other sounds of life coming from within the nearby brothel. I’d been practicing this, but it was still difficult to focus on a single noise. Shaking my head, I forced myself to zoom in on what Lambert was saying.

	 

	“I don’t care how hard your head got hit. No pass phrase, no admission. It’s as simple as that,” a gruff voice said from inside the building. 

	 

	Lambert wobbled a bit more. Just my luck. I was about to get another clue leading me up the ranks of the Back Street Boys, but the guy I was following had a concussion and couldn’t remember the dam password. 

	 

	Lambert said, “Okay, I think I got it. Try it one more time.”

	 

	There was a sigh from inside the building but then the voice asked, “Did you decide which type of meal you want?”

	 

	Lambert rubbed the side of his head. I swear, I was gonna kill him if he had forgotten the countersign again. But he came through, “I want it that way.”

	 

	There was the scraping sound of a heavy bar being lifted from inside the door and then it swung inward. A pair of large hands grabbed Lambert by his shirt, pulling him inside, and the door slammed shut behind him. Now, I knew where to go. 

	I even knew the pass phrase to get inside, but that wasn’t my problem. No, my problem was the same as always—there was no way I could go undercover. I was the only human here in Yonderton. I had reason to believe there might be other humans here, in what was supposedly the more populated East, but I didn’t have a particular desire to find them. I could try wearing a hood to get in, but that trick was only gonna work a limited number of times. I had to make sure that when I used it, that I made sure it counted. 

	 

	I needed to recruit someone to knock on the door for me. Then it occurred to me just what I had to do. I scrambled back into an alley behind the brothel. There were a number of drunks back there. I looked around until I found the one I was looking for. 

	 

	He was a drunk, but one of the better-behaved drunks. 

	 

	I walked up to the elderly monkeykin on my toes. When I’d had to chase him down once, I’d learned he was still quite agile—drunk or sober. We had come to an understanding, Jackie and me. He wasn’t a bad guy; he just couldn’t seem to shake his addiction to the hard stuff. 

	 

	I toed Jackie gently with my boot. I didn’t want to reach down and touch him, mostly because I didn’t want to get a whiff of his breath. I just had to hope he was sober enough to do what I needed him to do. 

	 

	“Jackie? C’mon man, I know it’s too early for you to be asleep. What’s the matter, run out of the good stuff already?”

	 

	The old monkeykin looked up at me with bleary eyes, then pulled the thin blanket he had back up over his head. I toed him again and he groaned. 

	 

	“Go away. Unless you’re a whore with a freebie for my birthday, or a merchant with too much booze on his hands, get lost.”

	 

	“You know who I am, Jackie. Get up. I need you to do a favor for me. There’s a bottle in it for you, if you can do it right.”

	 

	That got him to peek out from under the blanket. “Keep talking.”

	 

	“I need you to knock on a door and say a few words for me, then I’ll get you a bottle of whatever you want,” I said. 

	 

	“And you won’t drag me down to your office?”

	 

	“You know me, I don’t believe in jail for no reason. If a swift kick to your backside won’t make you turn over a new leaf, then I either ignore you or I kill you, depending on what your crime is.”

	 

	“Yeah, how fair of you,” he mumbled. “I’ll do it for two bottles.”

	 

	“One bottle and I agree not to put you on the back of my stone horse and send it running out into the desert.” Then I waited a moment before adding, “Deal?”

	 


Chapter 2 - Making an Entrance

	 

	 

	It took a few minutes for me to make sure Jackie was sober enough to deliver the passcode. After the sixth time that he messed it up when trying to repeat it back to me, I thought about just going with plan B. I mean that door couldn’t be all that thick. With a little bit of ki enhancement, I should be able to bust it down. 

	 

	The thing was, that while my telepathy skill was still only at level ten, I identified that there were more than four minds inside that room. Including Lambert, even if one of them was the boss, that meant there were at least three guards. Criminal guards, especially those who feel secure, are not exactly known for their vigilance but that didn’t mean they couldn’t react to the door exploding inward. 

	 

	People tend to let down their guard even more when mundane things happen. Someone with the passcode was likely to put them at ease. My hope was that would buy me the extra couple of seconds I might need to disable the guards inside. I had a couple of alchemical surprises for them but needed time to deploy them, and since I didn’t know for sure who the important people were, I didn’t want to indiscriminately kill. 

	 

	As I took up position outside the door while Jackie prepared to knock, Josie spoke into my mind. “I still think I should be the one to go in.”

	 

	I smiled. “I want someone we can question, but if I need a room sliced and diced or flambeed, then I’ll let you go first.”

	 

	Her mental growl reminded me of other times she growled for me. Having Josie as both my deputy and lover complicated our supervisor/employee association, but was so totally worth it. Besides, we were still finding our feet in this relationship. 

	 

	“You’re more important than any piece of information we could obtain. I don’t like you taking these risks.”

	 

	“I don’t like it when you put your pants back on in the morning, but you don’t hear me complaining.”

	 

	“Be serious. And you do complain—every morning.”

	 

	“Okay, hush now, I’ve gotta focus. He is at the door. If things go bad, you have my permission to come in and burn it all down.”

	 

	The sense of contentment that she sent back at that statement was both exciting and a bit scary. Josie was one hell of a fire mage and there weren’t many—if any at all in town—who could stand up to her in a one on one, no holds barred fight. But I had to focus, instead of being distracted by our budding relationship. I crossed my fingers that Jackie wouldn’t screw this up. 

	 

	When the monkeykin knocked on the door, the slat opened and my enhanced ears heard, “Who the fuck are you? Piss off, drunk.”

	 

	It would have been so much easier if I could have just heard what was going on inside, but something prevented that; probably the door only being half-open. So, I was stuck hoping the drunk monkeykin could remember his lines.

	 

	“I knows the passcode,” Lambert said. “You needs to let me in.”

	 

	The guard behind the door shut the slat. That cut off my ability to hear anything further. My telepathy told me four and a half minds were still in the room—I figured the half was Lambert in his concussed state—but nothing beyond that. 

	 

	A second later the slat opened again, “Okay, one chance and then I’m gonna hang you up by your tail.”

	 

	Jackie stumbled back a bit. The funny thing was, that in a pinch, I knew he could fight like the dickens. He’d given me a fair number of bruises the first time I mixed it up with him—before we came to an understanding. If push came to shove, I’d put my money on Jackie over the cowkin guard inside, even if he was drunk. Heck, probably because he was drunk. The odds would most likely swing the other way, if the monkeykin was sober.

	 

	The guard grunted, “Did you decide which type of meal you want?” Here was the moment of truth. 

	 

	Jackie appeared to stumble again before holding up his head and saying, “I want it like that.”

	 

	The slat slammed shut again and I moved forward. Either the gig was up, and they were gonna ignore Jackie, or the door was about to open and this was my opportunity. The seconds dragged by as I poured ki into my legs. I still couldn’t match Josie’s top speed, but with enough ki I could manage a decent sprint. I could have lapped Usain Bolt—at least in a hundred meter sprint. 

	 

	Jackie pounded on the door. “Let me in. I said it right. Let me in. I want my bottle.”

	 

	Shit. He was totally gonna ruin this. Hmm… Plan B it was. 

	 

	Suddenly, the entrance opened half-way and a broad chested cowkin guard stood in the doorway. But behind him, I could see a much smaller catkin. If I was right about who that was, then I had just gotten really lucky. That was most likely McLean, one of the Back Street Boys’ leaders. 

	 

	Now was not a time for hesitation. I erupted from my slow walk mid-stride, streaking across the thirty feet between me and the entrance, never slowing. The guard was completely unprepared when I slammed into the half open door after shoving Jackie out of the way. The cowkin moo’d in protest and clutched his jammed hand to his chest. Meanwhile, the smaller catkin displayed astounding agility as he leaped backwards. 

	 

	Instantly, the room was sheer chaos. Another catkin and a wolfkin had been sitting at a small table, playing cards. Up against the wall, Lambert was holding a chunk of ice to his head while he sat in a small chair. As soon as he saw me, he shouted, “Sheriff!”

	 

	It was too late by then, though. Ignoring Lambert, I threw the two vials that were in my hands. The first one hit the table and exploded into a gray foam. It expanded faster than the eye could follow, trapping the wolfkin in a thickening gel. The catkin managed to get away, but only partially. His left foot was still caught in the insta-crete bomb as it hardened. 

	 

	The second vial was intended for the cowkin. Insta-crete was great, but anything with a Strength over ninety could break free, even if it slowed them. My formula still needed some improvement. But this one hit much harder. The second vial smashed against the cowkin guard’s chest as he stumbled backwards from my impact with the door. The vial exploded into a fine green mist. 

	 

	I hadn’t been able to make the tear gas clouds large enough for crowd control, but the individual dose was both far more potent and tended to remain fairly cohesive. A thick green cloud clung to the cowkin’s face and chest, and he immediately began to cough uncontrollably as a mucus reaction triggered inside his wide nose. 

	 

	Anyone who thinks you can just muscle your way through tear gas, has never had a sniff of my concentrated formula. So far, it had been enough to drop every thug I hit with it to their knees. This time was no different. I let him suffer, knowing that if he tried wiping the stuff out of his eyes and nose, it would only make things many times worse. 

	 

	McLean wasn’t still during all of this, though. He must have seen how this fight was going down and decided against taking his chances. A sliding door in the back wall opened and he stepped through, but not before he tossed Lambert at me. 

	 

	The foxkin stumbled into me, but an empowered kick knocked him back out of the way. I raced for the sliding door before it could close but, at the last second, I had to dodge to the side when I heard the sound of a knife being pulled from its leather sheath. I barely managed to hit the ground and roll behind the desk as one, two, and then three four-inch blades thudded into the wood where I had been standing only an instant before. 

	I cursed. The catkin guard might be stuck, but his hands were free, so he was still able to make a nuisance of himself. I stood up from behind the desk and with a herculean burst of strength, I kicked it hard enough to send it flipping through the air at the catkin. 

	“Dodge that, pussy cat,” I shouted.

	 

	Of course, with his foot stuck, he had no recourse. He threw another knife while the desk was in mid-air—though I’m not really sure why, because it did absolutely nothing. Then he yelped as the sturdy wooden desk slammed into him. I followed right behind it, ready to finish the two guards off. 

	 

	At the same time, I sent out a telepathic cry to Josie, “McLean got away. There was a hidden door into the brothel. Go in through the front and try to catch him. I have to clean things up here, and then I’m coming in through the back.” 

	 

	The catkin was groaning in pain and clutched a clearly broken arm to his chest. I didn’t have time for this, but thankfully justice in Yonderton was far swifter than I was accustomed to dispensing on Earth. I had pulled out my short sword and fighting baton from my spatial storage. A smash with the baton to the side of his head dropped him, and a quick thrust into his throat with a twist ensured he wouldn’t become a problem behind me. 

	 

	I quickly assessed whether or not the other two guards remained any sort of threat. The insta-crete would likely hold the wolfkin for at least another hour before it began to break down. That would be enough time for me to get McLean, if I was going to get him at all. By this point the cowkin was a mewling mess on the ground. At the moment, he was probably wishing I would put him out of his misery. 

	 

	The gas would disperse in another minute or two and he would be out of it for a couple more after that. I grimaced as I realized it wasn’t nearly long enough. With a sigh I stepped towards him. I hadn’t made him choose a life of crime, but I’d do what was necessary to protect my town. 

	 

	As he lay huddled over on his knees, his head against the floor in his big hands, I came up behind him. A quick empowered thrust of my blade into the back of his neck, severed his spine and ended his suffering in an instant. At least it was a merciful end, which was probably far more than he deserved for the things he had done. 

	 

	I headed over to the wall and started feeling for a hidden latch. A hand grabbed at my foot, and I looked down to see Lambert. 

	 

	“Don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me,” he begged.

	 

	I was about to snap that I wasn’t going to kill him, but then realized that might not be true. It was still a reflex, for me to think of things in Earth terms, even if I was learning to respond based on Olimeran realities. “If you want to live, how do I get through this wall?”

	 

	He clutched at my ankle harder and started to grovel. This pitiful act might be real, but then I thought about Josie’s super sharp claws. Having his hand, or paw, or whatever wrapped around my ankle wasn’t safe. I doubted he could kill me, but I certainly didn’t want to have him tear my leg open or slice my achilles tendon. I jerked my leg away from his grip as I stepped back far enough to buy me time to act. 

	 

	Lambert continued to plead. “Please, please. I don’t know how the door works, but I’ll do whatever you ask. You can have the money I collected tonight. It’s…” he licked his lips, “it’s almost ten platinum.”

	 

	I shook my head in disgust. A platinum was about the equivalent of a thousand dollars on Earth. It wasn’t the best bribe I’d been offered yet, but even if I was so inclined, there was no way I would take money which had been stolen from honest shopkeepers. 

	 

	I snorted. “Like I would take your dirty money. Now, either tell me something I want to hear, or you aren’t of any use to me—and we both know what that means.”

	 

	The foxkin was on his knees now, blubbering. It was pathetic. If I didn’t miss my guess, he was currently pissing himself. That took me back for a moment. Was I really that terrifying? I was supposed to be the representative of Sativa and the standard for law and order. 

	 

	Had I started to go too far? No. I couldn’t let my thoughts go down that rabbit hole. Every second I wasted here meant McLean was getting further away. 

	 

	I pulled out my cuffs and bound Lambert firmly to the heavy desk. There was no way the foxkin would be strong enough to break free from that—not in the short term, at least. “I want a list of all the merchants you stole from tonight, along with how much you took from each of them. Then, when I get back, I’m gonna take that list and return their money to them. But don’t misjudge my mercy. This is your second chance.” I narrowed my flinty gaze at him. “I believe in second chances, but not thirds. So, get right and find a real job, or next time this won’t go so well for you.”

	 

	He continued to blubber and assure me how he would turn over a new leaf, all the while profusely thanking me for sparing him. I simply tuned him out. The wall seemed sturdy. My first instinct was to empower my arms and then beat my way through them. I could do it, but I didn’t know how long it might take. My Durability was only up to forty-nine, so I’d just as likely break some bones doing it. Healing potions would take care of that, but it would still suck.

	 

	Then another idea came to me. I channeled ki into my arms, but then sent it all the way down into my fingers. Rather than trying to increase their toughness, I focused on increasing their sensitivity. It stood to reason, that if I could enhance my hearing or vision, that I should be able to augment my tactile senses, too. 

	 

	If this worked, I could think of other, much more fun, applications for the technique, but I pushed that thought out of my mind. Work first, then fun. I ran my fingertips over the wall. The increase in sensory details I was able to pick  up was astounding. I could feel every tiny divot, twist, and bend in the grain of the wood. 

	 

	There was a miniscule gap in the wall which showed where the door was. The craftsmanship was excellent. I couldn’t see any difference with my naked eye, but my fingers were telling me a different story. Now, I just needed to find the triggering mechanism. I slid my hands all around the sides of the door and still, I almost missed it. It was incredibly subtle. Not like a simple pressure plate; that would have been too easy. Instead, what I found was another place where there was just the tiniest bit of space around an area on the wall. 

	 

	It was only two inches wide, but the round shape was too perfect to be an accident. I pressed my fingers into it and began to slowly twist it. It moved smoothly, but I never would have stumbled across it. 

	 

	There was a click, and then the sliding door opened again. It was dark on the other side. But not so dark that, with the help of some ki, my Sativa augmented eyes couldn’t handle it. 

	 


Chapter 3 - Investigation

	 

	 

	The door led to a set of stairs which emptied onto the upper floor of the brothel. I came out into an empty room. At least it seemed that way at first, but I had to search. My darkvision made it possible to search, but there was still a part of me which would have killed for the flashlight that Sativa’s gift of darkvision was meant to replace. 

	 

	That stray thought caused me to wonder if there wasn’t a way to do that with my ki. I send a little ki up into my mind path and from there to my eyes, but instead of seeking to improve the acuity of my vision, I tried to have my ki produce a light which would illuminate the room for me.

	 

	Mistake. Big mistake! Like… idiot level mistake. 

	 

	I was just glad that Josie wasn’t there to see it. I reeled and covered my eyes with my arm reflexively as a throbbing headache settled in behind them. There was a flash of bright light, and then things went entirely dark. 

	 

	Error: Your body does not possess the necessary organs for the production of light. 

	Do you wish to attempt an evolution?  Yes or No.

	Note: This is strongly discouraged until at least B grade. 

	 

	I snapped a big ‘No’ to that. I needed to assume that Sativa, or whoever set up these messages for me, knew more about it than I did. Which wasn’t exactly saying much, since I was completely fumbling around in the dark when it came to cultivation and my body core. Right now, though, the dark was more literal. 

	 

	My eyes had tried to produce light and that had not only resulted in a spike of pain, but it had also messed up how my vision worked. I cursed myself for a fool. Our eyes bring in light from the outside in order to see. I was certainly not an ophthalmologist, or whatever an eye doctor was called, but I knew that much. So even if I had been able to project light out of my eyes, I still would have effectively blinded myself. Thankfully, my sight was slowly returning. 

	 

	In the meantime, I enhanced my hearing in order to stay alert. Telepathy was worse than useless for trying to find a person inside a large building. There were something like three dozen minds in here and the various activities they were engaged in sent out telepathic ripples. I wasn’t even sure if I would be able to communicate with Josie, given all this interference. 

	 

	Not that I needed telepathy to know what she was up to. Even before enhancing my ears, I heard the sounds of plates breaking, men screaming in pain, and the sizzle of an occasional fireball. Josie must be having fun, otherwise she would really cut loose. 

	 

	After thirty more seconds, my vision was back to normal, which is to say I could see about three-fourths as well in natural darkness as in daylight. I’d gotten greedy and tried to find another way. It was a good lesson to remember—no experimenting with ki outside of controlled settings. 

	 

	I looked around the room. There was a bed, a closet full of assorted women’s clothing, and a nightstand with a half empty bottle of wine and two dirty glasses. The room had clearly been used recently and I was glad I had not decided to enhance my sense of smell. I pitied the beastkin who had to deal with the ripe assortment of scents that must assail them all the time, especially in a place like this. 

	 

	Up against the wall, there was also a dresser. After confirming there was no one hiding under the bed or in the closet, I peeked into the dresser on the off chance that McLean had left something there. I didn’t think a fully grown catkin could squish into one of the drawers, so it wasn’t like I was expecting to find him in it. 

	 

	What I did find made me laugh. The drawers were full of sex toys… well, I guess maybe ‘intimacy aids’ would be a better way to put it. This must truly be a full-service brothel. I closed the drawers, careful not to touch anything. 

	 

	Sometimes I had to remember that these folks relied upon magic, or rather primitive techniques, when it came to health care and healing. They had no idea about the existence of bacteria, or viruses and such. To be fair, I was making assumptions. I had no idea how that kind of stuff worked on Olimero. 

	 

	Anyway, this room was clear, so I moved out into the hallway. In front of the door next to me, there was an orc who had obviously let himself go a bit, leaning into an elf dressed in nothing but a negligee. They were kissing with gusto, but I had to ask. 

	 

	“Either of you see a catkin come through here a minute ago?”

	 

	The orc looked embarrassed to be seen here. My time with Mactosh taught me how sensitive orcs could be about their honor. They had some strange concepts about it, but who was I to judge. He only shrugged but the elf just giggled as she said, “Oh Sheriff, if you need some pussy, you’ve come to the right place.”

	 

	I frowned and growled, “Just answer the question.”

	 

	“Fine, wouldn’t want the high and mighty Sheriff to sully his hands with us common whores. Not when you have such fine whores of your own. Oops!  I forgot, you call them clerks and deputies.”

	 

	As a general rule, I didn’t like to hit a woman, and I wouldn’t in this circumstance—but that didn’t keep me from taking a step towards her. She shuddered and tried to hide behind the orc, but he was having nothing to do with it. 

	 

	He threw his hands up and grumbled, “I’m no paying for this trouble.” Then he stormed down the stairs.

	 

	Before, she had just been snarky, but now was positively furious. “Look at what you went and did. He better not be asking for a refund.”

	 

	“Catkin?” I reminded her. “Did you see one come out of this room?” 

	 

	My face was stony. Apparently, I was getting a reputation for violence, at least among certain elements of the town. That was a problem I needed to have a think on—later. For now, I’d use it to my advantage. 

	 

	Finally, the elf’s anger gave way to fear and she said, “Look… I get paid to tickle a man’s worm. Part of doing that, is making him think he’s the only man in the world I have eyes for. I weren’t looking about for another man. But all the windows on this floor are covered with bars. So he wouldn’t be getting out, unless he went downstairs.”

	 

	I thought about it for a second. I’d managed to scrounge together a pitiful amount of information about the current leadership of the Back Street Boys. I knew that McLean was one of them, though, and that there were three others. Apparently, the fifth member of their inner council had been killed a couple weeks ago by parties unknown. That was just another lose thread to add to my investigation. 

	 

	What I had to decide, was if McLean was more likely to try and hide up here in the brothel, or to make a break for it and escape downstairs. He clearly wasn’t one for a straight up fight. In the end, the continued crashes I heard downstairs made me decide to check there first. If he was downstairs, or someone had seen him escape, I didn’t want to spend my time barging in on the folks in these rooms. People had a right to live how they wanted to, as long as they didn’t hurt others. 

	 

	At least that was how I saw it. 

	 

	When I got downstairs, I found a very angry Madam facing off with an equally angry deputy. Josie was striking, as ever. I shouldn’t think like that while on the job, but what can I say, I was still a man. Besides, I had decided to stop denying myself.

	 

	“For the third time,” the Madam sneered, “I run a perfectly legal business here. All my girls are here of their own free will. You won’t catch me breaking the Law of Freedom.” 

	 

	She was a very petite bunnykin. If I had to, I’d guess that she was middle aged, but it was hard to say. People on Olimero rarely showed many signs of aging until they were past sixty. And even then, many could pass for thirty on Earth until they were in their eighties. 

	 

	Josie fired back, “And what about the Law of Family? How many families are you upsetting here?”

	 

	“I’m sure I don’t have any idea what you’re insinuating. It isn’t like I ask my guests if they are married. I simply provide a service, for a reasonable fee. And might I add, that if something wasn’t missing at home, then no married man would be here.” 

	 

	She smirked. “You might even argue that my business contributes to domestic peace.” The bunnykin was a full six inches shorter than Josie, but wasn’t backing down. She raised her voice to match Josie’s pitch. 

	 

	“It’s still disgusting to get paid to…” Josie began.

	 

	“Oh no. I know you didn’t just say that. Everyone knows that you deputies and clerks are simply Sativa sanctioned whores for the Sheriff,” the madam snapped, her foot thumping against the floor rapidly. 

	 

	With a snarl, Josie lunged forward and the two guards next to the madam pulled the petite bunnykin back just before Josie could grab her. This was getting out of hand. While it was always fun to watch Josie go off on someone, I drew the line at anyone calling her a whore. 

	 

	“That’ll be quite enough name calling,” I barked out as I finished descending the stairs. I pushed a point of ki into my heart channel, which allowed me to expand my lungs and project my voice almost as well as a megaphone. Instantly, all eyes were on me. 

	 

	I quickly took stock of the situation. Four guards lay sprawled in a heap, nursing injuries. In addition to some broken furniture, there were a number of scorch marks on the floor and the walls. Someone might as well have hung a sign that read, ‘Josie was here’. 

	 

	Then there was the bunnykin madam and her two heavily muscled orc guards. Lounging around the room were half a dozen employees of the brothel in various states of dress—or rather, undress. There were four bunnykin, one elf, and—interestingly enough—a massively endowed cowkin. It didn’t take much imagination to figure out what fetish her clients possessed. 

	 

	“We can talk about social issues later. Right now, my deputy and I are here on official business. I need to know if anyone has seen a catkin. He was wearing a hat with a feather in it, a vest but no shirt, pants, and leather ankle braces.”

	 

	One of the girls called out, “Dearie, there aren’t many men in here with their pants still on.”

	 

	The madam turned towards me and said, “Thank Sativa you are here, Sheriff. My business has been attacked and my property destroyed. I demand that you punish the perpetrator.”

	 

	That was an obvious trap I decided to ignore. 

	 

	“You weren’t listening. Catkin? Have you recently seen a catkin matching my description? He would have come through here a few minutes ago. I need to know if he is still here, or if he left—and if so, then which way he went.” 

	 

	I looked around, fixing each person in the room with a stony gaze. “In case any of you know him, his name is McLean, and he is a member of the Back Street Boys.”

	 

	The expressions on more than one face told me they knew something. The question was, how far would I push them to get that information? 

	 

	Finally, the madam snickered, “If you do something about the intruder who busted my place up, I will arrange a private room where you can… uh… question my girls to your heart’s content. I’m sure they will give you all the information you need.”

	 

	I wracked my brain trying to remember the bunnykin’s name. I had never met the madam in person before, but she was an affluent and influential citizen in Yonderton, so I had learned her name. Ah yes, it was Olivia. 

	 

	“Olivia,” I growled, “don’t test me. I promise to address your concerns, but if you are harboring a wanted man, then there will be hell to pay.” 

	 

	Her mouth opened and, based on the flippant expression she wore, I knew she was gonna say something to piss me off even more, so I interrupted her by holding up a hand. “And the price will be paid in Blood.” 

	 

	The emphasis I put on that last word left no doubt to what I was referring. I had learned just how much the Law of Blood was feared. Reincarnation still seemed like a strange thing, but I guess it must be terrifying to think your soul would be destroyed or tormented for eternity, if you ran afoul of the fourth law. That, even more than the violence I handed out, was the reason people feared the Sheriff.

	 

	Olivia clearly took my meaning. Her face grew pale, and her long ears laid back against her rich, brunette hair. “Yes, Sheriff. As McLean is an investor in this business, I can’t deny him access to the premises. It would be business suicide. But I can tell you that he came streaking down the stairs like he’d just seen his mother’s ghost several minutes ago, and bolted out the backdoor just as fast as he could.”

	 

	I tried to listen to her heart. It was beating fast, but then again, bunnykin hearts always seemed to beat surprisingly fast. And frankly, I still wasn’t good enough at augmenting my hearing to use it as a lie detector test. It was an idea worth developing, but I wasn’t ready to explore it any further at the moment. I watched for any indications of deceit on her face; but as far as I could tell, she was being straight with me.

	 

	“Fine, I’ll believe you—for now. I suggest you board up the room upstairs that has a passage into the building next door. You wouldn’t want any of your guests to creep out without paying,” I said.

	 

	Olivia looked at me closely. I could see that she understood I was serious. She simply sniffed and said, “Coin up front or no fun is the house rule. But like I said, I’d make an exception for you, if want to question some of my girls.” 

	 

	She batted her long eyelashes. “Or maybe you have some questions for little ‘ole me? Never had a human before, but judging from the noise some have reported coming from your roof at night, I expect that oversight might be worth fixing. For science, don’t ya know.”

	 

	“That won’t be necessary, but we may come back around tomorrow to take witness statements from you and any of your employees who heard anything.”

	 

	“Just not too early, if you don’t mind,” she replied. “We tend to work very hard most nights and like to sleep in late. But now, what are you going to do about the injuries my employees sustained, and the destruction of my property?”

	 

	I shrugged, looking over at Josie. “Deputy Josephine, did these men try to interfere with the performance of your official duties?”

	 

	Josie wasn’t one to play a bunch of semantic games, but I gave her the look. She sighed and decided to play along. “That they did, Sheriff. I was about to ask what punishment we should deliver to them.”

	 

	“Well, you seem to be unhurt, so I wouldn’t say it rises to the Law of Blood… so perhaps only a fine?” I made a show of rubbing my chin with my thumb and index finger, like I was considering what would be most appropriate. “Hmm… I have just the thing.”  

	 

	I walked over to the four guard who were still sprawled on the floor. Cuts, burns, and a few broken bones were in evidence. Josie had definitely been thorough in the performance of her job. 

	 

	“I sentence you to pay for the repairs to Madam Olivia’s fine establishment.” Pausing, I frowned. “Well, let’s be fair about this. Let’s have you four pay half the cost of the repairs, and I sentence McLean, the ‘investor’, to pay the remainder.” 

	 

	I arched my eyebrows at the guards. “Maybe next time you won’t get in my deputy’s way.” I walked up to Josie and offered her my arm, which she took. I wanted to make a statement of unity as we left the brothel. 

	 

	“You can’t do that,” Olivia called out, “she was violating the law.”

	 

	I looked back at her. “Exactly which law was she violating? It looks to me like she exercised the Law of Strength, and didn’t impinge on anyone’s family or freedom.” My stare grew hard. “You should count yourself lucky. You are correct, of course, that under Sativa’s laws your business is perfectly legal—but you need to figure out which side of this coming fight you want to be on.”

	 

	As we walked out, I overheard one of the girl’s snickers. “She must have him whipped.”

	 

	Another answered her, “I wouldn’t mind tasting a bit of that for myself.”

	 

	I just smiled. I was quite content with my current situation, but it was always flattering to hear a woman talk about you like that. 

	 

	 


Chapter 4 - Four Letters

	 

	 

	I telepathically reassured Josie that she had my complete support in this. I also let her know I needed a moment of quiet as we walked back to the Sheriff’s office which doubled as our home. There were many things to love about my girls, but Josie’s ability to be quietly supportive was high up on my list. Which is saying quite a lot, given the other more obvious assets the beautiful foxkin brought to the table. 

	 

	It was eating at me, that we had gotten this close to capturing one of the Backstreet Boys’ leadership, but had failed. I knew from training and experience that not every bust went according to plan. In fact, I was so distracted by this frustration, that I almost didn’t remember to return and get my handcuffs. If it had just been the wolfkin stuck in insta-crete, I would have left him. They were low level players who I didn’t care about at the moment. 

	 

	Still, it was important that I collect the coins Lambert had extorted and return them to their proper owners. It could wait till tomorrow, but getting my cuffs back couldn’t. They were a gift from Sativa when I’d entered Olimero, and had the power to dampen both physical strength and magical power. So far, no mage we had put in the cuffs had been able to cast, and no matter how much I enhanced my arms with ki, I wasn’t able to physically break them. That made them irreplaceable. 

	 

	I kicked down the door to the back room and walked inside. As Josie came in behind me, she snorted. I knew she must be thinking about our comparable messes, but once again, she read the room and didn’t say a thing. She was worth more than her weight in platinum, that was for sure. 

	 

	Both the wolfkin and Lambert were still stuck. The latter had been gnawing away at the wood the other side of the cuffs were connected to. If I’d left him for another half-an-hour, he might have gotten free. He groaned as soon as I entered the room. 

	 

	I started to make a joke about him not being happy to see me, but it just fell flat. I was too upset. Instead, I got straight to business. “Did you make the list that I ordered you to?”

	 

	He glared at me and said, “How was I supposed to write with both my hands cuffed?”

	 

	“That is your problem not mine. Tell you what… tell me each shop and the amount you extorted from them. I’ve got a good memory. I will make sure they get their money back.”

	 

	The glares continued, but as long as he obeyed, he could give me the stink eye all he wanted. As he rattled off the names of the six shops he had extorted with the amount from each one, I made a mental list. The amounts ranged from a single platinum, to almost three platinum from the second to last shop he had visited. 

	 

	I reached down and grabbed his coin purse. Emptying it onto the flat side of the desk, I organized the coins neatly into silver, gold, and platinum stacks. The coins in his pouch added up to nine platinum, four gold, and six silver although not in exactly those denominations. 

	 

	I took the copper coins and threw them out in the street. They would be a nice find for some of the beggar kids who ran the streets. That was another problem I had to fix, but I needed to cut the head off the snake first. 

	 

	As I took the money, Lambert whined, “There, you got what you wanted. Are you gonna let me go or kill me now?”

	 

	I stood there appraising him for a full minute. I already knew what my plan was, but I was in a foul mood, so I didn’t mind scaring him a bit more. Eventually, I started to frisk him without saying a word. At first, he fought me. But after I cuffed him upside the head a time or two, he settled down. 

	 

	“Stay still,” I growled, “I’m just looking for any weapons on your person. If you behave, I’m gonna let you go.”

	 

	When I was done, I had found a couple of knives, and another three gold and five silver. I handed the knives to Josie, who seared them with fire mana until they started to melt and break down. She didn’t waste the energy to fully melt them—just enough so they would be worthless as knives. Then I added the coins to the other stacks. 

	 

	Once she was done with the knives, Josie searched the catkin and cowkin and found another eight gold and twelve silver. The copper we once again threw outside. Then I sifted through the desk and was pleased to find a total of twenty-four platinum and eighty gold. I confiscated all of it and, once it was all tallied up, scooped it into my coin pouch—which was a small spatial container built into my belt that wouldn’t hold anything other than coins. 

	 

	“You can’t take my money too,” Lambert complained. 

	 

	He really knew how to get on the nerves. At least the wolfkin had the good grace to sit there and quietly stare daggers at me. It might have helped that the insta-crete covered his money pouch, so I couldn’t reach it without breaking him free. 

	 

	“I just did, so I guess you are wrong. Law of Strength, right? Isn’t that how the Back Street Boys try to justify half the shit you do?” I sneered.

	 

	Even the wolfkin looked startled at this.

	 

	“No, never mind,” I continued, “I don’t expect an answer. Look, I’m going to let both of you go—this time. I already warned you that this is your second chance. Don’t waste it. Same goes for you over there, Big Bad.”

	 

	I knew the wolfkin didn’t have any idea why I found that nickname funny, but it had become my favorite term for wolfies. Apparently, I’m easily amused. 

	 

	They both reluctantly nodded. I unlocked Lambert from the cuffs. “Don’t either of you dare pick up those coppers outside. Those are for the street kids. And don’t end up like this guy.” I pointed at the cowkin and then headed out the door. 

	 

	Josie flashed them her ‘I’m gorgeous but can kick your ass’ smile and then fell in beside me. 

	 

	I don’t want to say that playing the petty tyrant made me feel better, but I did feel better about recouping some of their protection money. I would be able to return the money taken to the business owners with some interest, and perhaps create a fund for others who had been similarly affected.

	 

	The walk home took us about twenty minutes. By the time we reached the Sheriff’s office, I was still upset about McLean getting away. I beat myself up for taking the wrong approach. I beat myself up for scaring everyone, and then I beat myself up for not going in hard enough. 

	 

	Maybe I was being too gentle with these criminals. At the end of the day, though, law enforcement was always reactionary—which was its fundamental weakness. If I always had to wait for the bad guys to do something to catch them in the act, I was forever going to be stuck playing from behind. 

	 

	It was something for me to think about. I just didn’t have an immediate solution. I glanced over at Josie. Here I was, moping when I had this gorgeous creature next to me. It might be two in the morning by now, but after a good long bath, I’d be a fool to keep moping. 

	 

	“Thanks for coming with me. I couldn’t do this on my own.”

	 

	She smiled. No words were necessary, but I still grabbed and squeezed her hand. It was odd to me that Josie—the fiercest warrior I knew—was the more affectionate of my two girls. Lina would do literally anything for me, but her love language was much more primal than holding hands, gentle hugs, or moonlit walks through the town. 

	 

	We tried to be as quiet as possible when we entered the office. Lina was usually up before dawn, around five in the morning, so we didn’t want to disturb the little sleep that she had gotten. She’d probably been up late, worrying about us. 

	 

	I looked at Josie. “Bath?”

	 

	“Yes, please. Just give me a second to get out of this stuff. If you fill the tub with water, I’ll heat it. But don’t you dare get into the water before me.” She smirked as she eyed me up and down. “It’s gonna be filthy with gore after you get in.”

	 

	I looked down at the stains on my shirt and pants and could smell the stench still clinging to me from my time hiding in the alley behind the glue shop. She had a point. 

	 

	“Yes, Ma’am.”

	 

	She smiled, said “And don’t you forget it!”, then walked through the kitchen to the hallway and towards her old room. 

	 

	Josie might sleep in my bed most nights now, but she had continued to keep her clothes and other possessions in her bedroom. It was something we could talk about later. She made sure to keep my attention, though, as she wiggled her backside while walking away. That tail was mesmerizing. 

	 

	I continued staring for a second after she’d disappeared out of sight, then shook my head. Gah, life was good. Even if I was tense and angry, I couldn’t help but appreciate how good I had it. 

	 

	I walked over to the pump handle. This was one of the greatest quality-of-life improvements which I had brought to our office. Apparently, they had some different types of pump systems in the east, but they were mostly based on water mana. Based upon my description, Mactosh had managed to build a hand pump which could sent water through copper pipes up into the tub on the roof. 

	 

	It sure beat carrying thirty gallons of water up the stairs. With the metal mana of Mactosh and his sons, they were able to create much finer quality than the tools of this time would otherwise allow. It caused my mind to dart down the rabbit hole, wondering what other inventions from modern Earth could be duplicated here.

	 

	While I was pumping the water up, I heard the sound of soft feet against the wooden floor behind me. Without turning I said, “That was quick deputy. Someone might think you were in a hurry for that bath.”

	 

	There was a cough, and so I turned. Oops… not Josie. 

	 

	“Lina, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

	 

	My bunnykin clerk crossed the space between us without a word. Stepping right up to me, she then stood on the tips of her toes as she wrapped her hands behind my neck and pulled my mouth down to hers. The kiss was both fierce and tender at the same time. Lina’s passion came through in the fierce embrace, but I could taste the dried salt of tears on her lips. Her mouth opened up to me as she sucked my tongue inside it. 

	 

	Just as I was about to say screw the bath, she let go of my neck and settled back down onto her heels. The size difference between us was telling in moments like this. She couldn’t be much above five feet tall, compared to my broad six-feet-four inches. Greater even then the disparity in height, was our general difference in size. My stature was so much greater than hers, that I loomed over her. 

	 

	I was struck once again by the way that everything about Lina was petite. Well, almost everything. Given her petite frame, the very ample cleavage on display from this angle looked that much larger. Not that her nightie did that much to disguise her tremendous bust in the first place. 

	 

	The spell was broken when her nose wrinkled. I swear, she must have different muscles in her face, for her to be able move her nose the way she does. Then again, she was a bunny girl and not a human; it was especially telling in some of her mannerisms.

	 

	“Woke me up? You didn’t wake me, Rob. There’s no way I could have slept while my two favorite people in the world were in danger.” She pouted up at me.

	 

	Then her nose wrinkled again. “But you probably should finish pumping that water. You smell like you’ve been working in the slaughterhouse.”

	 

	 “You’ve been crying,” I said as I started to work the pump again. It wasn’t a question, but a simple statement of truth. 

	 

	She didn’t try to deny it but looked at the floor. “I don’t mean to worry, and…” she gazed up at me with her brilliant blues, “and please don’t think it means I doubt your strength. It’s just that, well… I’ve grown very attached to you over the past five weeks.” 

	 

	I smiled.

	 

	She shook her head, long ears flopping side to side a bit. “On the one hand, five weeks really isn’t all that long. On the other, it feels like I was made for you… and you for me. Don’t get upset with me though. I’m just a silly bunny girl, but I can’t help it.” Her big blue eyes pierced me. “I think I love you.”

	 

	Wow, there it was, big as life. The four-letter word. 

	 

	I’d known it would come out at some point. Oddly, I was less freaked out by it than I thought I would be—or would have been, even a few weeks ago. I almost said it back to her, reflexively, but held up before cheapening the sentiment. 

	 

	Still, I had to respond. “I care about you very much too, Lina. I’m falling for you harder than I thought possible.”

	 

	I saw the slightest of frowns flicker across her face, a tightness around her eyes, and heard a slight exhalation of air. Then it was gone, so fast that I had to question what I had really seen. 

	 

	“Well, hurry up and take your bath. I want to hear all about your night. I can already tell it didn’t go as planned, so I’m here for you—to relieve you of your stress.” Then she turned and walked out of the kitchen. 

	 

	I wanted to curse myself for handling that poorly. I quashed the urge, though. Lina was absolutely amazing and deserved nothing but the truth from me. Saying that word before I was as sincere about it as she had been, would only have hurt our future. 

	 


Chapter 5 - Bath and a Chat

	 

	 

	It seemed like I spent way too much time watching the women in my life walk away. At least with Lina and Josie, it was a delightful sight. Even if I didn’t realize it every time, little Rob never missed out on the nice view. 

	 

	I was still waiting for Josie to get back, but I had learned back on Earth that waiting for a woman to get ready was the surest way to simultaneously make the clock move super fast, while time itself felt like it was dragging. Rather than let my mind fret too much about the previous conversation, I climbed up to the roof.

	 

	When I got there, I caught a brief glimpse of Josie as she was slipping into our newly upgraded bathtub. The prior tub had been just that—little more than a glorified half-barrel. It had been a tight fit for two, but I definitely wanted to be able to take baths with both my girls. 

	 

	Hearing me talk about it one night, Lina had commissioned an earth mage to come make us a new stone tub. His daughter had been one of the girls we’d rescued, so he refused to accept any payment and in turn made us a massive stone tub, polished to an absolutely smooth finish. It was easily large enough for a six-person jacuzzi. 

	 

	I’d asked Lina several times why she’d had him make it so big, but all she would do was smile in response. She never outright refused me anything, but  could sometimes be evasive with her answers. Women were entitled to their mysteries, so I didn’t fuss. If it made them happy… well, that made me happy. 

	 

	“I didn’t hear you come through the kitchen,” I said as I walked over to the tub.

	 

	“You were busy shoving your tongue in Lina’s mouth.”

	 

	So far, there hadn’t been even the faintest hint of jealousy between the girls. It always astounded me, as I could only imagine how my girlfriends back on Earth would have reacted if I had openly dated two of them at the same time. If anything, they tended to encourage me to take care of the other member of our throuple. 

	 

	Not because they didn’t want or enjoy their own time with me, though. Josie was always telling me that Lina had pretty big physical needs and I needed to remember how patient she had been with me. The bunny girl would, in turn, insist that Josie needed me to ensure she knew how much I valued her—and for more than just her swords and fire magic. 

	 

	They even enjoyed sharing me at the same time—which was never a bad thing. It was so hot how they would play with each other, but somehow make it feel like it was all for me. I was definitely getting spoiled. It was the perfect situation, as far as I was concerned, because I valued both girls and cared about them deeply. 

	 

	I wasn’t sure if I was ready to pop the L-word, though. I now realized I needed to spend some time sorting out my feelings. The girls—or Lina at least—was wanting a bit more of a confirmation of those feelings. Definitely what I would call a first world problem. 

	 

	“Oh, you saw that? I’m sorry if it felt like I was interrupting our time. Lina came into the kitchen while I was pumping the water, and I could tell she was upset from worrying about us.”

	 

	Josie frowned.

	 

	“She said she couldn’t sleep while we were out,” I mentioned, even as my mind raced.

	 

	“I do want some time with you.” Josie twirled a finger in her long red hair as she spoke. “But I want conversation and company as much as anything. It is hard to watch you put yourself in danger, knowing it is my job to protect you.” 

	 

	I took my cue and stepped behind her so that I could knead her scalp and rub her ears. She moaned in delight. Her large fox ears were one of her most sensitive spots. Then she stepped out of reach. “At least wash your hands first. I don’t want you getting blood in my hair.”

	 

	Scooping some water out of the bath, I used it to scrub the dried blood off my hands, allowing the mess to drip onto the roof beside the tub, rather than into the tub. I had to repeat the scoop a couple times to get my hands and fingers clean, but then I let my fingers dive into Josie’s thick, fiery hair. 

	 

	Her back arched and she leaned her head back into my hands. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop,” she purred.

	 

	I snickered. “Are you sure that conversation is all you want?” 

	 

	She couldn’t see the smirk on my face, but knew it was there. “You’re a bad man, Sheriff. Teasing a girl like that isn’t nice, but we do need to talk.”

	 

	“Later. I still need to get cleaned up.”

	 

	“You never want to talk afterwards. If I didn’t know a little bit about anatomy, I’d swear it’s your brains that shoots out of you into us.” Her eyebrows drew up to her scalp and she arched her back even more, peering up at me. “Because you never want to do anything afterwards but lie there, with a silly grin on your face.”

	 

	This, of course, pushed her cherry tipped nipples above the water. I enjoyed the brief distraction before meeting her gaze. “If I recall correctly, I’m never the only one with a silly grin on my face.” 

	 

	“Point taken and I have to give credit where credit is due, you never quit before the job is finished.” 

	 

	I squeezed with my fingers, massaging her temples.

	 

	“Ohhh… so diligent,” she moaned. “But stop distracting me, Rob. You know what we need to talk about.”

	 

	“How this was our mission and should have been our post mission debriefing, but then I stuck my tongue in Lina’s mouth as you so eloquently put it?”

	 

	“Dear Sativa…” Josie shook her head. “I don’t care what you stick in Lina, and we both know she has loved everything you’ve stuck in her so far, and is only upset that you won’t stick the thing she most craves inside her.”

	 

	I sighed and the massage I was giving Josie’s scalp probably suffered as my thoughts grew distant. I knew exactly what she was talking about. Rava had warned me about it, too. 

	 

	It seemed bunny girls can’t stop thinking about breeding as soon as they find a guy they like. Babies fulfill their dreams, like it is a pre-programed purpose. Heck, given how Sativa made Olimero, that might not be far from the truth. 

	 

	Even knowing that, I had continued to brew and use the infertility potion which Rava had taught me. It was the perfect birth control—no rubber condoms, no asking her if she remembered her pill. One quick potion a week, and I didn’t have to worry about children. 

	 

	Sure, it tasted worse than I smelled at the moment, but that was a small price to pay for freedom. 

	 

	“I’ve tried to explain to her that humans don’t jump into things like that quite as quickly. Raising a child together is a lifetime commitment that changes everything. But you should know that I care about both of you in ways I’ve never cared about a woman before,” I replied.

	 

	“Everyone has their love language, both inside and outside of the bedroom. For me, it is important that you include me in your plans. I need to feel like I’m part of the team and not just your sidekick. I appreciate how you include me in our missions—even if I don’t like you taking chances. Inside the bedroom, I like that you are patient and willing to take your time with me.”

	 

	“Always,” I smiled.

	 

	“Lina is different. She worries she isn’t contributing enough, since she can’t fight beside you like I can.”

	 

	“I hate to say this after all the times that I have told her not to say it, but that is just her being a silly bunny. She is invaluable to our success. Her healing, her cooking, the work she does around the office…” I shake my head. “All of it is necessary. I couldn’t do my job without her. And I’d wager that you couldn’t, either.”

	 

	Josie turned her head to look back at me. “Agreed and that raises two other points, but I don’t want to get sidetracked. You know that her love language in the bedroom is… um… how shall I put it? Perhaps more ‘primal’ might be the best way to describe it. She wants to be taken, likes it rough, and wants to be made to feel that she is yours—to use and enjoy. Oh, she enjoys her orgasms, but aside from motherhood, her greatest core need is to feel that she is giving you relief.”

	 

	“Yeah, I remember what she told me the first time: ‘bunny girls don’t make love, bunny girls fuck’.” I laughed as I said it. That had been quite the night. 

	 

	“Exactly. She also likes to feel appreciated for the other things she does and yet none of that replaces her drive to become a mother. Once she decides she has found her mate, it becomes an almost painful need.”

	 

	“She is so busy. How would she possibly have time to be a mother? And I’m not gonna lie. I want to be a father—though not until I’m ready to slow down a bit—but I don’t want to keep her barefoot and pregnant, in the kitchen.”

	 

	“What an odd expression… though it is probably the most appropriate description of Lina’s dream.” Josie smiled up at me. “Not that you have to worry about it forever. Lina will want three or four kids, but that is it. Each child they bear, seems to lessen the drive in bunny girls. It is likely something that Sativa built into their nature, so that overpopulation doesn’t become a problem,” Josie explained. 

	 

	“That’s a relief.” Even as I said the words, I knew how lame they made me sound. I winced.

	 

	“Oh, don’t worry. I’d bet my annual pay on the fact that you are going to end up with a large household.” She frowned. “At least, you will if you let me keep you alive. But as for her being too busy, that is easily solved.”

	 

	When Josie doesn’t immediately continue, I make a ‘come on’ gesture, not resuming my massage until she starts talking again. 

	 

	“You completed the initial investigation quest, and Sativa awarded you an extra clerk slot and two deputy slots. That means you can hire a second clerk and up to two more deputies, and Sativa will pay them for you.” The pretty foxkin pursed her lips. “Sativa knows I could use the help keeping an eye on you. You still tend to be reckless at times.”

	 

	I take my time before answering, leaning forward so that I can run my fingers down her back and massage the base of her tail. Josie didn’t seem to mind. 

	 

	“I guess I’m hesitant because I like our relationship dynamics now. I worry that if we bring others into the office, that they will expect things from me that I may not want to give them until we all get to know them better. I’m also worried about how someone new will fit in with what we have already.”

	 

	“Bah! You need to get out of your own way, Rob. Yes, any women you hire will expect to have a relationship with you, but you are the Sheriff. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. And I know Lina could definitely use the help.”

	 

	Again, I stop and think about it. “Okay, I’ll tell her to start the process.”

	 

	“Just remember, you made her the head clerk, so custom says she gets to hire the clerks. That is because the clerks are most focused on meeting your needs and she probably knows what you need even better than you do.” Josie chuckled at the startled look on my face.

	 

	“As for the deputies, she will interview some that she thinks will be a good fit, and then likely get my opinion before having you interview them before getting your final approval.” Josie sat up, staring at me intently, so I knew this was important to her. “Deputies have to be people you feel you can trust in the field. And while there is no requirement that all your deputies be women, I would recommend it.” 

	 

	She held up a hand to keep me from interrupting. “And before you protest, neither Lina nor I will care if you bed them all. That is part of the reason why we get to interview them first.”

	 

	“Okay, okay. You’ve given me a lot to consider.” I stand, putting my hands on my hips. “But I still think you are hogging the tub. Why don’t you dry off and go downstairs to see what Lina is up to? I’ll clean up quick and be right behind you as soon as I can.”

	 

	Josie stood up. The water cascaded down her ripe, perky breasts. They might not be as big as Lina’s, but she was no slouch in that department. But what drew my eyes even more, was the toned stomach beneath her breasts and the way the water dripped off of her red landing strip. The carpet, what there was of it, definitely matched the drapes. 

	 

	After a moment she moved, but with a definite saunter. I could tell she really enjoyed the affect her appearance had on me. As I climbed into the tub, she reached for a towel, but made a show of bending over ever so slowly to grab it, her tail swishing behind her all the while. 

	 

	“Don’t rush too much,” she said when she’d come back up and started to dry off. “You really are quite stinky. We’d both rather wait for a clean man.” Then she was gone, down the ladder and back into the house. 

	 

	I relaxed and leaned back in the water. Josie had heated it to the perfect temperature. My muscles were sore from tonight’s combat. Infusing ki into my arms and legs made me capable of things well beyond normal, but that didn’t mean there weren’t consequences. Pushing my body beyond its physical limits always wore me out, kind of like doing leg day at the gym, three times in a row. 

	 

	I thought about the situation and decided that Josie was right. We would benefit from having another deputy or two. If I hadn’t been so reluctant to hire additional help, we might have had the extra hands to keep McLean from escaping tonight. 

	 

	I did feel guilty about how I’d responded to Lina’s confession. Falling in love with the petite blonde bombshell was not the same thing as being in love with her. I was headed that way, but I just needed a bit more time. This train was moving too fast for me to process how I really felt. When I declared my love, it would be because I knew that is how I felt—in love, not just in lust, or even falling hard.

	 

	Then, there was the fact that I had been expecting her to handle all the clerking duties on her own. That, at least, I could do something about. I didn’t know how I felt about having another clerk who would want me to pull them into my bed, though. 

	 

	Well, that wasn’t exactly true. I thought of Rava. As much as I knew she had her own agenda, I wouldn’t have minded getting to know her intimately. With the way that Lina supported my desires in that direction, I didn’t even feel lecherous for thinking it. I was more concerned about splitting my heart into too many pieces. 

	 

	I determined to tell her she could pick any clerk she wanted, as long as they weren’t a bunnykin. I kinda liked the idea of Lina being my only bunnygirl. There was just something so vital and real about being with her. 

	 

	Thinking about Lina reminded me of all the great food she made me. It was simple fare, but the bacon and coffee she made me most mornings was one of the highlights of my day. And not once had she told me to watch my fat or caffeine intake. 

	 

	I shook my head. I’d just been considering bringing more women into my life—had even reflected on how much I wanted to enjoy Rava’s lithe body—and suddenly I was thinking about breakfast? Then I realized that I was actually smelling bacon. 

	 

	God bless that bunnygirl. She was a dream. No sleep because she was worried about us, and here she was cooking me up some bacon in the middle of the night. She definitely knew the way to a man’s heart. I scrubbed with more vigor. I had some tasty treats waiting for me downstairs, and didn’t want to keep them waiting any longer than necessary. 

	 


Chapter 6 - Relief

	 

	 

	When I got down to the kitchen, I found Josie sitting at the table in just her towel, her long legs on full display. Next to the stove, Lina was busy carefully turning bacon in the pan while wearing nothing but her apron. She’d done this to me before and it always was such a tempting thrill, but this time I was going to get her for being such a tease. 

	 

	Lina looked back at me over her shoulder and winked, causing Josie to giggle. They knew exactly what they were doing to me. This was a set up, if ever I’d seen one. When Lina wiggled her cotton ball tail over that heart-shaped ass, I about lost it. 

	 

	I only had a towel on, too. My clothes had been far too dirty to even touch after getting clean. I didn’t say a word as I crossed to where Lina was and grabbed her by the hips. With my enhanced strength it was nothing to lift her over to the table, which I bent her over. 

	 

	She made a feeble mock protest, “But Rob, the bacon is gonna burn.”

	 

	My towel fell away. “Under any other circumstances, that would be a travesty—but you need to learn what teases get.”

	 

	“Looks like the Sheriff is invoking the Law of Bone,” Josie said, now laughing outright. 

	 

	I pressed my cock up against Lina’s exposed womanhood. She was already wet and ready, so I pushed my tip inside her. She moaned. 

	 

	Glancing at Josie, I said, “don’t think you are getting off the hook. I recall a certain someone taking her exquisite time to bend at the waist to pick up a towel. You have both been naughty teases.”

	 

	I didn’t waste any time taunting Lina—though teasing her with my cock might have been appropriate punishment for the minx—but instead plunged in deep. I thrust my cock in and then pulled back until her velvet channel clung only to the head, before thrusting in again, as I set up a steady rhythm of push and pull. 

	 

	Each time that I pulled back until just the head of my cock threatened to escape her pussy’s warm, wet confines, Lina would whimper, “No, don’t take it away.” Then I’d slam back in, fast and hard, plunging deep into her as a ragged gasp spilled from those full lips. 

	 

	I worked her like this for a solid minute. All the while, I called her a naughty tease and told her that her punishment was only beginning. Each thrust shook her body and it was clear she was already close. Truth be told, I was having trouble holding back, too. Her pussy clamped down around my girth like she never wanted to let it go and I could feel that extra ring of muscles deep inside her working me good. 

	 

	Just as I was sure she was about to lose it and tip over the precipice, I pulled all the way out of her. 

	 

	“Sativa, noooo… Don’t stop, Sheriff. I’ve been such a bad girl... give me the big stick.”

	 

	“Oh no, you aren’t getting off that easily. I learned tonight, how important it is to ensure that all the exits are covered.” 

	 

	I reached out and lifted the pan from the stove with the now extra-crispy bacon. I didn’t want it to burn and let the smell ruin what I had in mind. “Josie, you need to cover the front. Show me the same passion you did tonight at the brothel.”

	 

	Josie obediently dropped to her knees under the table where Lina was bent over. 

	 

	Each of the girls had small deviations from human women. Tails, ears, and a bit of fur were only the most obvious. For Lina, it was the extra ring of muscles inside her sex, or how her nose moved; even the way she liked to thump her foot against the ground. For Josie, I had quickly discovered that she could not only touch her nose with her tongue, but if she really stretched it out, she could touch her eyebrows. Now, she was gonna use that tongue on Lina. My fox girl buried her face between the soaking wet thighs of my bunny girl. 

	 

	That might not be a sentence I would have thought to consider, except maybe in some of those spicy men’s adventure fantasy novels I used to read, but there it was—and the thought of it had me throbbing, let alone the sounds they made. I stepped back to watch as Josie worked Lina over. Each time the foxkin’s tongue curled up inside of Lina to tickle her g-spot, the bunny girl’s tail wiggled furiously and her foot pounded like a drum on the floor.

	 

	The delightful squeals, squeaks, moans, and other sounds Lina was making drove me on, wanting to ‘punish’ the tease even harder. That was when I slid in behind her twitching tail. I waited for Josie to pull her tongue back, then thrust my cock into Lina again. 

	 

	Lina felt the thrust and moaned, “Harderrrr, fuck me harder!”

	 

	At the same time, Josie gasped at her ringside view of the match between my cock and Lina’s pussy. “Fuck, that’s so hot...” I heard her mutter softly.

	 

	I thrust into my head clerk a few more times before I pulled out and said, “Open up, deputy.”

	 

	Lina groaned in complaint as I thrust myself into Josie’s open mouth. I pushed hard enough to make her gag, before pulling back out of the foxkin’s mouth and thrusting my cock into Lina once more. Every couple of thrusts, I alternated between the two sloppily wet holes, struggling not to lose control too quickly. 

	 

	Between panting and begging me to fuck her harder, Lina managed to ask, “Does it taste good, Josie?”

	 

	The foxkin started to answer but then had a mouthful of cock and couldn’t say much more, “It’s wonder… hhmmmph.”

	 

	I was definitely in heaven but soon had to pull out and take a step back. Both girls were purring. 

	 

	Lina pouted, “Why did you stop?”

	 

	“I’m not done yet, but I want to make sure you both learn your lessons. Josie, what did you learn at the brothel tonight?”

	 

	The foxkin was quiet for a second before she spoke up. “Make sure and block both exits at the same time.”

	 

	I grinned. “Exactly. Now, Lina are you ready to help us practice this? It’s an important tactical maneuver, but might be a little uncomfortable.”

	 

	“Sativa yes! I’m a bunny girl, remember? Use me!”

	 

	My shaft was slick with both her juices and Josie’s saliva, but I wanted to make sure. 

	 

	“I don’t know, better to be safe than sorry. Josie, come warm up the backdoor.”

	 

	My deputy’s eyes got big. For all that she had more experience than Lina, I had quickly learned that Josie wasn’t nearly as kinky. But if they wanted to tease me like they’d done, then they needed to know that was playing with fire—which came with consequences. Josie hesitated for only a second before she slid out from under the table and buried her face between the cheeks of Lina’s luscious heart-shaped ass. 

	 

	I held the bunny girl’s cheeks open while I watched Josie tongue her rosebud. I was almost positive, based on their reactions, that they had never played like this before I came along. Which meant that I was about to take Lina’s second virginity, but she seemed really eager. 

	 

	She kept pushing her ass back into Josie and moaning, “Ohhhh, Sativa, I’ve been a dirty girl.”

	 

	They got so into it, that I started to stroke Josie’s ears again. Her back involuntarily curled as I lifted her tail. A quick diversion wouldn’t hurt anyone. I yanked the towel away and then grabbed her hips to pull her up to her feet. She leaned forward, keeping her cheeks glued to Lina’s,  but spread her legs in a wide stance until her outer lips opened up for me. 

	 

	Without waiting, I pushed into her and started fucking Josie hard. If she slowed down with her tongue at all, I growled, “Focus on Lina and just take it like the good girl you are.”

	 

	When I was sure that Lina’s ass was good and ready, I pushed a still twitching and spasming Josie, savoring the aftershocks of an intense orgasm, back down under the table. Then I lined up behind Lina and pushed my cock forward into her sloppy with saliva asshole. Despite being coated in Josie’s cum, little Rob met a great deal of resistance at first, and I heard my precious bunny girl whimper. But then Josie slid that long tongue of hers between Lina’s netherlips and the petite bunny girl relaxed just enough for me to slip past her sphincter. 

	 

	With a soft popping sound, I thrust my cock into her back door. The tunnel of flesh was impossibly tight, but Lina moaned for me to take her harder. “More, give me more. I want it all! Push it into my tummy.”

	 

	Inch by inch, I worked my cock into her. It was hard to be patient, but I knew the payoff would be worth it. Then almost before I knew it, the last inch of my shaft slid in and I was buried up to my balls in her bowels. 

	 

	Lina moaned and whimpered beneath me. “Holy mother Sativa, I’m so fucking fulllll. Don’t movee… I wantt to feel it all. I love how you fillll me uppp!”

	 

	I held her hips and just gyrated, grinding my pubes into the soft firmness of her ass rather than pulling back or thrusting into it. Lina began to move in rhythm with me. In my admittedly limited experience, not many girls can orgasm from just anal, but then again, my bunny girl was getting a lot more than that. Her breaths started to come faster, but I had even more planned for her. 

	 

	I channeled a single point of ki into my groin meridian. Immediately, my cock twitched—becoming both harder and more sensitive at the same time. A second point pushed it to swell, growing about ten percent bigger. That wasn’t all that much, really, but given how stuffed her ass was already, it made all the difference. 

	 

	With a third point of ki, I expanded that sensitivity to my partner. What I hadn’t expected was how it wouldn’t stop inside Lina, but actually passed through her and on into Josie. I was on fire now, with the increased sensitivity. 

	 

	Lina called out, “Don’t forget his balls. Worship his balls, Josie!”

	 

	When I felt that long fox tongue curl around my balls in combination with the impossible tightness of Lina’s dark tunnel against my swollen cock, I lost it. A huge load of cum blasted into Lina’s bowels, but the seal was so tight, that not a drop leaked out. I shuddered and then she orgasmed underneath me. Josie was a close third, as she came on her own diddling fingers. 

	 

	That meant play time was over. It was time to get down to some hard fucking. I pulled back a bit, grabbed my bunny girl by the hips, and thrust into her with force. My cock began to piston in and out of her. Between her tightness, the ki enhancement, and the aphrodisiac of her small moans, I quickly rose to another peak. 

	 

	My girls both orgasmed before me this time, though, and I decided to make one more point. If they wanted the Sheriff to take charge, then I would. When my swell reached the edge where I couldn’t hold back, I pulled off Lina and lifted her in one smooth motion onto the top of the table. Then I aimed my cock straight at Josie’s face. 

	 

	The blast that came out of me was no less than before, despite being my second load in less than five minutes. Maybe it was the ki enhancement, maybe not, but I didn’t care. I just enjoyed watching rope after rope of cum coat Josie’s face. I covered her from forehead to chin, but damn, if there wasn’t something incredibly hot about that. 

	 

	Before I even had a chance to instruct her to do so, Lina was down on the floor next to Josie, licking her face clean. Her tongue bath quickly turned into a combination of cleaning my load off her friend’s face and sharing the cum with her. I just shook my head at what a  lucky guy I was, and enjoyed the show. 

	 

	Life was good and I was gonna enjoy this moment to the fullest, without worrying about the decisions to be made once the sun came up.

	 

	 


Chapter 7 - Playing House

	 

	 

	We all slept in later than we should have, but I couldn’t complain. I had a redhead on my left shoulder and a blonde asleep on my right, each with their legs entwined with mine. This was definitely the way to wake up. I had put Lina through her paces last night, so I could certainly live without my morning coffee. 

	 

	In fact, as I thought about it, perhaps I could do something nice for the girls. I carefully disengaged from how they were wrapped around me. Then I slowly got out of bed. Before I even had a clean pair of pants pulled up, they had both wiggled close enough together to snuggle into one another. I took in the sight and then pulled the sheet up over them.

	 

	Even in the early morning, it was too warm here for a heavy blanket, especially with the shared body heat. Absently, I wondered about the seasons here, or if there even were seasons like I was accustomed to. Certainly, after living in southern California, I was accustomed to minimal variance in the weather like many parts of my former home state. I figured I could ask the girls, but even if I forgot to, I’d learn soon enough. I planned to live a long life here. 

	 

	That raised the question of what I wanted to do with that life. I began to ponder this question as I stoked the fire in the cast iron stove and started heating water to brew some coffee. I might not make it as well as Lina did—and I certainly couldn’t cheat by making a Starbucks run—but then I thought about the bakery in town. Maybe I didn’t have to be a good cook, after all. 

	 

	For today, the girls would have to be content with bacon and eggs. I could manage that much. I will say that cooking on a woodstove was far different from just twisting a dial to turn the burner on. The girls were worth it, though, so I persevered. That was really the core of what I wanted to do here—to surprise them with something nice that they would normally do for me. 

	 

	What does a man need to be happy in life? I figured I was a simple guy, with simple needs: a job that made me feel useful and fulfilled; a wife—or in this case, wives; children and good friends; a comfortable home; and, plenty of good food. 

	 

	I had all of those things. As long as the Back Street Boys didn’t win and turn Yonderton back into their personal playground, this would be a good place to live. It was somewhat surprising, but I didn’t really miss my cellphone or television. They only seemed like such a waste of time, now.  Back home, I would have assumed I’d go insane without constant entertainment. 

	 

	I remembered the couple times I had lived with a girlfriend. It was so easy to eat carry out, then end up sitting on the couch watching a show. We’d talk about how good it was gonna be upstairs in bed later, only to have one or maybe both of us fall asleep watching whatever meaningless show was on. 

	 

	Here on Olimero we did it the right way. We didn’t forget to fall asleep and then forget to fuck. Instead, we fucked and found bliss in one another’s arms—which made me sleep sounder than I could ever recall.

	 

	All it took was me being transported to a magical world by a crazy goddess to find who I was supposed to be. This was the life I wanted and these were the people I wanted it with. Maybe I was being greedy, but I wasn’t going to feel bad about caring for both Josie and Lina. They didn’t mind, so I wasn’t going to let a nagging voice from my old life steal my happiness. 

	 

	The bigger question wasn’t about who I was with, but about expanding it. The girls clearly seemed to believe that our little family… Hmm… That word made me sit down in the chair. I hadn’t put it into words yet, but the girls really were my new family. I was scared to label it love… or was I? 

	 

	Maybe that was just more of my social conditioning. I’d heard many of my friends make fun of love at first sight, but maybe that was just cynical jealousy speaking. I had two amazing women who wanted to be with me. That should be the end of it. No one else had a vote in it. 

	 

	Of course, nothing in life could ever be that simple. There was no law and order here, at least none besides what I could enforce. So, my own strength—both in mind and body—had a great deal to do with the safe, peaceful life I wanted to live. As, I’d displayed last night, I was more than willing to be brutal to those who stood in the way of that life, but I was also inclined to giving people a second chance. It was something I would have to continue to think about. 

	 

	Josie and Lina were my family. Or rather, they were the foundation of my family. It was clear that there would be others added to it. They’d need to be added not only for their compatibility, but also for their strength. Each of these beautiful women were amazingly competent in their own way. It would be wrong to add others who were not just as capable. And then there was the consideration of children—not yet, though. 

	 

	That only made cleaning out the cancer that was the Back Street Boys all that more urgent. I stood up and flipped the bacon. Individual strength was important but so was building a team. If last night had proved anything, it was that I couldn’t be everywhere at once. I needed more help. 

	 

	Josie’s comments about Lina also reminded me that I needed to make sure she had the help she needed, too. That meant finding the right clerk who would fit in with our team, even if she didn’t become part of the family. I lifted the first batch of bacon out of the pan and onto a plate that I covered with another upside-down plate, before starting a few more slices. I loved these thick cuts of bacon—Lina had figured that out pretty quickly. 

	 

	I took a glance at my status sheet between flipping the bacon. 

	 

	Strength: 84

	Agility: 55

	Durability: 49

	Magic: N/A

	Cultivation Grade: E2

	 

	Skills: 

	Alchemy: +49

	Ranged Combat: +33

	Melee Combat: +25

	Telepathy: +10      

	 

	E-Rank Body Fortification: Complete

	E-Rank Mind Fortification: 83%

	 

	Progression to cultivation rank E1: 91.5%

	 

	 

	My progress had slowed over the past two weeks, but I had been splitting my time in many more ways lately. In addition to training, I also had ongoing criminal investigations to manage. It would be nice to have more hands for that. 

	 

	My smallest gains to my base stats was in Durability; I was only at a forty-nine in Durability. That was an increase of only three points in two weeks. It was quickly becoming the hardest stat to raise, as I had to suffer significant pain or injury in order to make it grow. At least that was the only way I had discovered so far, other than increases from cultivation. 

	 

	Agility was my largest increase. It had gone up by eleven points to fifty-five. I now had the obstacle course and the many challengers who wanted to race me to thank for the gains I had made. Well, that and sparring with Josie—which was something that I looked forward to, even if we only found time for it every couple of days. It might not be as fun as sheet wrestling with her, but hey. 

	 

	This growth might not be as impressive as my gains were the first month I’d been on Olimero, but I also had to remember that the points were not equal. The higher up the ladder you were, the harder it was to gain the next point in a stat. But equally, each point was worth more. 

	 

	There were theories about the objective value of each additional point, but from what I had seen so far, they were just that—theories. There was no objective scientific process applied to tracking and measuring higher stats. I had tried to measure my growth, but even that was challenging when I was so busy. The general consensus, though, was that going from seventy-nine to eighty in a stat was worth roughly twice as much as going from thirty-nine to forty had been in that same stat.  

	 

	But what I had learned from experience, was that the gains began to truly multiply above eighty. 

	 

	Strength was the easiest to measure. The crystals embedded in the bars I had received from Mactosh and empowered by his daughter Mursha’s gravity mana gave me objective evidence to quantify that stat’s growth. Each crystal could be adjusted, from 250 lbs. to 2500 lbs. I didn’t know if that limit was one set by Mursha’s magic, because even the enhanced metal bars couldn’t hold more weight than that. 

	 

	After my Strength had passed eighty, my bench press increased significantly. If I had to guess—not that I had precision scales to measure everything—but I estimated that a Strength of eighty-one was the equivalent of 110% of what it had been at only eighty, in terms of lifting capacity. Now, at eighty-four, my lifting capacity was approximately 140% of what it had been with a Strength of eighty. 

	 

	This matched up with the measurements that I could take, but I didn’t know if it would continue to scale as an increased percentage. At a Strength of eighty, I’d been able to bench press 2800 lbs. And now I could do much, much more. But there were other limitations than simply how much the enhanced bars or the stone slab I used for a bench could support. 

	 

	My Durability simply wasn’t high enough to handle such heavy weights. 

	 

	I was pretty sure I could squat more than two-and-a-half tons, but had no way to test it because of the enhanced metal bar’s limits. More than that, though, my body felt like it was going to collapse when I pushed weights at that level. Things became even more complicated, once I added ki to the equation. My best guess was that I could probably double my Strength—but only for short terms. The same applied to my Durability, but doubling the smaller number only increased the disparity between them when I doubled my much greater Strength.

	 

	I stopped thinking about this for a moment when I realized the bacon was getting too crispy. I lifted it out of the pan and started frying up some eggs in the bacon grease. As I was making the eggs, I started to look around for the vegetables that Lina preferred. I had noted that while she could eat meat, she almost never did. But a pepper and mushroom omelet seemed like something right up her alley. 

	 

	As I chopped the vegetables, I took one more look at my skills. My Alchemy had gone up by eleven in the past two weeks. I had a number of new compounds to work with and enjoyed that aspect of my training. Ranged and Melee Combat, unfortunately, only went up by a few points. Telepathy was even harder to train. It had only increased by two points and seemed to be stuck at ten. I felt like it was connected somehow to fortifying my mind, but didn’t know for sure what to make of it. 

	 

	A few minutes later, I was done and loaded up a pair of wide wooden planks to use as serving trays. Each had a plate on it with the appropriate breakfast. I hadn’t made one for myself, but it was the chef’s prerogative to sample as they cooked, so I wasn’t hungry. Pouring coffee into a pair of mugs, I headed down the hall to my bedroom. 

	 

	Or, I guess I should start to think of it as our bedroom. 

	 

	When I walked in, both girls were still asleep. I guess a night of stress and worry followed by a good pounding will do that to you. I set the trays down at the end of the bed. Before I could pull the sheet down, though, Josie’s head came up. Her eyes were still closed but her keen nose was tipped up in the air. 

	 

	“Ugh, do I smell bacon? Oh! And coffee, too?”

	 

	I caressed her face. “You sure do, beautiful.”

	 

	She opened her eyes and looked at me. For some reason, there was a deep sorrow in their emerald depths. “Rob, didn’t you get what I was hinting at last night? You have to start treating Lina better. You can’t expect her to get up while both of us are still sleeping and make food for us every day. It isn’t fair.”

	 

	A blonde head of mussed up hair popped up. “Wait, he can’t expect me to do what? Cause let me tell you, he can do the stuff he did to me last night anytime he wants.”

	 

	Josie looked over at her friend and confusion blossomed on her face. Then she looked back down at the trays of food. “Wait... How? Who? What did you do, Rob?”

	 

	“I cooked breakfast for my ladies. Is that such a bad thing?”

	 

	Josie was dumbfounded, but Lina’s cheeks began to color. The bunny girl went to slap her palm against her forehead, but I’d anticipated that and grabbed her wrist before she could make contact. 

	 

	I stared into her eyes and said, “You are not a stupid or silly bunny girl. You are a beautiful, loving, and awesome bunny girl. And what’s more, I won’t hear of anyone—not even you—criticizing my family.”

	 

	“But it’s my job to cook for you,” she said.

	 

	“Normally, that’s true. But it is an old custom on my old world for a man to make and bring breakfast in bed for a woman he is particularly fond of.”

	 

	Lina’s eyes got wide. For a moment, I thought that she was going to cry—as her eyes got a little glassy and tears started to gather. But I’d never been good with a woman crying, especially when I didn’t understand why. Seeing my frown, she blinked away the unshed tears. 

	 

	Tilting her head quizzically to the side, she asked, “Did you just say your ‘family’?”

	 

	Josie gasped and then nodded. “He did, I heard him.” She and Lina grasped hands, then the foxkin looked at me with a wide grin. “You said it! We both heard you. You can’t take it back now.”

	 

	I had expected a reaction like that from Lina, but hadn’t realized how significant it would be to Josie. I had no intention of taking it back, but now seemed like a good time to double down. “Why would I try to take it back? You two are my family, my home, and the center of my happiness here. I would be lost without you.” I gave them a tender smile. “Now sit up and let me serve you.”

	 

	Breakfast got off to a rocky start, when I tried to get them to eat naked in bed, but they both insisted on putting on some robes. I had never understood how a woman who would welcome me inside them, could worry about being naked around me outside of a sexual setting, but they weren’t the first to act like that. 

	 

	I got myself a mug of coffee and we talked for a while. At first, it wasn’t about anything in particular, just what they had dreamed about or how they liked their food. They were clearly not used to being pampered. I might not be able to do this all the time, but I resolved then and there, to surprise them every so often by making them the center of attention. 

	 

	They got a bit quieter when I started to explain some of my plans. “I’ve been thinking about it. We are going to put a hold on actively trying to find the leaders of the BSB. Instead, we are going to focus on three things. First, we are going to build up our team.” 

	 

	Lina’s eyes got big.

	 

	I took and squeezed the bunny girl’s hand. “Lina, I made you my head clerk, but I’ve been keeping you from fully performing your duties. So, to that end, I want you to find another clerk. I have a few guidelines I’d like you to follow and some conditions, but nothing onerous. First, no more bunny girls. One bunny girl is all I need in my life. If I have to satisfy more than one horny bunny, then my cock might fall off.”

	 

	Lina blushed and then chuckled. 

	 

	Josie simply burst out into a belly laugh before she said, “She’d probably see it as a sign of victory, if she could get you to fuck her until you didn’t have the strength to get it up again.”

	 

	I smiled and let them exchange some playful banter. It made my heart swell as I watched them interact. Calling them my family was more than just a word. It was something I was beginning to feel down to my core. 

	 

	I loved them. And though I wasn’t ready to say it out loud just yet, I could at least admit it to myself. In the quiet of my head, was a safe place to test out how it sounded. A little more than a month was long enough to understand how they made me feel, and there was no reason to deny myself the good things in life. Any of the voices in the back of my mind which said otherwise, could just screw off. 

	 

	I continued, “I want to be clear, that I’m not saying I will sleep with whoever you hire as a clerk. If it happens, that will be because it comes about naturally—as it did with each of you. But they do need to be compatible with our team, even if they don’t become part of our family.”

	 

	Lina grabbed Josie’s arm with both hands in her excitement. “He said it! He said it again—the F word.”

	 

	Josie laughed and replied, “I know. I’m sitting right here, remember. Can you let up on my arm a bit? If you squeeze any tighter, I’m going to think that you’ve been strength training with Rob.”

	 

	I smiled. “Okay, so the other guidelines are that they should have magic, if possible. I, of all people, know that not having magic doesn’t mean that a person can’t be useful. But the people on our team need to be able to carry their own weight. The strength of our team, not just in combat, is going to determine the quality of life our family can live.” 

	 

	I paused for just a couple seconds before I said what I’d been thinking about while cooking breakfast. I knew it was going to get a reaction, but it still needed to be said. “Our children deserve a safe place to grow up, and that requires everyone on our team to be strong.”

	 

	Lina’s nose started to dance and she was practically trembling as her foot started thumping against the bed. 

	 

	I raised a hand, cutting her off. “Yes, I said the ‘C’ word, but only in a future context. We have to make Yonderton safe—or at least safer—first.”

	 

	My bunnykin’s blonde ears drooped a bit but then she looked up with renewed determination. “It’s enough that you are thinking about it.”

	 

	“Finally,” I continued, getting back on topic, “when looking for another clerk, I want you to think about what you need. Whoever you choose should be someone who can help with running our household. I know Rava once talked about becoming a clerk, but I don’t think we could trust her to help you with the cooking or cleaning, or any of that. So, be a little selfish and pick someone who will make your life easier, too.” 

	 

	I leaned forward and bopped her lightly on the nose. “That is an order.”

	 

	She smiled from ear to ear. “I’ve already got some ideas. You are gonna be so happy.” 

	 

	“Good. And you can also begin the process of interviewing deputies. When you find someone who you think is both strong enough, and compatible with our team, I want you to work with Josie on vetting them.” I looked from my bunnykin to my foxkin. “I trust both of you and your judgment. Josie, I’m not sure if this is an official position or not, but you should consider yourself my head deputy.”

	 

	Now it was the fox girl’s turn to grin. At least she didn’t make a big deal about it, but the low thrum I heard from the back of her throat was a sound I had started to associate with her contentment. 

	 

	I kept going. “The second thing we will focus on, is training our team. This includes learning to work together but also just a whole lot of good old-fashioned sweat. I am pushing my stats up, but it is time that we pushed up yours as well.”

	 

	“You mean the deputies, right?” Lina asked.

	 

	“Nope. I mean anyone who is part of our team—especially those who are part of our family. You may never be as strong as an orc, but we all need to be our best selves. If the Back Street Boys begin to feel threatened by us, then there is no telling how they might lash out. I can’t be with you every moment, but I want you to be as capable as possible. That includes both physical and magical abilities.”

	 

	Josie snickered. “He just wants you to be able to take it harder in bed.”

	 

	Lina’s eyes got wide. She gulped and then said, “Um… okay.”

	 

	I shook my head, but whatever it took to motivate her. If Lina hit her racial caps, she would be much better able to defend herself. 

	 

	“The final component, is that we are going to work on developing some business ideas. I know that this might not be part of our charter from Sativa, but it will add to the quality of our lives. I want us to have the money necessary not only to provide for our family, but I also want to be able to bring greater opportunities to Yonderton.”

	 

	“You mean like the obstacle course?” Josie asked.

	 

	“No… well, yes. It is a good morale booster and an opportunity to give folks something to do other than criminal activities in their down time. But what I really had in mind, was something more like the pump we had Mactosh make us for our water. You’ve told me they supposedly have things like that out East? Well, it would be good for the whole town, if we could get them in all the houses.”

	 

	“Those sure would be popular with all the women of the house. Hauling water takes up far too much time,” Lina said. 

	 

	“There are some other inventions I’d be interested in bringing here, but others that I still have to consider the pros and cons of.”

	 

	“Like what?” Josie asked.

	 

	“The primary one is something called a gun.”

	 


Interlude 1 - Little Things

	 

	 

	More than a thousand miles away, the sun had risen hours ago. Its light streamed in through ornate windows cut to refract the light in curious ways. It could be disorienting the first time you saw it, but the owner of this office liked it that way. He wasn’t the most powerful of the directors, but he hadn’t gotten to this place in life by failing to realize the significance of first impressions—it was the little things which often mattered the most.

	 

	Now he sat behind a gilded desk made from gold and crystal, though it wasn’t a real working desk. It was far too fragile for that, but was meant to convey an impression. The one concession in the room towards comfort over display, was the chair he sat in. The arms were wide and the padding plush. Zayn sank deeply into it and appeared to be perfectly at ease. 

	 

	He sighed. His hair was immaculately groomed. His wolfkin body was powerful, lithe, and strong. All the races had their place, but Zayn couldn’t but help feel that his kind were the true pack leaders of this world. Sativa, bless her name, didn’t fully know what was necessary for making this world work. Goddess she might be, but her ways were antiquated. He revered her as the creator, but the future required vision. It was one of the reasons he had helped found the One Direction gang. 

	 

	A squeak from the elf standing in front of him was enough to bring Zayn back from his thoughts. His guest did not appear nearly so comfortable. Of course, the elf had spent the past two weeks in the dungeon. An’kesh had been a useful agent with a spotless track record for success, at least until this recent failure. 

	 

	Still, it never served to let the help forget who was in charge—a servant was only as good as what they could provide for you, and the past didn’t mean a thing. Only the present that counted, or put another way, ‘what have you done for me lately?’

	 

	The signs of his incarceration were obvious on the elf: some bruising across his high cheek bones, his hair was far from its usual perfection, and his smug smile was completely missing. That, and the way he stood—keeping most of his weight on the less injured of his legs—well, that simply showed that the people Zayn hired to handle the less savory aspects of his operation were good at their job. 

	 

	Zayn might be expected to be nervous, being alone in a room with a mind mage. They were notorious for their power and the insidious ways they could use it, but he was perfectly relaxed. He had defenses in place, but more important than that, he was never truly alone. The voice in the back of his head had been with him for a long time. 

	 

	Finally, the wolfkin broke his silence. “Tell me why I should let you live… and do it without any groveling.”

	 

	An’kesh drew in a ragged breath. 

	 

	Good, he wasn’t completely broken. Suitably chastised or even motivated, was good, but broken tools were only good for the refuse heap. 

	 

	The elf finally said, “I still know how to do my job. This last mission wasn’t completed in a satisfactory manner, but the restrictions I had to operate under made it much more difficult.” The mage ducked his head. “I also admit that I underestimated him. Lucas and I could have killed him at several different points during the encounter—there was never really any doubt about that—but to bring him back unscathed?”

	 

	An’kesh bowed deeply before looking up. “That will be harder than I thought. I will need more resources.”

	 

	Zayn didn’t say anything for a while, he simply stared at the mind mage. In the end, An’kesh was the first to break eye contact. It was a petty game, but Zayn always felt that if you couldn’t play a bit, then life got boring. 

	 

	“And you shall have them,” he finally said. “The mission is going to change a bit, but your core purpose remains the same. It is imperative that you bring the human here.” The wolfkin sighed. “If necessary, you can rough him up a bit, but it is important that you don’t do so in such a way that will back him into a corner—we want him to work with us.”

	 

	An’kesh didn’t let his doubt of such a probability show on his carefully schooled features.

	 

	“Take your time, discover his weaknesses and, for that matter, his strengths.” Zayn frowned. “Our sources have remarkably little information about him.”

	 

	“It shall be as you command, M’lord.”

	 

	“It usually is,” the wolfkin chuckled. “Now for Sativa’s sake, go get cleaned up. You may return to your usual apartment... I trust you have learned your lesson. Rest up for three days and then assemble a force. I need you at the top of your game,” Zayn said. He spoke of recovering from the torture he had ordered in the same nonchalant manner another might speak of the weather. 

	 

	The mind mage bowed and then hurried out as quickly as his injured leg would allow. Zayn’s eyes followed him. Even if the elf was cowed, it was never good to take your eye off of a potential threat. When the door closed, he relaxed and enjoyed the flood of endorphins which filled him. 

	 

	The voice within his head whispered, “Well done, my faithful servant. If this experiment bears fruit you will be well rewarded.”

	 

	Zayn thought back his response, but never knew if it was received of not. “And if it is not, then so be it. We all travel in one direction until we reach the end.”  

	 

	Worst case, there would always be another.

	 

	 


Chapter 8 - Gym Time

	 

	 

	Josie really liked doing the morning patrols. It was an easy concession on my part to let her do them. I used the mornings to train. We’d agreed we would eat lunch together, and then she would train with me in the afternoon. Then we’d enjoy dinner before I would take the late patrols while she worked on her own individual training. 

	 

	Late in the evening, I had plans for other types of training we could do together. Thoughts of what that would include always brought a smile to my face. 

	 

	As for Lina, she was a busy little bunny. She was almost rude to me with how quickly she spoke, as she hurried to find more clerks and deputies. I say almost rude, because she didn’t have a rude bone in her body. Lina was nice to everyone, except when she was naughty with me, and… well, that was just another kind of nice. 

	 

	Now, though, she was practically jumped out of her skin with excitement. She left the house this morning in a hurry, mumbling something cryptic about ‘hoping she was ready.’ That left me alone in the house. 

	 

	It would have been all too easy to fall into introspection, thinking about everything that had happened or just to lie about with a silly grin on my face after last night. But I knew I needed to get stronger. It was what would keep me alive. That had the ruling fact of my life, ever since my first day on Olimero.

	 

	It mattered even more, now. Until I’d admitted the depth of my feelings for the girls to myself, it would have been hard to fathom how there could be a greater motivation than self-preservation. But here I was—now I had to be strong for my family. The word still made me nervous, but it was appropriate and an accurate statement of our situation. 

	 

	Josie and Lina were my family—and I’d be damned before I let anything or anyone hurt my family.

	 

	I started out with some light cardio to warmup. It probably wasn’t necessary any longer, strictly speaking. My body’s Durability may not yet be impressive by Olimeran standards, but it was many times greater than any human’s on Earth. Concerns like straining a muscle because of not warming up enough were mostly things of the past. Habits, seeing as how they’d been engrained over many years, are hard to break, though, so I kept at it.

	 

	My definition of light cardio had evolved. No more jumping jacks for me; they served no real purpose. Now, I ran in place in the courtyard behind our office. It was fenced off and perfect for training in, with just enough privacy. I kept my new weights there and it had the added benefit that, when my feet pounded the stone pavers, they didn’t rattle and threaten to shake apart like the wooden floorboards in my room.

	 

	I pushed myself faster and faster until I started to feel a slight sweat. Only then did I start my updated version of jumping jacks. As I brought my feet together, I pushed off hard enough to propel me several feet up into the air. Then, I alternated executing front flips with back flips, landing with split legs again. This was but one example of how my training had evolved.

	 

	Evolution was necessary, if I was going to progressively challenge myself and stimulate continual growth. I tried to combine both Strength and Agility training into as many of the exercises as I could. Even landing with my legs split had initially pushed my Durability, as it forcibly stretched my inner legs. Now, I didn’t feel any strain from it. If I really wanted to work on my Durability through an exercise like this, I would need to jump much higher.

	 

	Part of the excitement of this, was coming up with new ways to push myself as my body grew stronger, more flexible, agile, and tougher. The challenge appealed both to my desire to be creative, as well as to my love of working out. Once I was warmed up, I did some quick stretches. 

	 

	I’d found that resistance-based stretching was the best. When the earth mage had made our improved tub, I had him make me a couple of training implements. The walls surrounding the courtyard were just one of those changes. Now twelve feet tall, they were eighteen inches thick for most of their height, though the top foot narrowed quickly until it was only an inch wide. This was great for a number of balance exercises, which I could do without needing to go down to the obstacle course.

	 

	Josie and Lina had told me that walls were unnecessary. They insisted that Sativa had made it impossible for anyone to attack the Sheriff’s office, but I felt better having the walls. By turning it into a training tool, they at least didn’t feel it was a total waste. Inside the courtyard, I’d asked the earth mage to make me some stretching tools. He created two six-foot high clay walls, spread just far enough part for me to pull a Van Damme between them.

	 

	It made for a great spot to meditate, and I thought it looked cool. I’d heard Josie snickering about it a few times, but I didn’t let that ruin my enthusiasm. The walls also had slots in them, for me to be able to plant my heel and stretch against resistance. I would stretch upwards, placing my foot in one of the openings and then lean down into the resistance. This strained my muscles in new ways. 

	 

	I was strong but I’d know I had truly achieved power, when I broke the stone wall just by stretching.

	 

	The wall gave me another training option with Josie. The one time I had gotten her to work with me on it, I’d stuck one foot in an opening and then worked on blocking attacks she’d made with a homemade kendo shinai. This greatly limited my mobility and made me figure out how to dodge or block while stuck in one place. At least that had been my idea when I came up with the drill. 

	 

	The reality was significantly different. I still wasn’t as fast as Josie so, it devolved into an exercise in how much could she beat me. The wood strips I’d  used to craft the shinai left welts, even when I used ki to toughen up my skin. And of course, Josie never hit me where I was expecting it, so the drill became an exercise in preparing for the unexpected and getting hit in sensitive spots. The only good thing, was that she said she was far too fond of some parts of me too much to risk hitting them—even as she admonished me that enemies wouldn’t operate under such constraints.

	 

	I realized that Josie had a truly sadistic streak in her, when she commissioned Mactosh to make to a shinai for us, but out of thin metal strips rather than the bamboo they would have made one with on Earth. She insisted on using those to spar with, saying that my weapon skills were not my biggest weakness. At times, it was intimidating just how fierce she could be, though it was also reassuring—since that ferocity would serve to protect our family.

	 

	Now, I leapt up between the stretching walls and landed with my legs spread in a full split six feet off the ground. It made me feel cool, even if no one else was watching. At least I’d thought no one else was watching. 

	 

	Giggling from the doorway to the kitchen showed me I was wrong. Lina was standing there next to another woman who was about six inches taller than her. The stranger watched me with wide eyes, wincing before she asked, “And you’re sure that doesn’t hurt his… uh, you know.”

	 

	“No, that works perfectly fine. I can assure you of that—if the crooked way I’m walking this morning isn’t enough proof,” Lina answered, and the other woman joined in the giggling.

	 

	There was something so odd about how hot women could giggle, and it not seem childish. But if a couple dudes had tried the same thing, I would have rolled my eyes. The newcomer was a beautiful brunette with piercing, smoky eyes and rich russet tresses. Except, as I looked closer, I realized she didn’t actually have hair. Short glossy feathers covered her head. She must be a hawkkin.

	 

	 I took a second look at her and realized she was very slender. Along the back of her arms, she had long feathers and, though I couldn’t tell for sure from this angle, it looked like she had some plumage over her backside, as well. She wore a leather vest over a pale blue shirt, with leather pants. The boots on her feet didn’t tie, and appeared to be slip on or off, as the case might be. 

	 

	They were shaped oddly, but I wasn’t able to say exactly what was off about them. Hawkkin were the rarest of the Beastkin, and I hadn’t really had many opportunities to engage with any of them. Lina didn’t bother to introduce her, which I found interesting in and of itself.

	 

	The newcomer looked away from me as she turned towards Lina, heading back into the kitchen. As they walked away, I’m pretty sure she said, “That’s good, because a nest is no good without an egg to warm.”

	 

	I shook my head. How was I supposed to focus after that? I shoved that thought aside. This was just a distraction. It was actually good that Lina had brought her out here. Real combat was full of distractions and your enemy never gave you a chance to recover. So, it was important that I be able to refocus after being distracted.

	 

	I lowered my forehead down to one side to touch it to my knee, my hand encircling the tip of my boot, and then leaned into the stretch. I could feel the muscles in my back, glutes, and hamstring pull, but it was a pleasant sensation. I counted to thirty and then slowly shifted to repeat the stretch on the other side before shifting into quickly alternating toe touches, legs still spread between the walls. 

	 

	After that, I transitioned into a tangent drill, pushing my upper body through a series of contracted punches and blocks while maintaining the full stretch. I kept this up for a good half an hour. I could now consider myself good and truly warmed up. 

	 

	I squeezed with my legs hard enough to lift me up off the wall by a few inches. Then pulled my legs in rapidly, so that I fell down between the walls, landing back on my feet. That move alone would have blown away everyone back on Earth—unfortunately no one there would ever see what I could now do.

	 

	Next, I went to the weight bars. These were a treasure, but I was anxious to see what else Mursha could do with her gravity magic. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for it yet, though. Well, that, and I didn’t know how her father would take it if I asked him to let her use her magic to help me train.

	 

	He kept subtly pushing the idea of me marrying her and, at the same time, I knew he didn’t think very much of her magic. That was more because it wasn’t the metal mana that he and three of his sons had, but I got the sense that it was the norm in orc culture, for women to be at home cooking and raising a family, rather than out making a difference.

	 

	I grabbed one of the weight bars from the stone rack the earth mage had made for me. It was monstrously heavy, but thanks to that same mage, I also had a flat, solid stone bench I could use for it. But I didn’t start with bench presses. Thanks to my heightened Durability and Lina’s healing magic, every day was leg day. I know many guys back home would have cried, but for me, it was a rush.

	 

	My routine started with deadlifts, but then moved into clean and jerks that integrated squats into the motion. The workout was a bitch, but it was meant to push me to my limits. Lina often chastised me for pushing myself too hard, but she never missed an opportunity to watch me working out—usually with a request for me to do so with my shirt off. 

	 

	The fact she wasn’t hovering in the doorway now, was just further confirmation of how excited she was about her current task.

	 

	The combination move strained my body to its limits, and yet here I was. I jerked the bar up to my chest, rolling my wrists and, with hardly a pause, shot up with the weight, pressing it up overhead before bringing it back down onto my shoulders and squatting as deeply as I could. I finished the move by exploding from a deep squat to once again press the bar overhead. There is something about heaving a heavy weight up over head, when you know it might as well be a small car. Someday, I might even be able to jump with this weight, like I could with lesser ones, but I wasn’t there yet.

	 

	Obviously, doing it this way, my squat was limited to the weight that I could clean and jerk, but I felt that the total body workout of the trio as worth it. When I needed to go for max squats later, it would be from a solid stone rack, rather than from the ground. Last night must have put an extra spring in my step, because even with the bar set to one-and-a-half tons, I felt a rush. I felt powerful, heaving three thousand pounds around like that. Suddenly, jumping with this weight didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility.

	 

	The only reason I didn’t, was that Lina had a potential clerk or deputy in the office with her. It wouldn’t do for their second sight of me, to be of me lying on the ground with a broken back, blown out knees, or worse. My healing potions could only do so much; for anything big, Lina was better. 

	 

	So, I contented myself with doing supersets of twelve deadlifts followed after less than thirty seconds rest with twelve clean, jerk, and squats with the 3000 lb. bar. What I really needed, was a way to vary the resistance as I transitioned between exercises. That was just another reason I wanted to speak to Mursha about assisting me with my training. That was, if she wouldn’t stare at my feet while talking to me.

	 

	When I finished, I lowered the bar down gently. Sometimes, a big guy in the gym thinks he is hot stuff when he lifts so much weight that he can’t control it—but I respected my equipment too much simply to throw it around. More than that, this was about practical strength. I need always to be in control of my body.

	 

	Weight training was good, in that the time between sets was enough to allow me to think, but never long enough to get too deep down any rabbit holes. So, I just relaxed and went with it—thinking through various issues and then pumping more iron. 

	 

	On and on I went, for a full three hours. Breakfast had been late this morning, so lunch would be coming up soon. This would have to be good enough, for now. I’d be sparring with Josie after lunch, so I didn’t dare push myself too hard. 

	 

	In fact, maybe I should go inside and see if Lina could top me off, before Josie got back. I loved it when my bunnykin filled me with her healing mana. And, who knew, maybe I could fill her with something, too. 

	 

	The more I thought about it, the more I hoped her interview was over.

	 

	 


Chapter 9 - Lunch and New Drama

	 

	 

	When I walked into the kitchen, Lina was there preparing a meal. This time, it was just a great big salad with strips of grilled chicken. She knew me well enough, though, to make the salad in such a way that someone would have to ask if this was chicken in a salad or lettuce on a bed of chicken. 

	 

	It was hard to wait, but if growing up in a big family had taught me one thing, it was that the kitchen table was the true heart of a family. At that table, everyone was equal. We all brought our joys and concerns in like measure and found willing ears. It was an exchange of life experiences through which we built one another up. 

	 

	And even if it sometimes felt like the entire would was out to get us, we knew that everyone at the table had our back. We might pick on one another without mercy, but we didn’t dare let an outsider take a jab at family. Even my most annoying little brother was completely off limits to any bully, as long as I or any of his other brothers was around.

	 

	I very much wanted to create that same feeling here. So, I would wait. Family meant equal measures of love and respect. I wanted to say something to Josie, about how respect for our family meant showing up on time for the meal, but I also knew that things happened while out on patrol. 

	 

	While we passed the time, waiting on Josie, Lina and I chatted. It was probably my favorite thing to do with her. She was just so easy going, that it made life comfortable. 

	 

	Maybe it wasn’t my favorite thing to do with the buxom blonde, but she’d only just managed to get her skirt straightened out after my post workout, workout. It would be too easy for me to get distracted again. That was definitely one rabbit hole I didn’t mind seeing how far down it went.

	 

	“So… who was that I saw you with earlier?” I asked while I watched her cutting veggies.

	 

	Lina’s ears wiggled and she smiled at me over her shoulder. “Maybe no one, or maybe someone important.”

	 

	 “But who was she? I assume she has a name. Were you interviewing her for a clerk or deputy spot?”

	 

	“So many questions,” Lina replied, rolling her eyes, but there was a playful tone in her voice.

	 

	I waited for her to continue but she never did, so I asked, “Are you gonna tell me?”

	 

	“It’s clerk business, Sheriff. I don’t tell you how to do your job.”

	 

	She had a point. And it’s not like I didn’t trust her, but I couldn’t help but be curious. I might be warming up to, or even open to, the idea of more women in my life, but there was something about your current girlfriend setting you up with a new girlfriend that just seemed contrary to the natural order of the universe. Then again, this wasn’t Earth.

	 

	“So that means you were interviewing her for the clerk position?” I tried to make it a statement, but it ended up coming out more like a question.

	 

	“I didn’t say that. The head clerk does the initial interviews for deputies, too.” She studied me. “Are you changing your mind? Not gonna let me do this?” She frowned. “Most of the other Sheriffs were control freaks. Don’t tell me you are gonna turn out like that, too.”

	 

	I saw the pitfall here. It was like there were construction signs and flaggers waving their signs to tell me there was uneven road ahead. “No, nothing like that. I trust you completely. But, is it any wonder that I am curious? And don’t you think I should get some input into who the clerks and deputies are, even if you get the final decision?”

	 

	Lina stopped chopping and turned very deliberately to look at me. “Why? Because you might end up playing hide the sausage with one or all of them?”

	 

	I swear, I was closer to thirty than twenty, had fought for my life, and knew what this girl looked like naked, but I still blushed when she asked me that. “Well… uh… sorta...”

	 

	“You told me what your requirements and guidance were and I take both very seriously, but I’m absolutely certain that I am better suited to judge who will fit in here best.” She poked me in the shoulder. “Trust me, I wouldn’t dream of picking someone that you wouldn’t be attracted to. I will pick people who meet the needs of our team or even our family.”

	 

	There was no way for me to go against that without completely overturning her authority. That would be the equivalent of my telling her I didn’t trust her, and that I thought my way of living was better than hers. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Force of habit.”

	 

	“You’re forgiven. You will just have to be extra rough with me tonight, to make up for it.” She went back to chopping the vegetable. The next part she said so softly under her breath that I almost didn’t hear her, but since I had a very low-grade stream of ki flowing to my brain meridian at all times in order to enhance both my sight and hearing, I picked it up. “And you will most definitely end up inside of any clerk or deputy I pick.”

	 

	There was nothing for me to say to that. I simply smiled and enjoyed my good fortune. I had the love of a beautiful woman, and she was going to great lengths to make sure I was taken care of. I just sat and watched her finish up with lunch. She set the salad on the table, along with some big bowls, then took a minute to straighten up before finally sitting down.

	 

	She asked me about my morning training. I told her that I hadn’t made any stat gains yet, but that her healing meant I wasn’t sore at all. She had a way of talking to me that made it feel like the rest of the world fell away, like I was all that existed at that moment for her. It was humbling, in a way, but then life pulled us back.

	 

	When the slinky foxkin finally did walk in, she had a cut over her eye and her normally immaculate armor was quite dirty. As fast as I stood up, Lina was even faster in rushing over to Josie.

	 

	 “Who did this to you?” she demanded, but her hand was already up against Josie’s face and I could sense the flow of mana which was closing the wound before my eyes. I had become increasingly more sensitive to things like that, but right now I didn’t care.

	 

	I was beside the two of them in an instant. I pulled out a chair from the table for Josie and coaxed her to sit down. The fury rose up within me. It was obvious the injury wasn’t serious, but it was the mere fact that someone had attacked her. After my big speech last night about family, I couldn’t help but feel like I was being tested.

	 

	“It’s nothing, really. A couple of punks were probably trying to earn favor with the Back Street Boys,” Josie finally said after she thanked Lina.

	 

	“Who were they? Point me in their direction and I’ll bury them,” I said. There was more rage than reason in my words.

	 

	“I could have killed them myself,” she snorted, “if I had wanted to. One of them just got a lucky throw in and clipped me with a rock.”

	 

	“You mean they hit you just above your eye with a rock. You were the one who is lucky not to have been blinded,” Lina said. “I’ve never had to restore an eye with my magic, so I’m not sure how well it would have worked.”

	 

	“Nonsense. They were lucky. Do you know how many times I’ve had a rock thrown at me over the years? Not everyone is happy to see the star on my chest.” She shook her head. “I’ve never actually been hit until today, so the odds are definitely in my favor.”

	 

	“I still want to deal with this,” I said as I kneeled down beside her, throwing my arms around her. 

	 

	She smiled and leaned her head onto my shoulder. “It’s a better lesson this way. I cut them up pretty good. Not enough to cripple them; but without a good healer, they are doing to be in bed for a while and will have the scars to remind them not to get on the wrong side of the law. With any luck, today will set them straight.” She sighed softly. “And even if it doesn’t, it will still serve as a lesson not to mess with me.”

	 

	I thought about what she’d said. There was a certain logic to it, but it still left me uneasy. “I don’t like the idea of someone throwing rocks, or anything else for that matter, at my woman. And what’s to say that they lesson they learn won’t be to bring bigger rocks or more help next time?”

	 

	“It may,” she conceded, “but that is part of the job. You know that, Rob. None of us can avoid it. I appreciate that you’ve got my back, just like I’ve got yours. But just like I was wrong to live in fear for you, so too are you to fear that I can’t take care of myself.”

	 

	I growled.

	 

	“Unless this is really just about showing off for your woman, as you put it?” She pulled back to study my face. “I need your support, not to be treated like a porcelain doll. Holding me now is what I wanted, not for you to go hunt someone down,” Josie said.

	 

	I was taken back by her words for a second. Had I just been posturing? I didn’t think so, but was it really more about my anger, the way the attack on her made me feel? Or was it about supporting her, ensuring she knew I was there for her? 

	 

	She’d told me she had already taken care of it. She was right. The best thing I could do was to do my best to make her feel secure—secure in how much I trusted her and still thought she was capable. It was just that grand gestures were easier than proving I trusted her enough to do her job, and to do it right. This was just like the hazards I’d barely avoided with Lina earlier.

	 

	I pulled her tighter against me. “My fox girl is not only brave, fierce, and beautiful... she is also wise.”

	 

	“If it gets me more of this, I’ll get into a dust up every day.” The redhead stroked my arm as she spoke.

	 

	Finally, I let go of her and kissed her lips. Lina bent over and kissed the recently healed wound. “You two have it easy. You get to go out there and fight. I have to sit back here and worry. And now I worry about not just Josie, but both of you.”

	 

	“Nonsense, we couldn’t do what we do without you,” Josie replied.

	 

	“I know that. Probably better than you do, but it doesn’t make staying here and hoping that you will make it home safely each day any easier.”

	 

	I laughed at that point. “I’m starving. I’m gonna start eating; but I will freely admit, it is gonna take me some time to get used to how much emotion I’m feeling.”

	 

	Both girls laughed at me. That was fine. I’d much rather see smiles on their faces. 

	 

	I wasn’t ready to let this go, but I needed to think it through some more to ensure I didn’t just go off half-cocked. Things got quiet for a bit as we all dug in, but it wasn’t an awkward silence. It was that type of silence you feel when surrounded by people you trust. There was no need to speak as we all relaxed and enjoyed the delicious meal.

	 

	Once I had eaten most of my lunch, I turned to Josie. “I’m looking forward to training this afternoon. I hit the weights hard this morning, but we haven’t sparred in a few days, so I’m curious to see if you’re still faster than me.” I winked at Lina, though I spoke to Josie. They both knew that there was no way I had caught up to the foxkin yet, but it was still fun to bait her.

	 

	“We’ll get some training in, but I may have some other responsibilities I have to attend to after lunch,” Josie replied. “I hope that’s okay.”

	 

	“Other responsibilities? Wait, if you need help with something, then I’m coming with you.”

	 

	“No,” the foxkin shook her head. “This is deputy stuff. Well… and clerk stuff. I expect Lina wants to talk to me about her interviews this morning.”

	 

	“Wait, you’re gonna talk to her about it, but not with me?” I asked in protest.

	 

	Lina shrugged and adopted her most innocent look. “Remember, this is clerk and deputy business.”

	 

	I gave a mock growl under my breath. Then I realized something. “Wait a minute. Josie said interviews… as in more than one. I only saw you speaking with that hawkkin today.”

	 

	The foxkin smiled at Lina, whose grin was starting to look more like that of a Cheshire cat, than a bunny girl. Josie said, “Oh good, so you spoke with Daria? I wasn’t sure who you’d spoken too yet.”

	 

	“Yep,” Lina nodded. “She was one.”

	 

	By this point, I realized they were doing it on purpose. “I can see that some girls didn’t learn their lesson last night. Teasing me again, aren’t you?”

	 

	Josie smiled and Lina couldn’t hold it in any longer. She belly laughed. 

	 

	Then Josie said, “Oh we learned a lesson last night, though I’m not sure if it was the one you were trying to teach. We might need refresher.”

	 

	I sighed. I was in over my head if I thought I was gonna get one up on these girls. Strangely, I didn’t care—not at all. This was about as good as life could get. “Fine, I guess I could check on the town interface. I haven’t looked at that for a while. Might be time for us to spend some of the points we’ve been accumulating.”

	 

	“That’s Sheriff business. I’m quite certain neither of us would try to tell you how to do your job,” Lina said.

	 

	Touché. She’d got me with that one.

	 

	Lina added, “It might be a good time to check in with Mactosh on some of the projects you have him working on.”

	 

	I narrowed my eyes at her, but her face was a perfect mask of innocence. “I can’t figure out if you are just trying to get me out of the house, or if you are messing with me.”

	 

	Both of them shrugged and then burst into giggles. Oh, they were gonna pay later. But then again, collecting from them was the best part of my new life.

	 

	 


Chapter 10 - Building Up

	 

	 

	I had a ton on my mind now. The attack on Josie, the way the girls were messing with me, more mundane things like training, and even the need to work on my various business ideas all ran amok in the back of my mind. But that was because I was only willing to dedicate a limited amount of my time and attention to body cultivation. If I followed the cultivators’ path as laid out in most books I’d read, then I’d end up being all work and no play.

	 

	And that would make Rob an awfully dull boy. 

	 

	It was something I needed to work on, though. I knew I was close to crossing another threshold or whatever it should be called. I guess the proper way to think of it was that I would be crossing into the next tier. What that meant, though, was beyond me. The progress to this point had added a few more stat points. 

	 

	It was clear that improving my cultivation was making me stronger. The biggest advantage was the ways in which I could utilize ki to enhance myself. It made up for any shortcomings in my stats, but there was also a generalized feeling of being more; not anything specific, just… more. 

	 

	I didn’t know if reaching D grade would be an exponential increase or just more of the same slow progression. There was no one to ask about it either, because Josie and Lina had never heard of anything like this. Rava kept asking me about it, but I had yet to share any information with her. She seemed to have some opinions about what might be happening to me, even without my divulging any details. The problem was that with her, it almost sounded like religious fanaticism. 

	 

	I tried to put it out of my mind as I headed for the stairs to the second floor. Maybe it was because I’d been thinking about Rava, but I noticed an odd scent in the hallway. At first, I couldn’t place it. The scent was one of many blended fragrances, ranging from flowers to baked clay. I recognized it but didn’t know from where. My mind was awash with too many questions.

	 

	The trip up the stairs was quick. It was rather silly that I hadn’t been in this office very often. I had gotten caught up in training, patrols, investigations, and my budding relationships. Those were all good things, but there was so much more for me to do—that is, if I wanted to succeed. 

	 

	I sat down at the desk and activated the interface. It all happened without any sound, which made it eerily different from any computer I had ever used. There was no whirring of the fan, just a sudden light that lit up the metal sheet which served as a monitor.

	 

	Base Sheriff Interface:

	 

	Status and Progress

	Pending Cases

	Closed Cases

	Clerks

	Deputies

	Morale

	Shop Access

	City Management

	 

	Current Merits: 224

	 

	Updates since last review:

	+10 for surviving another month

	+18 for completing two quests

	+14 for breaking up a criminal operation

	+75 for improving morale by 2 ranks

	 

	Now that morale has increased, future survival bonus will increase to +20 per month. Loss of morale will lower this amount, just as increased morale can improve it. 

	 

	It was immediately obvious that the biggest impact came from improving morale. As I dug into the statistics, I saw that morale in town had moved from ‘Keeping Their Heads Down’ straight past ‘Neutral’ to ‘Cautiously Optimistic’. It appeared that it was a combination of the obstacle course and the rescue of the kidnapped girls, which made the most difference. 

	 

	What was even better, was that each subsequent increase in morale would come with even more merits. If we ever reached the top category, ‘This is Paradise’ we’d get a whopping five hundred merits just for that. Although, I expected that would represent years of work, if it was even achievable. 

	 

	Now it was time to look what I could do with the points we had earned. We had two hundred and twenty-four merits banked. I realized that I was getting excited about the extra merits. I pulled up the tab for City Management and found a variety of options:

	 

	Streets:

	Paving

	Repairs

	Widening

	Lighting

	Public Facilities/Services:

	Baths

	Hostels

	Soup Kitchen

	Public Transportation

	Rezoning

	City Workers:

	Maintenance, Cleaning and Building

	Health Services

	Fire and Safety

	Rentals

	Elementals

	Architecture

	Parks and Rec

	Art and Monuments

	Quality of Life Enhancements

	 

	Some of the options were fairly self-explanatory. For example, under ‘Street Paving’ there were options for converting the roads from packed dirt to gravel, brick, or smoothed stone. If I understood it correctly, once I spent the required merits, the selected streets—or portions of the streets—would simply be repaved overnight, so clearly magic.

	 

	The costs varied dramatically, based upon the type of pavement chosen. For example, I could pave 15,000 square feet of road with gravel for a single merit. Since most of the roads were about fifteen feet wide with the two main thoroughfares being twice that, more like thirty feet wide, that gave me a good idea of how far that would go. If I wanted to upgrade a street to brick, then it would be five merits for the amount of paved streets, and a whopping ten merits for smoothed stone. 

	 

	There was the little matter of ‘Street Repairs’ which was its own category. I didn’t bother looking at the prices since that was a problem for future me. The other interesting category was street widening. 

	 

	You may increase the width of a street. All buildings will be shifted to accommodate widened streets, and the layout of the city will be otherwise maintained. This process will take place the first time the clock hits 3 am after the command has been given and the merits paid. A road’s width may be increased in five foot increments, up to a maximum of double its original size. 

	 

	Note: the price must be paid for the entire road at the same time, so be sure you know how long a given road is. 

	

	So magical space shifting or something. What blew me away, was that the price for something which seemed impossible was low in comparison to the process of paving. Street widening could be done for only three merits per thousand feet of road. Of course, I suppose the trick was that then there would be more roadway to pave. Still, wider roads would help the city to grow as well as having a dampening effect on some types of crime. 

	 

	The same could be said about ‘Street Lighting’. Criminal activities like muggings or assaults often took place in dark alleys or other less well-lit areas. If I could bring more lighting to the city, that would have a beneficial effect. The price wasn’t that high, apparently each magical lamp could be set up to run eight hours a day and only cost two merits to purchase. Still, I put that on the backburner.

	 

	The public facilities tab was also one that I would have to punt on, at least for now. Bathhouses might be nice. Every time I enhanced my nose, I regretted it due to the way that people smelled here. But then again, I worked out for multiple hours and didn’t get to bathe but once a day, so working in the heat here was sure to make people sweaty. 

	 

	My main take away from this tab, however, was to realize that there was definitely a group of people in Yonderton who were impoverished. Crime could be deterred by ensuring that people had sufficient food and housing. It wasn’t a cure all, but it didn’t hurt. Of course, public housing could also become a hotbed for crime if the newly housed poor didn’t take ownership of their residencies. I honestly, didn’t feel qualified to make decisions about this yet. I would need to learn more about the people of Yonderton. 

	 

	‘Rezoning’ was another magical category that made no sense to me. I had expected it to be some kind of office that gave building permits or such. Nothing in Olimero could be that simple. Instead, the description read as:

	 

	Tired of a lack of organization? Did your city get set up in a mish mash manner? Don’t worry, with the rezoning function, you can literally move buildings to different parts of the city and reorganize how everything is set up. 

	 

	The description was both ambiguous and impossible enough to know that this had to be magic. Ever since I had arrived in Yonderton, it had been obvious that there hadn’t been any sort of city plan that decided where different businesses or housing got set up. In one of the more egregious examples, an inn and a slaughterhouse had been built right next to each other. I couldn’t for the life of me imagine how the inn got any customers. 

	 

	The cost for moving buildings was rather expensive, but I had expected that much. Cost was based upon the square footage of the building’s footprint. I could move one hundred square feet for ten merits. But once a building was moved, it couldn’t be moved again for the next ten years. Interestingly, I didn’t need the permission of the building’s owner to move it. A part of me thought about how that could mess with some of the Back Street Boy’s operations. 

	 

	I was a bit more interested in hiring some city employees. Apparently, I could either pay them outright, or I could use merits. If I used merits, then Sativa paid them for me. I could hire:

	 

	Street Cleaner (1 merit per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and is responsible for maintaining the cleanliness of the streets. They will remove horse dung, clean up trash, and work to beautify any art, monuments, benches, or other similar areas. They are a general worker.

	 

	Gardener (1 merit per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and is specialized in the care of parks and other green spaces. They will not perform general work but can handle the specified gardening duties three times more efficiently than a street cleaner. 

	 

	Maintenance Worker (2 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and will perform upkeep to streets, repairing damaged bricks or chipped stone, for example. They will also maintain the state of the Sheriff’s office, Hall of Justice, or any other public buildings which are maintained. 

	 

	City Builder (3 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and will not perform any maintenance functions, but will build new buildings, pave roads, dig ditches or perform any of the functions necessary for general construction. 

	 

	Field Supervisor (4 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and will take over management of field operations for cleaners, builders, and maintenance. They will perform 50% of the work of any of the other worker types, but will also increase the output of any workers they supervise by 50%. They can supervise a maximum of twelve employees. 

	 

	City Manager (6 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and will take over general responsibilities for overseeing city development. It is important that specific guidelines be given to them, or their own tastes will soon become apparent. This employee must be given at least basic access to the second floor and city building options, including authority to expend merits, hire, or fire staff, and so on. Productivity of all subordinate employees, including supervisors, will be increased by 50%. They may oversee a total of twelve field supervisors and their subordinates. They will also provide assistance in operating Health Services as well as Fire and Safety Employees, but will not directly supervise them. 

	 

	The cost for most of those employees could be measured in gold also. If an employee cost one merit per six months, then it was about the equivalent of one gold per month and so on. The system warned me that wages could vary, but that if I used merits to pay the employees, then Sativa would be responsible for ensuring they performed up to specifications. Unfortunately, if I paid with coin, then all that would be on me.

	 

	Yonderton was growing. There was no doubt that I needed some of these services. I just didn’t know how I was supposed to afford them yet. A couple of workers, sure. But if I had a staff of fifty, it would cost a staggering amount of merits every six months. Then there were still other categories, such as Health Services which had three different levels of workers I could hire.

	 

	Nurse (1 merit per 6 months): This employee will provide basic health services but will require, at a minimum, a clinic to work out of. 

	 

	Doctor (3 merits per 6 months): This employee will provide a higher level of health related knowledge than a Nurse, but is only able to fully function with a minimum of one nurse to provide hands on care. Simple surgeries are possible as are basic diagnostic abilities. Note: doctors are held in low esteem within Olimeran society, as they are considered poor replacements for healers. Their knowledge can, however, be useful if combined with the hands-on skills of nurses and the magic of healers. 

	 

	Healer (12 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to Sativa, but will follow the general instructions of the Sheriff or a city manager if one exists, so long as such orders don’t violate their conscience. They will provide magical healing, but require a clinic, at a minimum, to operate from. Their services can be optimized with doctors and nurses.

	 

	Fire Fighter Grade E (2 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and will provide basic firefighting or rescue services. They will require a fire rig and firehouse to be able to function. 

	 

	Fire Fighter Grade C (9 merits per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff. They are a caster utilizing water mana and will provide firefighting and rescue services. A firehouse, while not technically necessary, will enhance their services. It will be necessary for them to be provided with at least a horse and preferably a full wagon, to be able to travel to where they are needed. 

	 

	By this point, my head was spinning. All my shiny new merits weren’t going to go very far. I did look at the ‘Status’ tab, not to check on my character sheet, but rather to review the quests I had completed in the past two weeks, as well as those that were pending. 

	 

	The first quest had been to investigate the kidnapping ring, while the second had been an unrelated quest with only a small amount of coin for a reward. 

	 

	Quest Completed: Investigate kidnapping ring 1

	Difficulty: Moderately hard

	Time Limit: 7 days

	Reward: 

	D-Grade Item

	           2 additional deputy and 1 clerk position opened

	           Next step in quest chain   

	 

	This was important, because it had given me the new slots for deputies and clerks without me having to pay coin for them. I had completed it after learning that two of the leaders of the Back Street Boys were responsible for running the ring. Specifically, they were named McLean and Littie. I had also learned that most of the girls being kidnapped were being shipped out of town, but unfortunately, I had no idea where they were sent. Even my confidential informant, Colton, didn’t know. 

	 

	The rewarded item from my second completed quest was less impressive, but maybe my standards were set too high after the gloves that I gotten after the first quest. Still, it was a useful item. I didn’t like jewelry, though, so I wasn’t wearing it, but kept it in my spatial container. The description was here as part of the quest notes. 

	 

	Name: Lesser Pendant of Elemental Nullification   Grade: D

	 

	Description: Once per twelve hours, this pendant can nullify the effects of any elemental mana upon your person for six seconds. Even environmental effects produced with elemental mana won’t have an effect on you. 

	 

	I knew I should probably wear it, but I was already wearing the stone horse talisman, and I didn’t want to be one of those guys with a bunch of so called stylish gold chains for men. I didn’t care if others wore them; it just wasn’t my thing. And after all, was six seconds really all that long? 

	 

	Anyway, I had bigger problems to figure out. I needed to set up a crime board for the investigation. There were too many moving parts to keep track of. The updated quest was one I cared about a great deal, but that didn’t mean it was going to be easy.

	 

	Quest Updated: End the Kidnapping Ring

	Difficulty: Extremely Hard

	Time Limit: 6 months

	 

	Reward: 

	C-Grade Item with potential for a B-Grade Item

	1 additional clerk slot and 1 additional deputy slot

	One level of morale boost

	 

	Description: This quest can be satisfied by bringing to justice all of the leaders of this crime ring, including: McLean, Littie, the ‘Caravanner,’ and the ‘Keeper.’ 

	 

	Bonuses will be granted for any girls rescued. 

	

	Staring at the updated quest was only frustrating me. There were so many options and so many things I needed to do, that analysis paralysis threatened to overwhelm me. I had a bunch of merits, but wasn’t sure I should spend any of them until I came up with a solid plan and way forward. 

	 

	Then I realized, I was looking at this all wrong. I didn’t have to do it alone. I had a team, a family to help me. I would talk to them later. Now, however, they were busy with whatever interviews they had planned on doing. I decided I needed to stretch my legs. 

	 

	Visiting Mactosh would be good, but I worried we’d end up drinking and shooting the shit rather than getting anything done. Instead, I decided a visit to a rather mysterious alchemist was in order. I still needed to progress that skill, and Rava might have some insight into how to deal with Josie and Lina. 

	 

	 

	



Chapter 11 - New Considerations

	 

	 

	I walked down from the second floor and found the office empty. Whatever the girls were up to, it wasn’t happening here. I shrugged; I’d find out in due time. 

	 

	Now, though, I was gonna stretch my legs. The insta-crete potion as well as the concentrated version of the tear gas had both worked well in practical application. I owed it to report the results of field testing to Rava. She would want to know. She was very much into practical alchemy and its results. 

	 

	Beyond that, I learned something new from her every time—she was a font of information. I was perfectly sure that it didn’t have a thing to do with how her never-ending legs looked. Or maybe that was just a lie I told myself. The banter and sexual tension between us made every visit fun for a number of reasons.

	 

	When I got out into the town, I found it busier than it had been when I had arrived just over a month ago. Whether that was more people getting out because of reduced crime, the increased morale of the law-abiding citizens, or if it was because more people were arriving every day, I didn’t know. Looking around, I was unsure how I could tell. Hopefully, it was some of each.

	 

	There were plenty of eyes on me, but I didn’t let it bother me this time. I even summoned my stone horse again, though it would have been easy enough to walk to Rava’s shop. It was only like a fifteen minute walk, but the horse made me seem more intimidating. I mean how could it not—the thing was massive and made of solid ebony stone.

	 

	The attention I got varied. There were still the kids who were excited to see me. That must be universal because back home kids, especially little boys, all seemed to think the police were cool. There were appraising looks I got from women. After coming from a world where men did most of the pursuing, it was still a bit odd to feel like I was being undressed by a dozen pairs of eyes. I was gradually getting used to it, though. At this rate, pretty soon, I’d be dancing on the back of my horse as he trotted through town.

	 

	I took all of that in stride. Most of the people now looked at me with a shadow of hope on their face, fighting against the despair they felt. Those were the people I wanted to lift up, the ones who had been shoved down by life in general, and the Back Street Boys specifically. Honest, hardworking people should be able to hold their heads up high.

	 

	The ones that I was really on the lookout for, however, were those eyes that looked at me sideways. They avoided any direct eye contact, but I could see them mentally hurling daggers at me. It was these people who had me circulating ki through my system. I spent a small amount of ki to toughen my skin. It wouldn’t turn away a blade, but hopefully would lessen the severity of the impact.

	 

	At the same time, I sent ki to my eyes and ears. I needed to be as alert as possible. I had tried reaching out with my telepathy, but it gave me a headache if I tried to sense all the minds around me. It was easier to stick with organic processes. Then I also kept a reserve of ki ready to funnel into my legs and arms. I might have looked like I was out for a casual ride through town, but I was more like a coiled snake ready to strike.

	 

	When I’d first arrived, these types of thugs had stared boldly into my eyes and didn’t hesitate openly to threaten me. Even weaklings like Colton and Wey had been willing to suggest they were going to kill me. Now, those same types scurried away into the shadows, avoiding me, and even the stronger ones tried to avoid openly engaging with me, if they could help it. 

	 

	I had no illusions about my ability to stand up against a gang attack. Ki was a useful tool, but it wasn’t the answer to everything. This was part of why I had to build a team. I was a body cultivator not a mana cultivator. 

	 

	I couldn’t hurl lightning bolts or suck the air for my foe’s lungs. I had to get up close and personal. Of course, I was hoping that maybe Mactosh could do something about that with my ideas, because even my bow was limited. Everything required me to be physical. I had to keep that in mind.

	 

	These thoughts kept me occupied until I reached Rava’s shop. It was still pristinely clean outside. It hadn’t initially struck me at first, but I realized that her lawn—what there was of it—was perfectly manicured. The flower beds were beautiful and there wasn’t a dead plant among them, despite the heat. What was more, the road in front of her store was done in brick, carrying on like that for a short distance before and after her building.

	 

	Normally, brickwork was reserved only for the main thorough fares or at least it would be till I came up with either enough merits or enough gold to solve the problem. I couldn’t see so much as a single piece of trash in the area around her shop. There were no signs of tabac either, which was a common vice amongst many of the people here, neither ashes nor discolored spots from where chew had been spat.

	 

	I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed it before, but I was kicking myself now. Such minor details can mean the difference between life and death. That had been drilled into me at the academy and nothing in Olimero had suggested anything different. I needed to know why it was like this; it wasn’t like I saw any guards outside or anything.

	 

	Rava, to the best of my knowledge, was a very talented alchemist who had been here in Yonderton since its founding, more than ten years ago. She tended to be a bit absent minded at times, and apt to get overly excited about anything related to alchemy—turning into a fangirl at the hint of any general scientific discovery or innovation. If she didn’t resemble a Scandinavian model with legs for days, it would be easy to dismiss her for the science geek I’d learned she was at heart.

	 

	Her shop was in a decent, but not the most upscale, part of town. None of that served, however, to explain why she wouldn’t be molested by the BSB or one of the other criminal elements. It was worth looking into. The efforts by not only the organized crime in the town, but also many of the local citizens, to apparently go out of their way to avoid or appease the elven alchemist by keeping up the area deserved my attention. 

	 

	I dismounted and unsummoned my horse. I really needed to give him a name. Darkhorse just wouldn’t work. He was made of stone, not a living blackhole with attitude. And Black Beauty was right out. Hmm… I’d default to my new position anytime I didn’t want to be bothered with making a decision I didn’t have to at that moment—I’d save it for later.

	 

	As soon as the ground closed up where the horse had been standing, I went up and knocked on Rava’s door. Then, realizing that she always seemed willing to just walk into my office—which was also my house—I figured I should return the favor. I’d never heard her knock, so why shouldn’t I do the same? 

	 

	I opened the door and was immediately struck by the floral sweet aroma of drying flowers and herbs, mixed with clay and a number of other scents I couldn’t place. Hmm… some of the scents prompted bits of information that was on the tip of my tongue. It felt like, if I could isolate some of the smells, I’d be able to identify not only what it was, but how it could be used.

	 

	The curtain which acted as a door to the rear area of her shop opened and out walked Rava. I never knew which Rava I was going to get. Sometimes, it was the science geek who was completely absorbed in her work. Other times, it was the polished Rava who clearly knew more than anyone around her. It looked like I was going to get the latter today.

	 

	No matter which Rava it was, she was always striking. Her legs were those of a runway model and drew my eyes immediately. The slit on her dress went all the way up to her hip and was clearly meant to show off her best assets. The dress was low cut in front, as well, but not so much that it would be improper. Her breasts weren’t as large as Josie’s, but what she had, she put to good use. Her face was pristinely beautiful in a way that was almost supernatural. Even her pointy ears just seemed perfect, as they stuck up through her vibrant purple hair.

	 

	“Sheriff, I was just thinking about you. I’m glad I didn’t have to come chasing after you. A girl likes to get pursued a bit.”

	 

	I rolled my eyes. She could, and usually did, make suggestive comments at the drop of a hat and while I didn’t doubt that if I played my cards right, I could find those long legs wrapped around me, there was always a part of me that felt like she could take it or leave it. 

	 

	“Just out for a walk today, and I thought I should check in with my Alchemy Master.”

	 

	She smiled. It was a perfect smile, one to make Hollywood starlets rant in envy. Then she ran her hands down her sides to draw my attention to her curves. “Does this look like a Master to you?” Her delicate eyebrow arched at me. “I’d prefer you called me Mistress.”

	 

	I returned her smile and said, “Okay, then I’m checking in with my Alchemy Mistress.”

	 

	“You could just shorten it to Mistress, you know. I’m sure that could lead to all kinds of fun.”

	 

	“Different strokes for different folks,” I smiled to take the sting out of my reply. “But I think I’ll stick with Alchemy Mistress, if you don’t mind—at least for now. I’m never one to close a door I don’t have to, though.”

	 

	“Oh? Such a smart boy. I knew there was a reason I liked you. Now, what can I do for you? Have you used that variation on the tear gas formula I worked up?”

	 

	I hardened my face and pushed down my own excitement. Looks like it’s not only Rava who got excited about Alchemy. I definitely wanted to talk about it, as there was much to report and discuss, but first things first. “That is actually one of the things I wanted to talk with you about, but first I have two questions for you.”

	 

	“Only two? In my experience, you are usually quite inquisitive. You are very good at using questions to get the information you need.” She tilted her head to the side. “But that is just another tick in your favor.”

	 

	“Fair enough. I have two questions now,” I said, slowly, “but depending on how you answer them I might have more questions later.”

	 

	“Then I shall do my best to give you complete answers so we can get on to more um… fun pursuits.” She placed her finger against her lips as she said the last. It was just enough that I could take it as suggestive but it could have just been a more generic gesture.

	 

	There was no easy way to ask this so I decided just to yank the bandage off. “Are you paying protection money to the Back Street Boys or another criminal gang?”

	 

	Her face was a perfect mask; it didn’t slip at all. I tuned my hearing as sharply as I could and her heart didn’t skip a beat, nor did it start going any faster. Either she was made of ice, or that question really didn’t bother her. “No.”

	 

	I just kept staring at her. A one word answer wasn’t going to cut it. I could be patient though, rather than letting her off with that. She returned my stare, the slight smile on her face indicating she knew exactly what I was doing.

	 

	She breathed out softly, then finally said, “No, I don’t pay protection money to any gang and never have.”

	 

	“I’m glad to hear that, and I wouldn’t have faulted you, if you were being targeted by them. It just would have made me want to protect you more.” As I spoke, I realized there were still ways her answer could be a bad thing. I just wasn’t sure how much I wanted to push it. 

	 

	Ultimately, I decided that I couldn’t trust her to make potions I was going to imbibe if I didn’t get answers to the questions that were bothering me. “Then why is your place so much better kept up, than the businesses around you? It doesn’t really make sense.”

	 

	“Why Sheriff, if we weren’t such good friends, a girl could almost think you were accusing her of something.”

	 

	“Not yet, but should I be?”

	 

	“No,” Rava snorted. “I just proved a long time ago that I can take care of myself. The Back Street Boys, like all of their ilk, are cowards at heart. They prefer to aim for easier prey. Besides, many of their agents buy my potions and they don’t want to piss me off. No one in town besides me—excluding your first attempt—has been able to make exquisite healing potions.”

	 

	Her explanation was perfectly plausible. I had continued to listen in, and her heart rate never sped up. That, in and of itself, was a bit odd. One would expect that being challenged like this should at least make her a bit agitated. 

	 

	“Okay,” I nodded. “Thank you for answering. Perhaps we should spend some more time together, and not just for alchemy.”

	 

	She reached over and placed her hand on my arm. “Why, my dear Sheriff, did you just make a pass at me?”

	 

	If she was hoping to embarrass me, that time was long past. I was open to the idea that my life was going to include more than one woman. But that didn’t mean I was going to chase every skirt I saw; it just meant that when in Rome and all that jazz. 

	 

	I placed my other hand on top of hers, “You never know. Depends on if you play your cards right or not. But what I was talking about, was that your experience might give you some insight into things which will help me do my job. I need to remember that you have been here in Yonderton since the beginning.”

	 

	Rava pulled her hand back. Just as I expected, she liked to play… but she fancied herself the spider and not the fly. “I believe you said you had two questions…?”

	 

	“Yes, I did. I’m curious. You didn’t happen to be at my office earlier today, did you?”

	 

	Now her predatory grin was back on her face. “And what would your clerk say if you’d asked her that?”

	 

	“Hmm… that’s pretty much what I thought,” I replied, shaking my head ruefully. Rather than push her on the issue, I took her reply for an admission she had interviewed with Lina.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 12 - Rules of Alchemy

	 

	 

	Moving on, I described for her how the potions had worked in actual combat. She had me wait for just a moment while she grabbed a notebook and pencil, then asked me a number of questions regarding everything from how much the tear gas potion clung to its target, to the distribution pattern for the expanding insta-crete.

	 

	Then we went through the formulas again and talked about any tweaks that might improve them. I don’t know quite when it happened, but at some point during the conversation, all of her sarcasm disappeared. She became almost childlike in her wonder about the combination of science and magic which was the alchemy of Olimero.

	 

	It was also interesting to see how she would slip into her teacher role without losing any of the enthusiasm—still completely devoid of sarcasm. It was hard to do anything but trust her, when she was like this. Her excitement was infectious and it was easy to see how she wanted nothing but the best for me.

	 

	“Have you figured out the third rule of alchemy yet?” she asked at one point. “Wait, repeat the first two rules.”

	 

	There was something about her voice and demeanor which made it so easy to obey her in this moment. It just felt natural. “The first rule is that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.”

	 

	She gave me a smile that made me feel happy to please her. “And what does that mean. I’m not teaching you to just recite words, but to have an actual understanding.”

	 

	“Simple. Each of the components in a potion—whether it be something as simple as rose petals, as rare as unicorn blood, or as temperamental as fire crystal—has value and a sort of power in and of itself. But the alchemist creates a synergy between those components, so that they have a multiplicative effect upon one another, rather than a simple additive effect.”

	 

	“Very good. You do realize that if this whole Sheriff thing doesn’t work out for you, that you could have a bright future as an alchemist. With another couple decades of tutelage, I expect you could surpass me; especially given your unique insights and gifts.”

	 

	I ignored the last part but still chose to raise my eyebrow at her.

	 

	She waved her hand. “I’m simply jesting with you, but not at you. I don’t mean anything by it. You are Sativa’s chosen and that means something. I, for one, want to be by your side.” She smiled disarmingly. “I think great things are going to follow you and I think I‘ll try to stick close by you.”

	 

	Rava possessed a well-developed portion of that trait most universal to women, namely the ability to confuse a man. Rather than try to sort it out, I simply went on with my answer. 

	 

	“The second rule of alchemy, is that power releases power.” Then without waiting for her to ask, I explained my understanding of the rule. “No potion can be activated, without taking something from its creator. That something is generally mana—which serves to ignite the power of the potion. The greater the power placed into the potion, generally the greater the result.”

	 

	Rava frowned slightly.

	 

	“Of course,” I acknowledged, “there are limits and constraints—such as the quality and very nature of the ingredients, the nature of the mana used, even the instruments, such as the cauldron, and the technique and degree of control exercised by the alchemist.”

	 

	There was a stillness in the room as I answered. I could see not only the joy on her face, but that the predatory gleam had returned to her eyes. 

	 

	“Excellent answer. You both answered the question and explained what it means in an adequate fashion. Then, you anticipated questions I had about limitations.” She winked at me. “A woman always likes a man who can anticipate her needs.”

	 

	I nodded. A little sexual innuendo wasn’t unexpected, or anything to worry about. Then I let out a big breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding with a whoosh. 

	 

	“Before you tell me what you’ve figured out about the third rule, I do have another question. You did an admirable job of explaining how the second rule works, and what it means, but what happens if there is no mana to power the process? Are there other alternatives?”

	 

	And there it was. She’d used the innuendo to soften me up—or harden me up, as the case might be. “I think that is a discussion we can certainly have at some point… probably shortly after when we talk about how your conversation with Lina went today.”

	 

	“Thank you.”

	 

	I got a little confused at that point. “Thank you?”

	 

	“Yes, thank you. Thank you for showing me that you are an equal. It has been so long since that has been the case, and I tend to underestimate, err…” 

	 

	She paused. “No, not underestimate; that isn’t accurate.” She sighed. “I tend to lower my expectations for those around me. It was a simple thing, but it is good to know that you are a match for me intellectually,” she smirked, looking pointedly at my crotch, “as well as in other ways.”

	 

	I nodded. “I assume that means we won’t be having that conversation soon.”

	 

	She smiled. It was perfection and it was just for me. “No, not yet. I suppose this particular vintage will need to age properly.” She put her teacher and mentor hat back on. “Now, what about the third rule? Have you figured out what is keeping you from mastering the transmutation recipe I taught you?”

	 

	“I’m not sure, but I keep going back to a scientific rule from my old world. We call it the conservation of mass. It essentially means, that mass is neither created nor destroyed in a chemical reaction. The thing is, that I know that the natural laws of Olimero differ from those of my home world—in part because of magic—so I’m not sure what I’m missing.” I furrowed my brow. “In order for a potion to produce a transformation in the drinker, it would have to draw the mass for that transformation from somewhere.”

	 

	“Ah… you have part of it. Mana can exist in many forms. An earth mage can send it out as invisible tendrils, but it can also take the form of a great stone wall. They are both earth mana,” Rava explained.

	 

	“But is that earth mana or is it earth mana acting upon the environment?” I asked.

	 

	“You are getting so close, my apprentice. I guess part of it can’t be helped. You come from a world with such different rules.” She frowned, worrying at her lip for a moment. “Let me ask it this way, then. If a potion were to… say, enlarge you. It would expand the mass in your body, correct?”

	 

	“That seems obvious, unless magic breaks the laws of physics.”

	 

	She put her finger up to her chin thoughtfully. “We really need to have a long discussion about your world and your understanding of science. I’m sure I have a great deal to gain from such a discussion—as would you. For now, though, you are overthinking things.” 

	 

	I nodded, knowing that I tended to overthink things—especially when I didn’t have the full picture. It was in my nature, though I tended more towards the practical and pragmatic. 

	 

	“For the most part, as I understand it, magic doesn’t break the laws of physics. It might seem to bend them a bit, but that is because mana is externally introduced into the equation and is a variable vastly different from purely physical factors,” Rava explained.

	 

	I let her words sink in. There was a reason that I was a lawman and not a scientist—I preferred my understanding of the world to have a practical rather than a theoretical use. It wasn’t that I avoided deep thinking—I simply didn’t want my life to be defined by it. 

	 

	Even thinking that, I felt a little basic, but people could call it what they liked. I preferred to be a man defined by my actions more than my thoughts. “Mana provides a way to introduce the necessary mass—which would change my body—from somewhere else?”

	 

	“Exactly. The third rule is known as Environmental Appropriation. If extra mass is needed, the mana fused into the alchemical reaction will draw that mass from somewhere else. The actual potion works to alter the drinker’s body, so that it will be able to accept this outside mass.”

	 

	I nodded as I followed along with her. “Does that mass have to be appropriated at the time the potion is brewed, or is it added later?”

	 

	“A perceptive question.”  She smiled. “And the answer is… yes. Or rather, it can be either one or the other. For the most controlled reactions, you will want to add the mass at the time of the creation. The problem with this, though, is that it will greatly limit the amount of mass which can be added, before the potion is stretched to its limits. What other problems might adding mass at the time of potion creation pose?”

	 

	Even if school wasn’t my thing, I had to admit this was a fun exchange. Rava was pleasant to be with and her conversation was stimulating. That was, however, when I wasn’t worried that she was gonna eat me whole. 

	 

	“I guess the most obvious, is that a glass vial isn’t going to hold all that much mass even, if it is compressed. Actually, as I think about it, compressing it creates a whole new set of problems, because it increases the relative weight per square inch, which increases the pressure on the physical container.”

	 

	I stared off into nowhere, deep in thought. And like any good instructor, Rava sat there quietly. I expect she would have nudged me or given me a hint if she’d thought she needed to, but as it was, she must have seen the wheels turning in my head.

	 

	“You could get around that in part, by changing the type of vial you put the potion in. If it was a metal vial, then not only should it be able to hold far more weight, but would better be able to resist the additional pressure.” I frowned. “But of course, then if a potion is supposed to double my size, that would mean that it would somehow need to include an additional two hundred or more pounds of mass… which  would be awful difficult to carry,” I admitted.

	 

	Rava leaned in towards me with an excited gleam in her eyes. “Go on.”

	 

	“You could partially circumvent that, by using a spatial pouch to negate the weight, but that still leaves the most basic problem.”

	 

	“Which is?” Rava asked expectantly.

	 

	“Would the imbiber be able to survive drinking a few ounces that were so packed with mass, as to increase their weight by over two hundred pounds?” I scratched my cheek. “Or is there some way that the mana circumvents that?” I asked.

	 

	“There are some ways that mana can be used to circumvent such an issue, but that is far removed from anything I can teach you now. You aren’t ready for those rules yet.”

	 

	“Wait, I thought there were only three rules of alchemy.” No sooner had the words left my mouth, than I felt like such a child. Of course, there were more than three rules. 

	 

	The deeper my understanding grew the more rules there would be. Before she could chastise me, I blurted out, “Or, I guess there are as many rules as there need to be, until our understanding becomes perfect.”

	 

	“Very good.” Rava patted my arm, before sighing. “I certainly don’t know all the rules. Nor will I tell you which rule I am trying to learn now. It would only be confusing to you, given your current level of understanding. I will give you knowledge as you become ready for it.” She smiled. “But you did make progress today.”

	 

	“So, how do I create a potion which will appropriate mass from the environment at the time I am drinking it?”

	 

	“With great care,” she replied with a laugh. Then she got her teacher face on again. “Hands on is the best way to learn—seeing, or even better, doing—will be more beneficial than simply talking about it, so why don’t we brew a potion?”

	 

	“Do you think I’m ready?”

	 

	“You already break so many of the ways I understand the world, Rob.” She gave me a rare, wry grin. “But we agreed not to speak of that now, so my best guess is that you are ready for this next step. One only knows what they know, once they are deep within the cauldron, as my former master was wont to say.”

	 

	“I didn’t bring my cauldron, though.”

	 

	“You will just have to use mine. But exercise care; it is very valuable and it’s been some time since anything as large as you was inside my cauldron.” She said the last part with a wink, before pulling out a scroll. “This is a basic transformation potion, but we will need to tailor it to meet your needs. What, exactly, are you hoping to accomplish with this potion?”

	 

	I thought about that for a moment. “Ideally, it isn’t as much about transformation as it is about increasing my stats. I want to use alchemy to make up for some of my shortcomings. Ideally, I want it to make me stronger, faster, and more durable.”

	 

	“In some ways that makes the problem simpler, but in other ways much more complicated. From what I have learned, many of your shortcomings have disappeared of late—or at least become much less of an issue. You are as strong as many orcs now, and are quickly gaining in your other stats. Is this not so?”

	 

	I didn’t point out, that the only way she could have gotten such information, was either from Lina or Josie. Instead, I said, “That is fair, but I have an entire city to take care of. Can I ever truly be powerful enough?”

	 

	“Indeed, the powerful always want just a bit more.”

	 

	“What are the challenges to this potion?” I asked.

	 

	“If you what it to increase your size and thus your strength, that is simple—even though it will require you to apply the third rule. But if you want it to enhance your strength without changing your size, then it will be necessary to transform your muscle fibers to make them denser. That is a more complicated procedure, because a much finer level of control is required.”

	 

	“What if we aim for a balance between increased muscle mass and density?”

	 

	“We can sure try.” Rava said with a smile. Then she added with a wink, “C’mon, hurry up and get your stirring stick over here and put it in my cauldron.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 13 - Into the Dark Cauldron

	 

	 

	Even as she made the statement, Rava grabbed my hand and pulled me into the back of her shop. Behind the curtain, was a bizarre and wonderous world. There were shelves full of assorted ingredients; each one seemed more exotic than the next. No less than three tables were set up with their own chemical experiments going on. This could easily have been the lab of some mad scientist from a movie.

	 

	The elf didn’t stop until she reached the small table next to her cauldron. The table had a mortar and pestle on it. This was where she ground ingredients right before adding them to her cauldron. I had watched her work as part of my training. It was always a wonder to see her competent efficiency of motion.

	 

	Lewd jokes and hungry glances aside, it was entrancing to watch her work. Rava had both a skill and love for what she was doing. I had learned much from her already.

	 

	What I had never been allowed to do, was to touch her cauldron. It was a massive wide-mouthed metal bowl with three legs to stabilize it. The metal was a dark gray bordering upon black that seemed to be about an inch thick. The lip at the top was thick with etchings of ravens done into it. I could only imagine how much something like this must weigh. My newfound strength would allow me to move it, but I had honestly never even considered that.

	 

	The metal exuded a strange energy from it. It was like when I sensed life mana from Lina or fire mana from Josie, except that instead of a single flavor, this… tasted? Yes, that was the best descriptor. This tasted like a rich blend of flavors. 

	 

	It was so complex, that my palette simply couldn’t discern all the different aspects. Hopefully, that would change with more experience, but for now it spoke to the depth of Rava’s power. This cauldron had been the birthplace for many a potent concoction.

	 

	Rava released my hand to prop her chin up on her fingers. After a moment, she nodded to herself and said, “I guess the question is, how powerful of a potion to make. Some of the best ingredients are very expensive and/or difficult to obtain.”

	 

	I didn’t say anything. My experience with Rava up to this point, taught me that when she got like this, she wasn’t actually asking me a question. She was speaking to herself.

	 

	She frowned. “It is something of a waste, though, and he won’t be able to repeat the recipe without obtaining more of the dust.”

	 

	She paced back and forth and then seemed to have gotten an idea. She made a beeline for a shelf of ingredients where she looked at three different bottles in succession, before grabbing one. Then she looked over her shoulder and studied me for a long moment, before nodding as though confirming something to herself.

	 

	After making the rounds and grabbing almost a dozen different ingredients she came back to the table and set them in two different rows. “Be a dear and go grab me four onyx bricks from the back wall. Make sure to pick some of the larger ones.”

	 

	I nodded and made my way through the rows of ingredients to the back wall. From there I started looking for onyx bricks. Eventually, I found a pallet of them with perhaps fifty on it. Each brick was a foot long, six inches wide and roughly four inches thick. They lacked the precision of modern building materials but were all relatively close in shape and size. 

	 

	I looked and sorted through them for a moment until I found four that seemed to be the biggest. It was hard to say that they were the biggest of the bricks, but they were the ones which spoke to me. Maybe that was taking this a bit too far, but they were at least the ones which seemed right.

	 

	I was surprised by how dense they were, and thus heavy, but it was still effortless for me to carry all four of them back to Rava in one trip. I guessed that each one was a good forty pounds. When I brought them back, Rava was grinding some fluxweed up with her mortar and pestle. It was one of the ingredients she had taught me about, as it had a great many applications in alchemy. The plant was quite good at mediating energy to produce change.

	 

	This time, she was working with the fluxweed’s petals, which told me she cared more about their ability to provide form to change, versus the seeds, which would have been more about the potential for change.

	 

	“I assume you know what this is?” she asked.

	 

	“Fluxweed.”

	 

	She simply nodded before saying, “We are going to make two potions. Or rather, we are going to make the first one, by combining our talents. It will be a joint effort. That one will use the higher-grade materials which are more difficult to replace. Then, after that, I will ask you to make the second version of the potion. It will be easier for you to replicate.”

	 

	“Yes, Mistress.” I knew she really liked it when I called her that and, in this context, it seemed completely appropriate. “I think I recognize most of the ingredients. There are tadpoles there, and bat wool, along with powdered silian roots. But I don’t recognize that small vial. What is that dust?”

	 

	“That is the last of my phoenix ash. It is incredibly rare and probably something you can’t buy. It will have to be hunted.”

	 

	I was taken back by what she said. It was cool that she was willing to use rare ingredients with me, but she was right that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to replicate this potion. And then there was the fact that I wasn’t sure how I felt about being indebted to her.

	 

	She must have sensed what I felt because she said, “Don’t worry. I’m as excited as you are to see what we can make with this. And making a one-use potion isn’t exactly going to make you indebted to me for life. Not that I would stop you if you found some creative way to repay me for my effort on your behalf, though.”

	 

	“And what about these small green scales?”

	 

	“Wyvern scales. They will be the final ingredient in the second potion. They are rare, but still available for purchase from some of the caravans that come this far west. Wyverns also live out in the wild and you may actually be called upon to hunt them at some point. They can be troublesome for the ranchers to deal with.”

	 

	I nodded. Apparently, hunting wyverns or other monsters was another duty of the Sheriff that I didn’t know about. And here I had thought that a few thugs was the worst I’d have to deal with. I stopped speaking then, and watched as Rava worked. Her movements were always so precise and confident. She knew just what she needed to do to get the most out of each ingredient.

	 

	As in the past, when she really got into it, I felt the tingle that told me mana was being used around me. I was growing more sensitive to it. What was always different with Rava, was that her mana didn’t have a flavor to it, unlike Lina or Josie. She had explained it to me as being because she wasn’t a caster. She only used generic mana, whatever that meant. It was a bit hard for me to understand, since I was the only creature on Yonderton which didn’t naturally have any mana in them.

	 

	“Start the fire.”

	 

	My eyes widened a bit before I grabbed the wood and built it up underneath the cauldron. She used a combination of hot coals and new wood to start heating her potions. I had paid attention to how she set it up in the past, but again, she had never let me do this with her cauldron. Instead, she’d always required me to use my own.

	 

	Heat was a key element to potion making for two reasons. First, it added another type of energy, but just as importantly, it facilitated the ingredients’ blending and mixing together. Too much or too little heat would affect the quality of the final product.

	 

	As I built up the fire and felt the heat start to grow, Rava poured in the pure stream water which was the base she used for most of her potions. Sometimes, she would use water from different wells, but it was always with malice aforethought, knowing what minerals and other substances were in it.

	 

	Then, she began adding the ingredients one by one: the ground up fluxweed petals, silian root, bat wool, tadpoles, and nectar from the bile rose. Once the mixture had been heated, she began stirring the ingredients together. This must be one of those potions which required a great deal of starting product just to get a single portion.

	 

	Patience was required, as we watched the potion brew for a full hour. Neither of us spoke, but from time to time, Rava would adjust the heat to maintain a perfect balance. I watched, trying to identify exactly what it was she saw, which led to the necessary changes. Sometimes, I thought I saw what it was, but other times I simply trusted that she knew much more about this than I did.

	 

	She stirred the potion with a crystal rod she used for such things. It lit up as a slow flow of mana drained from her into the cauldron. It wasn’t technically necessary to use mana until the final moment when the potion came into being, though. At that moment, mana would be drained from the alchemist to fuel the transformation from mundane to magical. I had experienced the forcible nature of that drain when I’d made my first potion. I think that it had been a good part of what opened up the path of cultivation for me, since my body had no mana to give the potion.

	 

	Rava had taught me that adding mana throughout the process would lessen the drain at the end, as well as potentially enhancing the final product. The former was beneficial, since it allowed an alchemist to make a potion which might have otherwise been beyond their means, due to the limited amount of mana in their body. The latter was beneficial for obvious reasons.

	 

	Suddenly, she said, “Take over the stirring.”

	 

	That caught me off guard, but I didn’t question her. I reached out and grabbed the crystal rod, moving it in the figure eight pattern she had taught me. I could feel her presence in the rod. I’d never been allowed to touch it before, but it was clearly infused with a portion of her mana and her essence, after so many years of working with it.

	 

	Some of that mana began to flow into me as my body naturally cultivated it, once there was physical contact. The taste of this was completely different. Whereas before, I hadn’t been able to identify any flavor to Rava’s mana, now it became obvious. It was like ground clover. I could sense her in it and it helped me to know Rava at a deeper level. She was a woman of deep passions, but with hidden roots.

	 

	“No, don’t drain it,” she snapped. “Push the mana down the rod.”

	 

	I didn’t bother to ask how she knew I was absorbing the mana. Instead, I focused on stopping and then reversing the flow. I didn’t have my own mana to push down, something which she knew, but at a minimum, I could reverse my cultivation and provide a pressure which should force what was in the rod down into the potion. It dawned on me then, why alchemists wouldn’t share cauldrons and most especially rods. Each became attuned to the user over time and another’s mana could dilute its potency.

	 

	I wondered how my ki would respond to Rava’s mana. So far, it had a very positive interaction with the mana it came in contact with. Of course, that had been in a more intimate setting with my girls. Curiosity became action, as I felt my core spin faster and I pushed a tiny thread of ki into my hand.

	 

	When my ki contacted the mana in the rod, there was something of a clash. The rod vibrated in my hands and a sickening fear churned in my gut. Shit. Shit. Shit. I did NOT want to shatter her rod. It would take many years before she could create something as attuned to her.

	 

	I had seconds to react. I either needed to drop the rod and potentially ruin the potion, or find another way to achieve balance. There was only one way that I knew of, though, despite it being the opposite of her instruction. I wasn’t a quitter. I would make this work.

	 

	I opened myself up and, instead of resisting the absorption, I pulled her residual mana from the rod into myself. Meanwhile, I cultivated energy and created a storm of ki inside of me. My core felt like it was expanding. This mana was really densely packed, even though it was just residue from previous potion making.

	 

	The only thing I could compare it to, was that the mana I had absorbed from Lina and Josie was a thin liquid, but this mana was more like a densely crystalized version. It moved much more sluggishly at my call, requiring me to pull harder. But when it finally responded… wow. There was so much more vibrancy to it, many different layers of texture and flavor.

	 

	I felt my channels suffused with energy as my core absorbed as much as it could handle. I heard Rava gasp, but the noise sounded distant. All that existed in this moment was my core and this storm of mana within me. I circulated it and then had to do something with it, so I sent the ki I’d cultivated from Rava’s mana back down my arm and into my hand; from there, it filled the rod.

	 

	The rod began to glow as it was suffused with my ki. The draw became greater, and I continued to pull in the mana, cultivated it, and then pushing ki back into the rod. It was a perfect cycle of power which continued to amplify.

	 

	There was a flicker of movement in the corner of my eye. It drew me back to what I was doing. This energy didn’t exist in a void—it had a purpose. The energy was here to make this potion. I thought about my intent. I wanted a potion which would enable a transformation, a way to increase my power. More than anything, I poured into it my desire to protect this town that I had begun to care for.

	 

	I felt the moment when Rava dumped the phoenix ash into the cauldron. It took on a different nature as the reaction reached its apex. The ash began to absorb the ki I was pouring into it, as well as mana from the rod. It was desperately thirsty and kept drinking up everything I poured into it.

	 

	I felt Rava press herself up against me from behind. Her arm slipped around me and covered my hand as it controlled the movement of the rod. I felt a gentle pressure from her refining my motions. She guided me, both with her skill and her power. Mana flowed from her, through my hands, and into the rod.

	 

	Strangely the warmth of her body pressed up against me wasn’t distracting, though I could feel the softness of her breasts pressed against my back and the tingle of her skin as her arm touched mine. She was much smaller than me, despite being less than six inches shorter than my six plus feet, but somehow her slender body seemed to encapsulate me. I felt a unity in the process as the cycle of drawing, cultivating, and pushing ki back out as the circuit of power passed from her through me and into the budding potion.

	 

	There was a sudden surge of power. It drew from me more deeply than I had ever experienced. It felt like Rava’s soul was being strained through my meridians and I could sense how much she wanted this potion to take form. There were also deeper desires that I could only catch glimpses of: curiosity, yearning, and secrecy. All were centered around me.

	 

	I felt dizzy for a second and feared I was going to pass out. Somehow, I managed to keep my feet. When Rava released me, I felt a sudden emptiness as she withdrew. 

	 

	She flung her hands out to catch herself against the small table. “You have to lower the heat, or it will consume too much of the potion.”

	 

	Without thinking about it, I reached out and grabbed the heavy metal lip of the cauldron. My flesh seared as I picked up the cauldron. It was even heavier than I had expected, but I ignored the weight just as I ignored the pain in my hands and the strange piercing sensation in my wrists as I set the massive implement to the side of the fire.

	 

	It wasn’t enough. The cauldron was still burning hot. So much so, that my skin stuck to it. That heat was going to rob me of a valuable potion, which I couldn’t allow. There was no way the cauldron was this hot just from the fire. It had to be more than that. 

	 

	This heat was the result of the blend of Rava’s mana with my ki. That, I could do something about. I remembered how I had absorbed Josie’s fire mana and thought it should work here just the same. My gloves were perfect for this. Sativa had made them so that I could absorb mana at a greater rate. So, I pulled at the blended energy to remove the heat.

	 

	I felt the power burn into my hands, although my gloves protected me from the worst of it. The bigger shock was the stab of energy I felt pouring into my wrists. It was the spot where my flesh had seared and stuck to the cauldron. I almost redirected my ki to toughen my skin, but that didn’t feel right.

	 

	The power pouring into me hurt like hell, but it also felt right in other ways. It was more of that dense mana I’d gotten from Rava’s crystal rod, but it was blended with the flavor of my ki. I circulated it through me and felt my body core tremble and expand. 

	 

	I embraced the pain and was lost to a whirlwind of agony. Despite this, I felt myself changing. The world around me felt… closer? …as if my awareness was expanding. 

	 

	Then darkness took me, and I knew no more.

	 

	 


Interlude 2 - Dancing with Ravens

	 

	 

	Sativa found that her moments of fleeting rest came less and less often. She was proud of Olimero. It was her creation, not just a world which she had contributed to. No, it was a world for which she was the architect. She had been the driving force behind its creation and evolution.

	 

	Sadly, that didn’t mean that other gods weren’t involved. She was truly beginning to regret accepting help from him, though. There was reason that he was nicknamed Old Scratch. He was annoying like an itch that you just had to scratch, but it hid more than you realized. She had been a fool to think she could get the better end of a deal with him, yet desperation drove even gods.

	 

	Her creation had been unstable. It was filled with vibrant life and she loved it. That didn’t mean that it was well suited to self-regulation, though. So, she did what any good parent did—she sought to set up outside guidelines. She had duties across the cosmos, however, and even if Olimero was her pride and joy, she couldn’t spend all of her time and focus on it.

	 

	Even if she could, she wouldn’t have. Olimero was supposed to be a place of freedom. That wouldn’t happen if she quashed any expression of free will she didn’t approve of. She was a goddess of nature, and though nature could be cruel, it was always balanced.

	 

	Now, though, she felt movement in the ether. Korkanis had just touched Olimero. As its architect, she could sense when another god acted directly on her world, but that didn’t mean she knew what the touch had been for. The best she could do was identify where that touch had been. 

	 

	It was located in the more established eastern coast of the largest continent. Sativa was fairly sure the touch had been centered on Balkan, one of the major cities there. That was as much as she could tell, though. Korkanis was the god of shadow, after all, so his ability to obfuscate was well above average.

	 

	She had to decide if it was something worth investigating. There was nothing wrong with one of the contributing gods touching some of their interests in her world. The more she thought about it, the more she realized it had to be Balkan. That was where the Cult of the Raven was headquartered. It made sense, now; he was just reaching out to some of his followers.

	 

	Sativa put it out of her mind and took a second to glance at her most troublesome and exciting experiment of late: Robert Case seemed to be doing well. He might end up being the Sheriff who finally brought balance to Yonderton. He’d survived the first few weeks and had even come into a semblance of power. She’d liked him and what he was doing enough to have gifted him with not just one, but two items perfectly suited to his budding abilities—even if he was foolishly ignoring the second of them.

	 

	Ah, it looked like he had almost made another breakthrough. He was with Rava. That one bore watching. She was a faithful daughter, but relatively complex for a mortal. She definitely had her own agenda, though—and even Sativa wasn’t foolish enough to think that she was the sole benefactor of this mortal’s allegiance.

	 

	Whatever Old Scratch had put into these humans of his, it seemed to finally be bearing fruit in Rob. What remained to be seen, was if it would be the power that he needed to bring balance to her world. Sativa didn’t need a chosen one to save the world, she just needed a Sheriff to keep order and allow the people of the western province to grow. 

	 

	He was blooming, to be sure, but Sativa was a gardener. She would watch, waiting and seeing if this particular bud needed to be pruned.

	 

	___________________________________

	 

	 

	Fatone followed the dark robed acolyte down a shadow filled corridor. Even the limited light that was allowed here seemed intended more to cast shadow than to illuminate. As a catkin, his vision was fairly keen, so it was less about seeing and more about the general feeling he got from this place. 

	 

	If he could have, he never would have set foot in this place. But one did not simply refuse a call from the Cult of Ravens—not even if you were one of the leaders of a top criminal organization. Nisync might not have the same pull that some of the older gangs did, but they were an up-and-coming force to be reckoned with.

	 

	His guide led him through a set of double doors into an even darker room. As Fatone entered, a fire roared to life in the center of the room. It revealed massive carvings of ravens worked into the granite walls. Behind the fire was a large man in robes similar to his guide, but there was silver trim around the cowl and the sleeves of his robes. This would be their high priest. 

	 

	Theatrics aside, it was good to know that the high priest was a fire mage, and a fairly powerful one at that. The acolyte bowed and then left Fatone alone with the man who had summoned him. At first the thief become manager thought to wait him out, but then realized that this only played into the priest’s hands. 

	 

	It was better to seize the initiative. “So, what can Nisync do for the Cult of the Raven?”

	 

	Silence followed for another dozen heart beats before the high priest turned and pulled back his cowl. He was a massive cowkin with dark fur framing his face. One of his horns had been sheared off and was capped with silver. It was good to put a face to the name, but a cowkin caster was quite rare. And to be a fire mage? This one bore watching.

	 

	“It is more what we can do for each other,” the priest’s deep voice rumbled. “My Lord has interest in a human to the west. We would like to hire your… uh… organization to stir up chaos, perform a few tests, and such.” 

	 

	“If you want him killed, then just say so. It would be so much simpler than your worrisome riddles,” Fatone snapped. He found his patience was waning, probably not a good thing, but he wasn’t without his resources.

	 

	“The Raven God’s will is rarely that clear.” The priest shrugged massive shoulders. “No, this is more about testing. In fact, we want you to make sure that no other parties kill the human, at least not till such a time as my Lord should declare it necessary.”

	 

	“I presume this is the human Sheriff in Yonderton who appears to have drawn the attention of One Direction?”

	 

	“Yes, you are well informed. It is good to work with professionals,” the priest answered.

	 

	“We won’t start a war with One Direction, not even for your order,” Fatone said, flatly.

	 

	“No one is asking you to start a war. Keep the man alive, perform some tests on his capabilities, and stir up a bit of chaos in Yonderton—keeping either the gangs which are there, or outsiders like those sent by One Direction, from gaining solid control.” The priest peered at him intently. “Can you do this for the Raven God?”

	 

	Fatone laughed at that one. The gods might be real, but he wasn’t going to grovel before any of them. “No, but we can do it for your gold. It will just be more than originally specified because of these additional complications.”

	 

	“We will pay all costs associated, plus your fee for a twelve-man team to maintain our interests in the area. But you must ensure that you send capable individuals. We have reason to believe that An’kesh and Lucas will be leading the team from OD.”

	 

	“That does complicate things,” Fatone growled. He paused before continuing.

	 

	The last intel he’d had from inside OD, was that An’kesh had fallen into disfavor. Things must have changed, which was unfortunate. Mind mages were uncommon and difficult to control, especially ones as strong as the elf. His partnership with the orc, Lucas, made up for the normal weaknesses of a mind mage. They were a fearsome pair, at least based upon their track record.

	 

	“Very well, but the people I have to send won’t be cheap. And there will be a 50% surcharge, payable at the end of each month they are there.”

	 

	“Money matters not to the Shadow. The will of the Raven God is all.”

	 

	Fatone shook his head. There was definitely no point in arguing with fanatics. Fortunately, their gold spent as well as the next man’s. Instead, he waited in silence for his guide to return to escort him out. The others would want to know about this.

	 

	__________________________________

	 

	 

	Far beyond the realm of mortals, the one Sativa referred to as Old Scratch sat in his study. At least that was what it would have looked like to mortal eyes. There was a roaring fire in a classic stone fireplace, and the chair he sat in was plush, a decadent luxury in how it cradled his every inch. If a watcher knew how many screams went into forming this chair, it would turn the staunchest of stomachs. Then again, Old Scratch wasn’t particularly nice.

	 

	This development was both unexpected and unwelcome. Sativa was easy enough to manage. Her naivety was both legendary… and useful. Korkanis, however, was something else. As far as the new gods went, he was relatively competent. He was still a babe in the woods, but he could be annoying.

	 

	Now, it seemed Korkanis sought to mark one which belonged to him. The specific developments in this human, Rob, were far less important than what he might represent for the future. But these new gods, with only a few millennia of experience under their robes, didn’t understand the long game. 

	 

	Humanity belonged to Old Scratch, or they should have. They’d chosen him at every turn, yet still he had to deal with the Other. No, this was much too important to him. For Rob, it may just be a simple mortal life—but for Old Scratch, it was far more than that. 

	 

	 


Chapter 14 - Found Out

	 

	 

	I woke up, expecting to feel pain in my hands and arms. Instead, when I lifted my hands, I noticed two things. First my gloves weren’t on. Second there were two scars, or more like brands, seared into my wrists. The other burns were completely healed, as though they had never happened. 

	 

	Even after a month of getting used to magical healing, this was something new. The thing was, every time I’d been healed before, there hadn’t been any scars left over. A light mark for a few days, maybe, but even that eventually faded. These scars were bright red. In fact, they weren’t a natural red—more like a ruby red, and they were very clearly defined. 

	 

	The marks were ravens in a side profile. The single eye showed a speck of midnight blackness amidst the red. They were quite intricate. I could make out the shape and form of feathers in the wings, despite the fact that they were only an inch tall. Both were crosswise to my wrists and must have occurred when I moved the cauldron. 

	 

	That brought me back to wondering where I was. I sat up and realized that my armor and shirt were still on. That was good, even if my gloves were gone. My hands slid down and I breathed deeply in relief. My pants were still on. 

	 

	I probably shouldn’t’ have cared. Even if I was still in Rava’s store, she was hot as all get out and I’d be lucky to be with her. But if it happened, I wanted it to be on my terms—I certainly didn’t want it to be because I had passed out. 

	 

	A notification flashed in the corner of my eye. I glanced around and realized I must be in Rava’s bed. It was a large, plush affair and the patterns all over the room were very floral—definitely not something I would have chosen. The view out the window said this was the second story above her shop. I felt more relaxed with that, but decided to check the notifications before I went to find Rava. 

	 

	Warning! Your body core is being pushed to its breaking point. 

	Durability not high enough to sustain pressure. 

	 

	Options implemented: Your core is now laced with foreign mana belonging 

	to the elf, Rava Norlinga. The mana will naturally dissipate. Unique event,

	unable to accurately determine duration . . . . 

	Result: You have developed a temporary soul bond with Rava Norlinga. 

	Note: That which affects one of you, will affect the other. 

	 

	I stopped reading at that point. I needed to catch my breath. Soul bond? What the hell did that mean. 

	 

	All that went through my head, was stuff like love at first sight, but that wasn’t what this was. Yet somehow, we were going to be connected now—at least temporarily. I felt a fury build within me, as I didn’t know how she thought she could get away with doing this to me—except a part of me knew it wasn’t something Rava had done intentionally. Or was that just me being too forgiving? 

	 

	As much as I wanted to go find Rava and start screaming at her, there were still more notifications to read. I should likely focus on those, first. The next was a status sheet for Rava. That was interesting, but then I thought, “Shit!” If I could see her status sheet, that likely meant she could see mine. I guess the cat was out of the bag about cultivation. 

	 

	 

	Rava Norlinga

	 

	Strength: 36

	Agility: 62

	Durability: 29

	Magic: 105

	 

	Skills: 

	Alchemy: +131

	Tailoring: +67

	Herb Lore: +88

	History: +61

	Monster Lore: +94

	Intimidation: +53

	Manipulation: +81

	Ranged Combat: +62

	Melee Combat: +27

	 

	Affiliations: Adherent of Sativa, Raven Disciple, Alchemy Guild Master in Retreat 

	 

	 

	As soon as I finished reading her status sheet, I read it again… and then a third time. Holy crap, batman! Rava was a bad ass. Her Magic and Alchemy were both over a hundred and even with that, she still had a much higher Agility than I did. Her Durability and Strength were quite low, but still near the top of Elven racial caps. 

	 

	Then the list of skills she had? Setting aside that she had a higher proficiency than me in both ranged and melee combat, she had a crap ton of skills. I knew she’d said she was older, but she must have either been significantly older than I’d guessed, or she’d lived a hectic life to accumulate those skills to such a level. 

	 

	The fact that two of her skills were ‘Intimidation’ and ‘Manipulation’ certainly didn’t make me feel comfortable, but then there were also mundane things mixed in there, as well— like Tailoring, Herb Lore, and History. Heck, her ‘Monster Lore’ was at 94. How many monsters did she have to encounter to reach that?! 

	 

	Then there were her affiliations. ‘Adherent of Sativa’ seemed pretty straightforward. The fact that she was the guild master of something called the Alchemy Guild was shocking. I had to assume that the ‘in retreat’ part meant that she was retired… or on sabbatical or something. I will admit that the ‘Raven Disciple’ thing was pretty eerie. I definitely was going to need to ask someone about that. I wasn’t sure if that should be Rava, though, or perhaps Josie. 

	 

	There were still more notifications, so I kept digging. This was some intense stuff. 

	 

	Your body core has absorbed excess mana beyond capacity. It has been temporarily patched to prevent rupture. It has also expanded to D Grade. 

	 

	Error— you were not ready for D Grade. E grade core boost achieved but Mind Boost was not achieved. Ki was not condensed from vapor to mist. Instability introduced into core. It is highly recommended that you correct this instability before it causes permanent damage. 

	 

	Result: Current revolutions varying from 27 to 48 per minute, with random fluctuations. 

	 

	There was so much to unpackage there. It seems my core had almost ruptured. I pinched the bridge of my nose—I really needed to be more careful. This was the problem with being the first of anything. There was no one to train me, to help me properly understand the dangers, and which shortcuts I should take... and which ones I should avoid. 

	 

	If I understood this correctly, I needed to boost my mind—or fortify it, if you will—like I had my body. Only after that, was I supposed to boost my core. Presumably, the mind boost would have taken me to E-1 and then the core boost to E-0. But then in order to push to the D grade, I needed to condense my ki. 

	 

	I had no idea how to go about that. There was a lot to figure out and still the notifications were coming. I dreaded to look at the next one. 

	 

	Congratulations, you have gained stats.

	 

	Strength: +1

	Durability: +2

	Alchemy: +5

	 

	After seeing that, I pulled up my status sheet. 

	 

	Strength: 85

	Agility: 55

	Durability: 51

	Magic: N/A

	Cultivation Grade: D9 (error)

	 

	Skills: Alchemy +54

	Ranged Combat: +33

	Melee Combat: +25

	Telepathy: +10      

	 

	E-Rank Body Fortification: complete

	E-Rank Mind Fortification: 97%

	E-Rank Core Fortification: complete

	 

	Progression to cultivation rank E1: error

	 

	The big change which hadn’t been displayed in the earlier notifications, was that my mind fortification had progressed to 97%. I was so close, but still wasn’t entirely sure what was causing it to progress. At least there was only one more notification. I don’t know if I would have been able to handle any more good news.

	 

	You have successfully created an exquisite elixir in sufficient quantity for three uses. 

	 

	Phoenix Ki Transformation Elixir            

	Quality: Exquisite                   Duration: 10 minutes

	Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

	Strength: +30% 

	Agility: +50%

	Durability: Spontaneous regeneration 1x

	

	After reading that, I couldn’t really put off finding Rava any longer. On a whim, I reached out with my mind to find her and knew immediately that she was sitting in a chair outside. She was currently reading, although I couldn’t tell what the book was. 

	 

	I did know that she had been crying just a short time ago. The raw edge of her emotions cut at me. This was going to be harder than I thought, as I found myself immediately identifying with her. 

	 

	Rather than move, I tried something else. I sent her a telepathic message, “I’m awake.”

	 

	Connecting with her mind and sending the message had been far easier than it had been the first time with either Lina or Josie. There must be something to this soul bond thing. I felt her startled reaction and then a moment later noticed how she tamped down her emotions. 

	 

	She was obviously a pro at bringing them under control. The thing was, I could still feel the turmoil underneath. It wasn’t that she could simply do away with the emotion, but rather that she rode the storm like some kind of emotional surfer. 

	 

	“Rob? Is that you?”

	 

	“Yes, do you have many guys inside your mind?” 

	 

	There was a moment of sickly anxiety but then that shield came up again. 

	 

	“I told you, I haven’t had any guys inside me lately… unless you are offering to remedy that?”

	 

	Rather than drag it out any further, I stood and walked downstairs and out onto the patio behind her shop where she was seated in a small walled garden. “That offer is more tempting than you know. If you keep making it, you may find me pouncing on you.”

	 

	“Good,” she chuckled, “that’s the plan. Besides, you forget, we are… uh… bonded now. I can feel some of what you are feeling.” Closing her eyes, she sighed softly. 

	 

	“I get it. It’s even sweet, and I respect you for it. Olimero is new to you and you don’t want to misstep. You feel a great deal for Lina and Josie, and don’t want to do anything that could negatively impact them.” Her voice was free of its usual undercurrent of sarcasm as she spoke. 

	 

	“I’m glad you understand. I agreed to let the girls have input on who will become clerks or deputies in the future,” I said. 

	 

	“Have input on, or decide? Based on what Lina told me, the decision was up to her,” Rava said with a smirk.

	 

	“I thought you weren’t going to talk about that private conversation?” I snickered.

	 

	“That is the least of the secrets between us. And makes a good segue into the absolute need for us to maintain each other’s confidences.” As she spoke, she maintained eye contact with me, her gaze intense. 

	 

	She was clearly trying to seem as earnest as possible. 

	 

	“Well, that confirms that you saw my status sheet and at least believe that I have seen yours.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Rather than be an ass, I will confirm that I have seen your sheet, and it raised all kinds of questions for me.” I peered at her closely. “Guild master?”

	 

	“In retreat,” she corrected. 

	 

	“Whatever. Or is that not the secret you want maintained? Perhaps it is your astoundingly high level of magic, or the fact that you seem to know a crazy amount regarding monsters?” I asked. Then I paused briefly before adding, “But, I doubt that is what you are referring to.”

	 

	“Those things could cause difficulties for me. And you don’t need to be bothered by some of my skills—like ‘Intimidation’. I’ve never tried to intimidate you or anyone you care about.”

	 

	“And can you say the same about ‘Manipulation’?”

	 

	She grimaced. “That is more just an all the time thing. I can promise you that I’ve never tried to do anything which would hurt you.”

	 

	I thought about that. It was far from a satisfactory answer. The question was whether it needed to be addressed now. “We aren’t done talking about that, but we can let it go for now… if you are willing to be open with me about the other thing, the big thing.”

	 

	She drew in a deep breath and said, “I’m not here to hurt you, even if I could do so, now. I expect that with this soul bond thing, I’d only be hurting myself. But, are you going to explain what all that stuff about cultivation on your character sheet means?”

	 

	Now it was my turn to pause, but she didn’t wait, taking my hesitation for an answer. “That’s what I thought. How about this... I swear on my life and our bond that I won’t act contrary to your interests. All I ask, is that you keep my secrets. I will, of course, keep your secrets in return.”

	 

	“Will you being a Raven Disciple cause any harm to Yonderton in general or specifically to me or my family?” I asked. I locked eyes with her while I enhanced my hearing and at the same time focused my telepathy on trying to sense anything wrong from her.

	 

	Her heart skipped a single beat as she looked away. 

	 

	When she eventually met my eyes, she said, “I swear that the Raven God hasn’t expressed any interest in Yonderton or you. His interests are all in the East, and my membership in his church is not related to my being here for the past twenty years. More than that, I… I like you. You have my word that I would sooner leave the Shadow’s Church than betray you.”

	 

	I believed her. Skipped beat or not, I couldn’t help myself, I believed her. That didn’t mean I was naïve. There was more, though, that she wasn’t telling me.

	 

	Then she said, “As a show of good faith, I cleaned up your gloves and placed two of the three vials of elixir we made with them. You can have two, and I will only keep one. But I also used the remaining base and was able to make a second potion. I will give you all four portions of it that I was able to make.” 

	 

	She tossed me what looked like a small black capsule. Her motion made it clear that it was far heavier than it looked, but I still caught it. Sure enough, it felt like it weighed forty pounds—which in retrospect, it might very well do. 

	 

	I asked, “Did you dissolve the onyx bricks into this?”

	 

	Her smile told me everything I needed to know. “Yes, but it’s better than that. The residue in the cauldron from both the previous potion and whatever happened when our energies mixed there, enabled me to condense this into pills. They are top notch, beyond anything I expected. My only regret is that the energy from the cauldron is spent.”

	 

	I identified the pill.

	 

	Onyx Drake Kin Pill            

	Quality: Exquisite                   Duration: 45 minutes

	Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

	Strength: +40% 

	Durability: +40%

	 

	Armored scales and claws will form on the user’s body, which will gain forty pounds of muscle, bone, and scale. Warning, this pill may destroy the clothing you are wearing and will incapacitate you for five to ten seconds when you take it. 

	

	That was super cool. It would last much longer and increased my Strength even more. The problem, of course, was the fact that I could only take it if I was secure for up to ten seconds. 

	 

	“There are four of those pills. I could have made two of them, and you would have gained a tail, or one and you would have gained wings. But I think this was the better option,” she said.

	 

	I smiled. This was beyond anything I had hoped for. I really wanted to try one of them out, but needed to wait for the right time. Then I got serious again. “Thank you. And I want you to know that I believe you, but I have one more question—and I need a straight answer. How old are you?”

	 

	She laughed. “I wondered if you would figure it out. This has to count as one of my secrets… otherwise, you would put us all in real danger.” She leaned her head back, looking up at the afternoon sky for a moment, obviously thinking about some bittersweet memories. “There are reasons that I left the Alchemy Guild. Technically, I’m still a member in good standing, but I doubt their current leadership realizes that I’m still alive. If the wrong people found out about this secret, it would cause real problems for Yonderton.”

	 

	I nodded. “We are in this together. I will keep your secrets, as long as you keep your word.”

	 

	“Hope this doesn’t turn you off, but I’m one hundred and forty-three years young. Don’t ask for how—all I can tell you, is that it is related to my alchemy.”

	 

	I leaned forward and placed my hand on hers, as she sat in front of me. “I’ve got your back.”

	 

	She stood up more quickly than I expected. I almost leaped backward in surprise, but then her lips were pressed to mine. The kiss was warm and soft at the same time, but it quickly gave way to a rush of passion. 

	 

	Her mouth opened and I found myself pulling her tightly into me. My tongue pushed into her mouth and I felt her suck on it. Her arms wrapped around my waist and squeezed my ass, while she pressed her hips up against my leg. 

	 

	She broke the kiss off, and suckled and nibbled on my neck. Then, she pushed up on her toes and whispered into my ear. “Not yet you haven’t, but you can.”

	 

	I looked at her in confusion. Honestly, the surprising passion of her kiss muddled my thinking as most of my blood rushed south. There was more though—a tingle of connection that passed between us. 

	 

	Sometimes, you just know that a woman wants you. This put that to shame, though. It was like I was inside her head, and I knew just exactly what she wanted me to do to her. Before Lina, I might have been shocked, but I understood there was nothing wrong with a woman who knew what she wanted. 

	 

	Her meaning finally cut through the fog in my brain. I slid my hands down her sides and then under her shirt and finally down her pants. My fingers brushed across the wet front of her panties before sliding around to grab her ass. It was incredibly firm and perky. My fingers dug into her skin and I squeezed, showing her that I wasn’t a man to be played with. 

	 

	Meanwhile, her hand slid across the front of my crotch and squeezed my cock through the material of my pants. There couldn’t be any doubt about how hard I was. I yanked my hands free of her pants, and then spun her around before shoving her up against the wall, pushing up behind her and grinding my erection into her juicy ass. 

	 

	I kissed her neck and made her tremble before saying, “Not without Lina and Josie’s okay.”

	 

	I pulled back and released her. She turned and lunged at me with a low scream. She dragged her nails down my back and tried to kiss me again. When I stepped back, shaking my head, I saw her struggling to regain control. 

	 

	“And supposedly I’m the one with the ‘Manipulation’ skill,” she hissed. “You do know that neither Lina nor Josie would care. They each want you to take women who will make you stronger.” She narrowed her hungry eyes at me. “And we both know I’m a woman like that.”

	 

	“I understand that and I’m adapting to Olimeran standards,” I nodded. “But I’m still and always will be my own man.” Then, I turned and grabbed the pills, my gloves, and the potions. It was time to get going. 

	 

	She growled under her breath. “You’re an impossible tease. Don’t think I won’t get even for this.”

	 

	“Waiting will only make it better.” I looked back at her over my shoulder and gave her a wink. 

	 

	I didn’t catch her parting shot as I walked out the door, but I’d remembered and was acting on some sage advice when it came to women—Always leave them wanting more. 

	 


Chapter 15 - Through the Streets

	 

	 

	When I walked out of Rava’s shop, I felt a surge of confidence. Maybe it had just been stupidity, though, since I had turned down a woman so hot, that I would have jumped at any chance with her back home. 

	 

	I really did feel like it was something I needed to discuss with Lina and Josie first. That sentiment alone, made me feel like the world was spinning. Who talks to their girlfriends—plural—about adding another bed buddy? 

	 

	Crazy. That was all I could think. The best part, was that I knew Josie would be okay with it and Lina would likely be right behind me, pushing me into the bed with Rava, if she thought I was interested at all. I glanced up at the sun. 

	 

	It was later than I had expected. I must have been passed out for longer that I’d thought. Most of my sparring time with Josie this afternoon would be gone. The question was, whether I should head straight home or go meet with Mactosh. Ultimately, I decided to meet with my friend, mostly because the girls had suggested it—and I assumed it had something to do with whatever plans they had in mind. 

	 

	Which started me thinking about Mursha, since she was undoubtedly at the core of it. I really enjoyed drinking with Mactosh. The man had a thousand stories, and he knew when to laugh, and when to just slap you on the back. I also hoped to create a thriving business with him. He and his son’s skill with metal mana made it entirely feasible for us to craft items which would have otherwise been beyond the level of the technology they had available.

	 

	Of course, that meant that I had to think of those things. Using running water or air conditioning—or even a gun—was not the same thing as knowing how to create them. Then even if I did manage to figure out how to create something, I still needed to decide if I should. Guns were foremost on my mind, when it came to that. They would help to equalize any deficit I had against casters, but once the genie was out of the bottle, there was no way I could stuff it back inside. 

	 

	All of that was mixed up with my confusion regarding Mursha. The girl was hot—of that there was no doubt. She was very different from Josie’s lithe, fit form… or Lina’s supple curves, but it was those differences that drew me in. She had all the feminine curves I could want, while being strong. I fully admitted her tendency to wear cut off shirts in the forge didn’t hurt. I’d always had a weakness for girls with toned abs. 

	 

	The problem was, that I didn’t really know how she felt about me. 

	 

	I had seen three different Mursha’s. The first Mursha, I’d met when I first arrived. She was one of the few who wasn’t intimidated by Colton and Wey, but also didn’t take charge of the situation. Then, there was the Mursha, who I’d met when she delivered the weights to me—that poor girl could barely speak to me, and had stared at her shoes the entire time. She had even spoken about herself in the third person. Finally, there was the Mursha who I had happened to run into when I went to the forge early one morning. 

	 

	None of her brothers were working yet. A clerk let me in while they were still setting up for the day, since I was the Sheriff. When I walked back into the forge, I had seen Mursha pounding metal on an anvil. I don’t think she had noticed me yet. She was lost in her work. There was a half-smile on her face. Her movements were confident and precise, and she just seemed to be so… at home. That was definitely a girl I wanted to get to know—and not just because she was hot. 

	 

	The question remained, which one of those images was the most accurate representation of Mactosh’s daughter. A person can wear different hats, but I didn’t think I could be with a wilting flower. Since her father had proposed we marry, she seemed to get incredibly shy around me. After getting used to how aggressive Lina—and even Josie—could be, that just wouldn’t cut it with me. She had to want to be with me. It couldn’t be forced. 

	 

	I was so lost in my thoughts, that I didn’t realize how quiet the street had gotten until it was almost too late. I looked around. I was only a couple of blocks from Mactosh’s shop. It was still too early for the streets not to be busy, though. Most of the shops should be open for another hour at least, and many would keep even later hours. Something was up. 

	 

	I immediately was on guard. I channeled ki to my eyes and ears, while also toughening my skin and filling my legs with energy. I needed to be ready to react in an instant. There wasn’t time to worry about it now, but I noticed it was both easier to manage so much ki at once, while at the same time the ki felt more… I guess unstable would be the best word. 

	 

	Then I heard the twang of a bow. I was fast, but not fast enough to dodge an arrow I didn’t see coming. My ears could only pinpoint that it was coming from the roofline to my left. At the speed of thought, I channeled even more ki into the arm on that side, both to toughen it as a shield and to speed its reactions. 

	 

	The arrow came in so fast, that I was only able to partially block it. It hit my arm first but continued on to hit me between my lower ribs. Fortunately, the arrow didn’t stick. While there had been enough force to penetrate even my enhanced skin, it deflected off of a bone. It hurt, but not enough to stop me. 

	 

	I couldn’t just stand in the middle of the road. The ki within my legs answered my call and I burst forward. The buildings in this part of town were all two stories. Even enhanced, I wasn’t strong enough to be sure of jumping straight up to the roof. I probably could, under perfect circumstances, but this was hardly ideal. Instead, I leapt up and placed my hands on the top of the roof. That was enough for me to use the edge of the roof as a springboard and flip myself up and over with even more momentum. 

	 

	I saw a foxkin archer along with a monkeykin and a catkin. The monkey was wielding two small hammers, while the catkin had a longsword. The latter shrieked, “Kill him.”

	 

	I didn’t bother with small talk but kept up the burst of energy in my legs as I surged forward. The ten feet between us disappeared in an instant. Just as quickly, I called forth my weapons from my spatial pouch. I hurled my short sword at the catkin. It was the weapon I was least comfortable with, and I wasn’t quite up to being able to proficiently dual wield, but a momentary distraction might be all I needed. 

	 

	It definitely caught them off guard and, while the catkin managed to block my spinning blade, the impact jarred him off balance. More importantly, the foxkin and monkeykin both took their eyes off of me, if only for a second. That was a mistake, but I’d make the most of it. 

	 

	The distance between us disappeared, and I slammed full force into the monkeykin. Knowing the racial caps for each race was useful, in that I knew he was almost certainly more agile than I was. And despite being smaller than me, he could be both more durable and possibly almost as strong. That was before I enhanced myself with ki, though, but the fact was that I wouldn’t have a dominant advantage in any physical stat. 

	 

	What I did have going for me, though, was mass. The monkeykin was probably a full foot shorter than me and at least sixty pounds lighter. When I slammed into him, I took him down to where I intended to slam his head into the roof. 

	 

	The plan was going well until, I felt something wrap around my neck. I realized it was the monkey’s tail. Damn, he was both fast and able to think on his feet. He must be a cut above the others I had faced so far. I knew I only had seconds, both because he was choking me, and because the catkin soon would be shoving that sword of his through my back. 

	 

	The natural instinct when you are being choked, is to fight it. It is almost impossible to resist the urge to free your airway. That would have meant death for me though, so I counted on my toughened skin to resist him just long enough, as I moved forward with my original plan. My hands closed on the sides of his head and I slammed it down with all my enhanced strength. The back of his head smacked into the roof. It was a flat deal, like most of the roofs here and the wooden planks and shingles it was made of cracked with the impact. 

	 

	Right now, the monkeykin was the nail, and I was the hammer. I pulled back once, twice, and three times. I was starting to see stars as my oxygen was cut off, but then I felt the tail go limp. Nothing would have been sweeter than to suck in a deep breath at that moment, but a survival instinct—or perhaps my growing awareness of the world around me—caused me to roll to the side immediately. 

	 

	A sword slashed through the space where I had been but a moment before. The blade sliced open the monkeykin’s unarmored midsection. If he wasn’t already dead, that blow would likely have been fatal without immediate healing magic. 

	 

	I managed to stumble to my feet and catch my breath. I was a bit disoriented. Normally, I don’t like chit chat during a fight, but I needed to buy myself some time. “Who sent you?”

	 

	Thank Sativa, or whatever god was looking down on me, that the catkin was one of those who liked to talk. He sneered, “That should be obvious. You stuck your nose where it doesn’t belong. You couldn’t be content with stopping a robbery now and again. No, you had to go after one of the Boys’ bosses.”

	 

	The way he said ‘Boys’ was exaggerated and made me want to laugh. I was still catching my breath, though, so I could put up with it. “McLean sent you?”

	 

	“Guess you aren’t quite as stupid as you look.”

	 

	I glanced around and didn’t see the foxkin. That worried me. If he was fleeing, that was fine—but he could also be setting up for another bow shot, or going to get help. Neither of those options worked for me. 

	 

	“Tell you what, you take me to McLean and I’ll let you live.”

	 

	“Oh, I’m taking you to McLean alright. The other bosses may still want you alive, but he took your little attack personally. He really liked his office next to the Lotus House.”

	 

	I hadn’t even known the name of the brothel. Somehow, Lotus House fit it. And to be fair, I could understand why he might like having an office connected to it. The perks are often the best part of any job—and apparently that applied to being a crime boss, just as much as it did for other occupations. 

	 

	“And what if I invoke the Law of Blood?”

	 

	“Bah, bring it on. I’m better than you are. I already know it. We’ve been watching you for a while.” He spit at my feet. “You may be stronger than the other Sheriffs were, but no amount of lifting metal bars is going to make you a better swordsman than me.” He smirked. “Now, if that hot little foxkin deputy was here, she might be a match for my blade, but I’ve won seven duels already.”

	 

	“And may I know the name of the great swordsman I face?”

	 

	“Sure, but the dead have no need of names. I don’t even know if your kind will be reborn, but if you are, you should beware meeting Rufus in your next life.”

	 

	I chuckled. There was one way to really get to guys who thought too highly of themselves. It didn’t matter if they were trust fund babies, frat boys, or gangbangers—they all demanded respect which they hadn’t earned. Fortunately, they were easily agitated when they didn’t feel they were being given their due.

	 

	“What’s so funny, pinkie?” he demanded.

	 

	Between continued laughter, I managed to get out, “Rufus? It’s just too funny. Isn’t that more of a dog’s name, than a cat’s?”

	 

	“Why you…!” he swore. His sword came up and he prepared to move at me. I had no doubt that he was better than me in a straight up sword fight, but I didn’t plan to fight fair. Only idiots believed there even was such a thing. With my free hand, I managed to fish one of my environmental potions out of my spatial pouch.

	 

	Before he’d finished his rather uninspired cursing, I’d tossed the vial at him. This was another concoction based on my interest in superhero movies made real by Rava’s knowledge. Together, we made a great team.

	 

	I will give credit where credit is due, though. Rufus was fast with his blade and, even caught off guard, managed to slice the vial in two in midair. Unfortunately for him, that was exactly what I was hoping for. The blade bit into the glass and as quickly as it was exposed to air, the substance expanded immediately into a white sticky web around him. 

	 

	Insta-crete might cover more area, but for wrapping up a single target, there was nothing like this web potion. It wouldn’t get knocked away but would cling to whatever smashed it open. It splattered all over his front, drawing some humorous comparisons. 

	 

	At first, I worried that his sword might be able to cut through it, but every cut he made closed immediately. What he didn’t realize, was that Rava had altered my idea of a simple spider web to include an even more devious design. The webbing absorbed any kinetic energy directed against it, and used that to fuel further growth. The more he struggled, the more impossibly tangled up he became. 

	 

	I glanced around again for the foxkin, but he’d dropped his bow and quiver on the roof. That gave more credence to the idea that he had simply fled. “Coward,” I sneered.

	 

	But then who was I to complain about an enemy leaving? I glanced down at the sticky tangle of white that was the catkin. The sight reminded me of the time one of my sisters had a kitten who’d gotten tangled up in a ball of yarn—except Rufus was nowhere nearly as cute. 

	 

	I sent a quick telepathic message to both Lina and Josie, informing them that I had been attacked, but was okay. As anticipated, Lina expressed concern and then relief; she promised to have a good meal waiting for me when I got home. Josie wanted to know where I was. At first, I didn’t want to tell her, but part of being family, is accepting help from the other parts of that family. 

	 

	I expected she would be here in just a few minutes. That was fine. It would give me some time to have a conversation with my guest. I gave Rufus a smile that I hoped was terrifying. 

	 

	As I loomed over him and leered, I asked, “Tell me something? Do you find me imposing?”

	 

	He just glared back at me. 

	 

	“It’s okay, you can be honest with me. I’m going for imposing.”

	 


Chapter 16 - Across the Rooftops

	 

	 

	My prisoner was bound and the webbing would last for a couple of hours, at least. I figured I had between ten and twenty minutes to question him before Josie showed up. Unfortunately, I wasn’t there when she arrived.  

	 

	We’d fought up on the roof of a building, so I didn’t expect we would readily be interrupted. I realized I should probably check the building below us before I started my interrogation. I would feel bad if the thugs had hurt someone whom I could have aided with a healing potion, if only I had checked on them first. 

	 

	It only took me a second to find the entrance to the building. The fact that there was no bathtub up here strongly suggested this was a business, rather than a residence, which matched most other buildings in this part of town. I walked over to the hatch after double checking that my prisoner was stuck good and solid. 

	 

	I never made it to the hatch, though. A second before I got there, a massive cowkin pushed his way up onto the roof. I actually smiled. I’d been looking forward to a chance to go toe to toe with Olimero’s version of a minotaur. So far, my only engagements with them had been with a ranged weapon. I was 2 and 0 up to this point against cowkin, but I wanted to test myself in a melee scrap.

	 

	He was likely stronger than me, but that didn’t worry me much. I was just happy finally to be facing someone who I would have the advantage over when it came to agility. This should be a good test of my skills. Besides, even though he outclassed me in Strength and Durability, I still had my ki to fall back onto. That wasn’t even mentioning the remaining tricks I had up my sleeve, with the potions I had in my kit. 

	 

	Then a second cowkin came up onto the roof, following right on the first cowkin’s tail. I frowned. This suddenly became a lot less fun and much riskier. I ran through my options for taking them out quickly, but even that brief hope faded when a third cowkin climbed onto the roof, followed by an elf in robes. 

	 

	So far, the BSB hadn’t thrown any casters at me other than that mind mage. Apparently, the honeymoon was over. The elf had a smug grin on his face, which immediately made me hate him. I weighed my options and decided a scrap at this point simply wasn’t worth the risk. 

	 

	I lifted my hand and waved as I turned and bolted. “Catch ya later!”

	 

	A trio of running steps and a quick push of my ki enhanced legs had me flying across the space between this building and its closest neighbor. Or at least that was my intent. Out of nowhere, a massive gust of wind sprang up and sent me flying off course. I only barely managed to grab the edge of the next roof with my fingertips. 

	 

	I’m man enough to admit that it is freaking terrifying to leap and then, in mid-air, be caught by a gust of wind. I never want to feel that helplessly out of control ever again. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure how I had managed to catch a hold of the roof. 

	 

	Behind me I heard the elf shout, “Bring him to me. Ten gold to whoever brings me his head.”

	 

	Apparently, they were playing for keeps, too. So be it. I could play like that. First though, I had to make a decision. Drop to the ground or try the roofs again? It quickly became obvious there was only the illusion of choice, as half a dozen wolfkin and catkin appeared in the street below. With a quick tug, I pulled myself up onto the roof and made a run for it. Hopefully, there was a limit to how far the air mage could project his power. 

	 

	I crossed this roof in four bounding strides and pushed with as much ki as possible at the last second. The only good news so far, was that the cowkin seemed to be arguing with the elf about jumping the span. I heard a disgruntled, “Do I have to do everything myself?”

	 

	Then, I leaped. The ki in my legs made my muscles tremble. I might have pushed it a bit too hard there, but didn’t think anything was broken. My legs felt like springs, as they compressed and then expanded to send me flying forward in an explosive jump. This time, when the gust of wind hit me, it wasn’t like a tornado taking all control away from me. It was more like a giant flyswatter had slammed me down onto the roof of the next building. Damn, that was gonna leave a mark. 

	 

	I couldn’t let him stop me. The mage’s control of the air clearly wasn’t enough to overpower my physical strength, so it was only a matter of me getting away from him. I spared a moment to glance back at him and found he was still shouting at the cowkin. Apparently, magical aptitude didn’t guarantee intelligence. 

	 

	I built up some speed as I bounded from one roof to the next. After another six buildings, I was moving along faster than a running horse and it looked like soon I’d lose those on the ground hunting for me. My first instinct had been to loop around and head to Mactosh’s shop, but I quickly realized that was a stupid idea. I didn’t want to bring my troubles to his doorstep. His appreciation for the Sheriff might dry up fairly quickly. 

	 

	For the same reason, I needed to avoid Rava’s shop—though, something told me she was probably far better equipped to protect what was hers than Mactosh. I leaped one more time and crossed over to another building before I began looking for an easy way down. The last thing I needed to do, was to consider myself indestructible and twist my ankle on a two-story drop. 

	 

	I happened to glance back and had to throw that plan out the window. The freaking air mage might not be able to create a tornado around me from a couple buildings away, but apparently he could fly. This was just plain unfair. Even worse, he was gaining on me. 

	 

	I’d been holding back, because I didn’t want to waste resources unnecessarily, but that was a gamer mindset, and I had no respawns here. A man fighting for his life burns whatever options he has. I quickly pulled out one of the two new potions Rava and I had brewed. The extra Agility from the Phoenix potion would be more help than increased Durability from the Onyx Drakekin pill. 

	 

	I downed it in one quick slurp. Thankfully, all the potions I had tried so far had tasted delicious. I just ignored the fact that I was slamming down liquified tadpoles, amongst other things. This particular potion had a slightly sour flavor, but in a good way—like a candy I used to like when I was little. 

	 

	And the changes… Wow, was all I could say. A delightful warmth spread through my body, and I felt lighter, stronger, and better able to move. A quick notification popped up in front of me, without allowing me to ignore it.

	 

	Potion Quaffed. 

	Effective stats now:

	Strength: 111

	Agility: 83

	 

	Given how stats scaled, I was probably twice as fast and twice as strong as I’d been before downing the potion. It certainly felt like it—this was living! But I was now on the clock—I had only ten minutes to take advantage of this boost, so I had to make it work. I bolted again and leaped across the next gap. Buildings raced by as I put my new speed to the test. 

	 

	One glance over my shoulder didn’t show me what I wanted to see. I cursed and pumped my arms and legs even harder. Every time I looked back, though, the flying mage was right behind me. 

	 

	I needed to be careful. My path was taking me into a bad part of town. That was when I noticed… it. Up ahead, in the middle of the street there was a giant golem—I guess that was the right term for it. It looked to be made of stone and earth and was vaguely humanoid in form, though at least thirty feet tall. Behind it stood a wolfkin in robes, so apparently an earth mage. 

	 

	The air mage was driving me towards this trap. Here I thought I’d been in control, but all along he was herding me towards his partner. I cursed myself for a fool. 

	 

	Telepathically, I shouted at Josie, “Things got bad. I had to move. Stay away… There’s an Air mage and an Earth mage.”

	 

	A few blocks behind me, from the direction I had just come from, I saw a burst of flames. 

	 

	Josie sent back, “On my way. Just gotta clear out a few pests first.” Annoyance oozed through her mental tone. Telepathy didn’t leave much to guess work when it came to emotions. 

	 

	Judging from the size of the explosion, she must be dealing with more than ‘a few’ pests. The odd thought flashed through my head, that I wished I could watch the show. She’d never cut loose around me. I just knew seeing it would be worth the price of admission. That is, unless you were on the receiving end. 

	 

	“Just stay safe.” I didn’t mean to convey the doubt I felt about whether or not I could survive this next encounter but again, telepathy made holding anything back difficult. 

	 

	“Don’t you dare die!” she virtually shouted into my mind. 

	 

	I wanted to offer a smooth reply, to regain some cool points, but didn’t have time to mess around. There were no more buildings I could leap to, and I had a monster looming in the street before me. A volley of arrows launched at me, but somehow, I sensed them just in time. 

	 

	I made my body twist in impossibly acrobatic moves. Two arrows still hit me, but another half dozen missed. Even those two that hit didn’t cause any serious wounds, though my left leg might be slowed just a bit. 

	 

	The air mage was almost on me now. I could see the stupid grin on his face and determined, then and there, that even if I bit it here, I was going to have the pleasure of shoving his teeth down his throat first. I turned away from him and rushed towards the edge of the building, like I was going to leap at the golem. 

	 

	The creature rumbled in anticipation. They thought they had me where they wanted me. But at the last second, I extended my foot and caught myself on the lip of the roof. The sudden reversal of momentum made my body protest, but I just told it to shut up and do what I said. 

	 

	With a big push off, I was instantly flying back at the air mage. We collided in mid-air. He tried to dodge me, but this time his speed worked in my favor. My enhanced Agility was sufficient to check his midsection with my shoulder. I heard the air explode from his lungs as he was sent flying backwards. 

	 

	Then I was upon him with my fighting stick. He barely managed to get an arm up before I slammed the first blow down into him. His arm cracked and gave way under my incredible strength. This was power! I never wanted to go back. He lifted his other hand, struggling to gather his mana, but I brought my weapon down on him again and smashed through that hand, too. 

	 

	Faster than he could react, I swung a wide blow and caught him across the cheek. Teeth flew out his mouth. I hadn’t made him eat them, but this would have to be good enough. Then I took a step to where he lay crumpled. This time, he didn’t even lift a hand in protest. 

	 

	I hated that I had to kill him like this. He seemed helpless, but he was simply too dangerous to leave at my back. I must have hesitated over the morality of it for longer than I’d thought, because by the time my fighting stick descended towards his head, I felt a power reach into me. 

	 

	My blow landed on the roof next to his head and split the beam holding the roof up. The entire roof started to sag beneath us. But I didn’t care. It felt like I was vomiting, but it wasn’t fluid coming out of me. Instead, the very air in my lungs was being forcibly ripped out. My eyes bulged and I wanted to put up a fight, but I felt helpless. 

	 

	This was how I was going to die? I absently wondered how the girls would react. But that was just the ill-fated musings of an oxygen starved mind. This couldn’t be right. I should be able to hold my breath for more than a few seconds, yet somehow it was as though the strength was being sucked out of me.

	 

	Josie’s voice shouted in my mind, but it sounded distorted—like she was speaking through a windstorm. I couldn’t make out everything she said, but did manage to catch, “Hold on. Help is coming.”

	 

	The very blood in my veins felt sluggish as the life was forcibly sucked out of me. The elf sat up. One of his arms was bent entirely the wrong way, and his other hand was a mangled mess that would never make his girlfriend happy. His face was ruined, with half his teeth gone and his cheek split wide open. His nose lay smashed flat against his face. But then he dared to laugh. 

	 

	I couldn’t hear the sound, as all the air around me had been sucked away, but I saw the conceited look on his face. That smug look of triumph from this asshole was not going to be the last thing I saw in this life. 

	 

	I dug deeper. My body may have been willing, but it simply didn’t have anything left to give. This was why everyone thought the Sheriff was helpless. If I’d had even a little base mana, I might have been able to resist this. At least that was the way I understood it. Non-casters didn’t fare too well in a contest of wills with a mage, but those with any amount of base mana in them could resist better than me.

	 

	Then it dawned on me. I might not have mana. I might not be able to draw any oxygen into my body, but there was already something inside my body that could help me. I was a freaking body cultivator—and I’d be damned if that didn’t mean something.

	 

	I felt my body core spinning spastically, but instead of trying to stabilize it, I pushed it harder. It spun till it threatened to come off its rails, or whatever it was that held it in place inside me. Power flooded my channels.

	 

	But I still needed to be able to do something with it. I wasn’t a fire mage, to shoot bolts of flame like Josie could. But I was strong—and much more so now, between the potion and the ki filling my body. 

	 

	I needed to get away. I needed a way out. And it was waiting for me at my feet. I stomped with all the might I could muster both from muscle and ki. The roof split again and I began to fall through. I tried to grab the mage, but he was outside the vacuum bubble he had created around me. My hope that he would fall down into the building with me, allowing me to turn the tables on him again were dashed. 

	 

	Suddenly, I felt the bubble around me break but saw him hover in the air. I hit the floor beneath us and moved to pull out a weapon. My fighting stick was still up on the roof, though, and I’d had to leave my short sword behind on that first roof. 

	 

	Then I heard the air mage give a strangled scream of pain. It looked like… hmm... like a pair of taloned feet swooped down and sank into his shoulders. 

	 

	 


Chapter 17 - Six Feet Under

	 

	 

	Whatever was happening, the pain disappeared suddenly, and I found myself gasping for air before I lost consciousness. I weakly held my dagger in one hand and a concussive potion in the other. Surprisingly, no one looked down through the roof. Whatever had attacked the mage seemed to be keeping him busy. 

	 

	I breathed a sigh of relief. Or at least I did, once my empty lungs refilled and I’d had my fill of glorious, sweet oxygen. Of course, our troubles weren’t over. 

	 

	There was still the thirty-foot golem outside and I didn’t for one second think that these wooden walls were going to keep it out. I glanced around at my surroundings. That was when I saw a foxkin and bunnykin huddled together in the corner, shivering. He had his arms wrapped protectively around her, and she had a tiny bunnykin version of herself huddled in her arms. 

	 

	I wasn’t sure what to say to make them feel at ease, or even mildly safe, given what had just happened, so I went into public servant mode. This voice always sounded so lame to me, but it was one of those things drilled into us in the academy—it isn’t enough to chase bad guys, you have to actually let the people know they are safe. 

	 

	In this case, the moment they stopped associating the presence of the Sheriff with safety, is when things had gone terribly wrong. 

	 

	“Hey, ahh… sorry about the roof. If I survive, then I’ll make sure your house gets repaired. If not, then please check with my clerk, Lina. Maybe she can appropriate some funds for its repair.” 

	 

	The bunnykin wouldn’t look at me, but her foxkin husband at least gave me a weak smile. It was time to take my leave. “I gotta get going, before something big and mean tries to smash its way in here.”

	 

	I located the stairs and quickly headed for them. In my rush, I almost stepped on a little cloth doll. The well-made little doll had a mop of red yarn for hair, and wore a red outfit under bits of leather armor; she had a carved wooden sword in each hand. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was a surprisingly accurate representation of Josie. I picked it up and took a second to hand it to the little girl. Her mother was still trembling, but seeing her favorite doll must have removed all the little girl’s fear as she held both hands out and exclaimed, “Jo Jo!”

	 

	The house began to shake. I assumed the golem was moving closer, so there was no more time to spend on niceties. I rushed down the stairs. Unless I missed my guess, the ground floor was some type of pawn shop. Soon enough, I was out the door. 

	 

	Coming outside, I found the golem had its hands raised overhead and was preparing to smash the house. I hurled my concussive potion at it and ran through its wide-spread legs out further into the street. I had to somehow bring this thing down and deal with any hidden archers, all while trying to keep property damage to a minimum. The surest way to lose the public’s support would be to have a whole bunch of collateral damage. 

	 

	Being the good guy sure felt like trying to fight with my hands tied, at times. 

	 

	The glass vial hit it square in the torso. In retrospect, I should have aimed for a more vulnerable spot. The concussive potion exploded with enough force to get the creature’s attention, though, and assuredly that of the mage controlling it. Chips of stone and clumps of earth were blasted from it, but it was either too tough or able to absorb the force, for the explosion to do any serious harm. At least it turned towards me, rather than smashing the house I’d just been in. 

	 

	Since I couldn’t see the mage, I shouted out at the golem. It was a rather lame epithet, and I knew that even as I hollered up at it, but I had to make sure all its attention was on me. “Hey, dirt for brains… I’m over here!”

	 

	 Looking up at the thirty-foot monstrosity, my little dagger seemed woefully inadequate. When a boulder sized fist slammed into the ground next to me, my potion enhanced Agility enabled me to avoid it easily. This thing was only gonna catch me if I was stupid, but I couldn’t just run—or even walk—away from this fight. I needed to take it down.

	 

	Another arrow whisked past me. I was grateful that these thugs were not the best of archers. Once again, I’d sensed the arrow before I felt the whoosh of air it disrupted as it shot past me, but I didn’t have time to figure out how that worked. 

	 

	I ran across the street. The shittiest part of this deal was that the archers were on the roof tops. If I wanted to take them out, then I had to jump onto a building. That part would be easy now, thanks to the power of the Phoenix potion, but it would just be painting a target on the building for the golem. 

	 

	I didn’t have a better solution, so I channeled ki into my legs and rushed forward. In less than half a dozen steps I was leaping to the rooftop. My enhanced reflexes allowed me to twist just in time to avoid another arrow. A second one from a different angle caught me in the hip, but only pierced through my armor by an inch. It still caused me to stumble, though, as I landed on the roof. 

	 

	From old westerns, I knew that yanking out an arrow was potentially a bad idea, but I still did so before actually thinking about it. It definitely hurt worse coming out than going in, and I felt blood running down my leg. All I could do, was focus all that pain into fueling my rage at the men I was going to kill who were attacking me. 

	 

	The archer in front of me was another foxkin. He was lining up for another shot, but I had no intention of giving him that chance. I threw my dagger at him. 

	 

	Knife throwing was cool. There was a place that I had visited with a group of friends in Vegas, which had a range where you could throw knives and axes. Of course, doing something like that at a bachelor’s party, and doing it when your life is on the line are two different things. Fortunately, the past month in Olimero had dramatically increased my physical abilities. 

	 

	As the blade left my hand, it simply felt… right. There was no other word for it. Sometimes you just know the shot is gonna sink, without needing to watch it go through the hoop. Sure enough, my dagger hit tip first and sank into his throat. I didn’t leave anything to chance, though, as I followed the path my dagger took. 

	 

	In a heartbeat, I was on him. My hand went to the hilt of my dagger, and I twisted it. It was a bit gorier than I’d intended, as I still wasn’t used to the potion enhanced strength, but if anyone cared to give this foxkin a funeral, it would definitely need to be a closed casket. 

	 

	I yanked my dagger back, wiping the blood on his shirt. I snatched out his short sword from the sheath at his belt. It wasn’t as good as mine, but I was losing weapons too quickly. My bow would be my best bet, but with multiple archers and a thirty-foot tall juggernaut to worry about, I couldn’t risk hunkering down in one spot for long. 

	 

	Already, the golem was almost to this building. I sprinted for the roof of the next building over. Another archer was there, but I was starting to get a feel for this enhanced body. Between the potion and my ki, I was able to bat the arrow out of the air with the newly acquired short sword. 

	 

	This archer didn’t even try for a second shot but instead dropped his bow and started running. I almost threw the blade at him, but caught myself. Maybe they had a rally point he would flee too, or maybe he would lead me to the earth mage. 

	 

	I slowed my pace just enough to let him think he was able to stay ahead of me. At the same time, I shouted. I smiled as I did so, because no matter what effect these words were supposed to produce, they always had exactly the opposite effect on criminals. “Stop, in the name of the Sheriff!”

	 

	As expected, this only spurred him on more. He clambered down a rope on the far side of the house. I leaped down after him and followed. This caused me to almost run into a massive cowkin and the huge hammer that was swinging at my head. But any chance he had of hitting me dropped to zero while this potion was pumping through my veins. 

	 

	I ducked under the blow and came up under his guard, thrusting the short sword into his unarmored gut. I was even stronger than he was at the moment, so my sword stabbed all the way up through his lungs and into his heart. I felt him shudder on the end of my blade, but then tossed it away. 

	 

	Even that delay, though, had given the foxkin a few steps of a head start. I raced after him, my dagger at the ready, while I ran through my options. Insta-crete, web, and tear gas potions were my go-to environmental controls. I also had concussive potions. The latter might have some impact on the golem, but I only had two more of them. 

	 

	I did summon a healing potion from my spatial pouch and quickly gulped it down as I ran. The pain in my hip and rib disappeared almost immediately, but it didn’t replace the blood I had lost. I needed to be careful if I was going to finish them. 

	 

	Overhead, I heard a screech and twisted to see a hawkkin dive at an archer on another building. It seemed Lina’s interviews were already bearing fruit. 

	 

	Josie’s voice entered my head. “Daria and I will take care of the archers. See if you can find the mage. And for the love of Sativa, stay away from that golem. You’re strong now, but not that strong—and I’m not ready to lose another Sheriff.”

	 

	The words were both welcome and cynical at the same time. It was a flashback to the way Josie had been when I first arrived on Olimero. But because it was telepathy, there was also a truckload of emotional baggage piled in with the words. I could hear her fear of losing me, not because it was a duty, but because I genuinely mattered to her.

	 

	Despite all the sarcastic responses I wanted to make, I only sent back, “On it.”

	 

	At least I had a name to put with the striking figure of the hawk girl. It was too bad she didn’t wield some bad ass magic resistant mace, like the comic book character. Oh, oh... that was worth looking into. I’d have to find out if there was anything like Nth metal on Olimero—later. 

	 

	Stupid brain, always coming up with random thoughts, even in the middle of a foot chase.

	 

	Then I rounded one more corner and found the wolfkin mage in brown and green robes. Cliché maybe, but I was betting this was the troublesome earth mage. The foxkin was squealing, “He’s coming. Save me.”

	 

	“You idiot, you led him right to me,” the mage shouted back and then thrust his hand out. I could feel the earth mana as it gathered, and then a spear erupted suddenly from the ground, piercing the foxkin right through his gut. He screamed in agony as he was lifted several feet off the ground and dangled there, impaled upon a stone spear.

	 

	I silently thanked the foxkin for showing me at least part of what the earth mage was capable of. Besides not having magic of my own, that was one of my biggest weaknesses—I simply didn’t know what my enemies were capable of. Fortunately, they didn’t know what I could do either. Otherwise, I’d already be dead.

	 

	The mage went through his entire arm thrusting and hand clenching routine again, and another spear erupted from the ground. This one was aimed for my gut, but I didn’t feel like testing out my armor right now. I sensed the mana gathering—or something—just in time, and was able to dodge it. I hoped this mage would be a fool, like the other had been, and tried to get him talking rather than casting. 

	 

	“You’re gonna have to do better than that. I heard earth magic was the weakest of them all.”

	 

	He glared at me but didn’t say anything. Guess he wasn’t as big of an idiot as the elf. Still, all I needed to do was to get close enough to touch him. 

	 

	Besides being stronger than him, my gloves gave me the ability to soak up his mana. The first rule of mage slaying was that a mage without mana was as good as dead. No, really, I just made that up. Maybe I should come up with a list of sayings like that, to wow and annoy those around me.

	 

	The mage lifted both his hands and held them out with his palms up. I could see the strain on his face. Hopefully, that meant that he was running out of mana. I assumed running the golem was a fairly big drain on its own. I pushed my body to its max, trying to cross the last few feet between us before whatever spell he was casting took effect. Then the ground gave way beneath me.

	 

	I felt myself get sucked down into the earth. It was like a hundred hands started pawing at me in an attempt to pull me down. I cursed myself for a fool. I should have leaped into the air when I got close—I was fighting an earth mage, after all. 

	 

	Just before I was sucked under, I shot my hand down to my spatial pouch and desperately called forth another item. 

	 


Chapter 18 - Into the Grave

	 

	 

	I thought I’d confronted my worst fear when the air mage sucked the breath right out of my lungs. It had happened so fast, that I’d felt helpless. But I might have been wrong. As the earth churned around me and grasping hands made of mud and rock dragged me under, I felt overwhelmed. 

	 

	It was a slower process than what the Air Mage had done, yet more inexorable. And despite my great strength, there was nothing I could do to stop it. The look on the earth mage’s face seemed incredibly impersonal, but this death was like a force of nature. 

	 

	Dammit, killing someone should be personal. It might be evil. It might be a crime, but no one should extinguish a sapient life without caring about it. 

	 

	My indignation didn’t do anything to stop my impending doom. As the dirt closed over my head, the light of the world was robbed from me. I couldn’t breathe, but my lungs still held oxygen. I was going to suffocate—but it wouldn’t be nearly so fast. 

	 

	I felt my mind threatening to shut down as I was quite literally buried alive. But I had an ace up my sleeve—or rather, in my hand. I had called forth the Lesser Pendant of Elemental Nullification. I had never activated it before but clutched it tightly in my hand now. If I lost this, I was truly lost. I focused on it and willed it to work. Suddenly, the ground around me might as well have been water. 

	 

	It took me a second to readjust. There was no longer a pull on me, but I could tell that I was still a few feet below the surface. In fact, I could now see through the ground, maybe because it was being controlled by elemental mana. Whatever the reason, this effect would only last for six seconds. I had to act quickly.

	 

	I kicked my legs and felt like I was swimming upward. That made no sense. This was earth, being controlled by mana, but it was being nullified. It wasn’t supposed to have any effect on me at all. It shouldn’t feel like water. Then I realized what was happening. It was responding to my expectations. 

	 

	I pushed upward with ki empowered legs and burst forth from the ground, aiming straight at the mage. The ground didn’t explode upward, as you might expect, as I didn’t affect the earth any more than it affected me. The mage was caught off guard, though, which was all that I needed. 

	 

	I grabbed his throat with one hand and one of his wrists with the other. I squeezed to choke him, but wolf-kin were much more durable than elves. He couldn’t speak, but I felt his earth mana trying to shift. I couldn’t have that, though, so I began to spin my core faster as I drained his mana. 

	 

	My gloves aided me in this and, with contact established to his bare skin, I was able to siphon the power from him. He must not have ever experienced anything like this before, because he immediately started to panic. That was fine by me, because it meant he wasn’t able to focus enough to cast any further spells. 

	 

	The mana which flooded into me was dark and rich, and it spoke of life but not like Lina’s had. It was more akin to a fertile field, an impassive mother who provided a home for her children, though she didn’t really care what happened to them. I knew there would be secondary effects and pollution in my meridians, but I sucked it in as fast as I could cultivate it.

	 

	Then I noticed there was a ball of earth mana collected at his wrist, right above where I had grabbed his arm. I glanced down and saw a thick clay bracelet with a large red stone set in it. It was practically suffused with earth mana. For just an instant, I released his wrist to clamp my hand down on the bracelet. Then I crushed it. 

	 

	The dried clay broke apart and the red gem dug into my skin. Even through my glove I could feel it trying to dig into my hand. It was almost like the stone was alive. Then, I felt a flood of earth mana fill my system. This was much more than I could handle at one time. It was three times as much as the mage could hold, and it threatened to clog my ki channels. 

	 

	The mage managed to get a few garbled words out as I choked him. “Noooo, what have you done? You’ve doomed us all.”

	 

	I didn’t know what he was talking about. I was more worried about the damage this much earth mana might do to my meridians. The angry flashing notification in the corner of my eye pretty much confirmed my fears, but I ignored it. I didn’t need to be told I was in trouble. 

	 

	The mana needed to go somewhere, though. I couldn’t cultivate this much at one time, and I wasn’t an earth mage—or any kind of mage. Hmm… but maybe I didn’t have to be. 

	 

	I could absorb mana and I didn’t use it like a mage did. I didn’t really need to cultivate it, I just needed to expel it. As the power rushed into my left hand, I pushed it through my channels and out my right hand which was still wrapped around the mage’s throat. I felt the mana hit him and suddenly, his skin began to harden. 

	 

	It was like the minerals in his body expanded suddenly. His throat lost all color and turned to a gray stone like substance. He gasped once, and the last I saw before his face turned into a statue, was his eyes bulging as he silently pleaded with me to stop. 

	 

	Someone so callous about taking a life shouldn’t balk when their own was taken. Even then, I felt sorry that I’d had to kill him, but it was a distant thing. I was only doing what had to be done—and could do so with a clear conscience, even if I didn’t particularly like killing people. I’d probably worry about it more, if ever I came to enjoy it. 

	 

	My system was still flooded with earth mana, so I kept pushing it through my channels and into the mage. I didn’t stop until the mage’s entire body was petrified stone. He eventually crumbled to dust, leaving only the bright red gem. I picked it up off the ground. Something like that might be useful, and I’d have to figure out what it was—later—but I didn’t have time to identify it now. I simply pushed it into my spatial pouch. 

	 

	Meanwhile, behind me I heard a great roar. The golem shrieked and was thrashing in the street. I smiled. Hopefully, that bracelet had been what controlled it and breaking it had ended the creature. 

	 

	Of course, I couldn’t be that lucky. Its form began to dissolve, but it didn’t stop moving. Soon, it was little more than an amorphous wave of rock and dirt, rather than a tall, humanoid golem. That didn’t stop it from smashing the buildings around it, though. I saw that people were running for safety, but I needed to buy them some time. 

	

	The hawkkin swept down and dove with her taloned feet extended at the creature. It looked like the air distorted around her, as it buffeted what must be the elemental that had powered the golem. She might as well have been smacking the ground with her bare palm. Her talons sank into it, but did no harm that I could see. 

	 

	She, however, wasn’t so lucky. The creature refused to let her go. It began to climb up her legs. She beat her wings to no avail. If this kept up, it was going to slowly swallow her. I didn’t know the woman yet, but she had saved my life earlier. Debts like that demanded payment. 

	 

	I raced forward with both concussive potions in one hand. I leaped high into the air. My ki and potion enhanced muscles enabled me to do things that I’d never imagined. Essentially, I tackled her dozens of feet above the ground to break her feet free. It worked. 

	 

	She broke free and caught the air with her wings, pulling away from the creature. I wasn’t so lucky. Without the ability to fly, I fell downward and was caught by the creature. It began to suck me in immediately. 

	 

	I looked up at the hawk girl. I knew her name was Daria, but didn’t know anything about her beyond that. “Get the people to safety, Daria. I’ll keep it busy.”

	 

	She began to protest, “But you’ll…”

	 

	I cut her off. I was being swallowed alive by an earth elemental, which I guessed was the same as being buried alive for the second time in as many minutes, so perhaps I could be excused for being rude. “That’s an order, deputy.”

	 

	Her eyes batted rapidly then she replied, “Yes, Sheriff.”

	 

	I didn’t get to see her fly off. I bet that would have been hot. I’d always enjoyed watching Lina and Josie walk away. Their backsides were worthy of my attention, but I’d never had a girl, hot or otherwise, fly away from me. All things being equal, I would have liked to see that. 

	 

	Instead, my attention was focused exclusively on the elemental. I threw both the concussive potions  as far from me as possible, while still hitting the creature. The shock wave which passed through its body threatened to crush my organs and grind my bones, but somehow, I survived. I even managed to stay conscious—if only just. 

	 

	I almost wished I had lost consciousness. I didn’t know if I could handle being buried alive again. Unfortunately, the more I struggled against it, the more the elemental dragged me down. My great strength was nothing compared to the implacable earth. 

	 

	I was halfway buried and still hadn’t thought of a way out. My pendant’s ability was on cool down for the next twelve hours, so I couldn’t use it to get out of jail that way. At least I could see Josie and Daria helping the citizens to safety. My ploy had apparently worked, in that the creature was entirely focused on me.

	 

	I empowered my limbs with as much ki as they could handle and more. My ligaments and muscles screamed as I kicked, pulled, and pushed at the monster. It didn’t matter. I could push away a bit of it at a time, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to be able to move far more earth than this. 

	 

	For a moment, I wondered if I could absorb earth mana out of it, but as I reached out to sense it, I was struck by how vast this thing’s power was. It wasn’t anything comparable to the miniscule magic a mage’s reserve held. 

	 

	I was more like a lone fish, thrashing about in the vastness of the ocean. Then I was sucked under the waves of dirt, gravel, and stone. Perhaps it is telling about my nature, that when the air was crushed from my lungs, I was terrified but kept fighting. 

	 

	I didn’t stop looking for a way to survive this, somehow. It was the same as when the mage had tried to bury me. I just always had the attitude that I would survive. Maybe it was a foolish optimism, or my indomitable spirit, but either way, I refused to quit. 

	 

	Even facing being crushed alive inside his creature, I pushed back doubt and struggled. I felt the ki within me and it just seemed I should be able to do something with it. I lashed out in a punch—or rather, I tried to. My arm was trapped under tons of earth, so it was more of a push against the weight of all the soil around me. At the same time, I pushed the ki into my hand in amounts beyond anything I had ever tried before. 

	 

	Pain ripped through my arm, but I felt a concussive force erupt within the stone. It shattered and was pushed back. A moment of hope blossomed within my heart, but was quickly replaced by dread, as the elemental’s form came rushing back in. 

	 

	This time, it kept pushing. I felt it trying to force its way into my mouth, but I kept my jaw locked shut. Sadly, my hands were trapped, and I couldn’t cover my nose. Earth began to force its way in through my nostrils.

	 

	Let me tell you, being swallowed by an earth elemental is a truly a terrifying way to die. I struggled, but for all my enhanced power, I couldn’t break free. I felt a moment of sadness for Lina and Josie. My fiery foxkin deputy had been right all along—I was going to die here. 

	 

	Then I lost consciousness. I’d like to say I saw the pearly gates or a bright light at the end of a tunnel. Hell, I’d even have settled for images of my life flashing before my eyes. But I didn’t feel anything like that. 

	 

	There was the cold emptiness of something so vast as to make the elemental seem like a speck—no… more like a tiny flea upon a speck’s ass. I didn’t see anything, but a part of me felt like vast eyes were upon me. Then it was over, and I died.

	 

	 


Interlude 3 - Love’s Grave      

	 

	 

	Josie was busy fighting her way through the thugs. The Back Street Boys had gone batshit crazy for some reason. She wasn’t sure what had changed, but this wasn’t a smart play. Attacking her and failing should have taught them a lesson—instead, it seemed to have emboldened them, or perhaps made them desperate. 

	 

	She couldn’t reason out what had made them change their plans. Killing her and trapping Rob was a logical move. Even if McLean was pissed about being targeted, this was too much of a reaction. Figuring it out would have to wait for later. The last of the cowkin warriors fell to her blades. 

	 

	Calling them warriors was being… generous. They were big and strong, but they had all the grace of a rock. Most of the others had run once she’d brought out her fire, but the cowkin tended to be too stupid. 

	 

	Whatever. They were all down now. And just in time, too. The golem seemed to be melting into a wild elemental. She cursed as she watched it smash a building apart. How could the mage have been so stupid? But then she realized, this was probably the Sheriff’s doing—and Rob likely had no idea what would happen if the control item was smashed. 

	 

	She didn’t know what it was, in this case, but typically some type of jewelry was used, along with a mana stone. The jewelry would be made of an appropriate element and inscribed with control runes. The mana stone served as a power source and would be filled with more mana than any single mage could handle. Rob must have broken the control, because now the elemental was going wild. 

	 

	She kept telling herself that it couldn’t be helped; he couldn’t have known. Now, they would have to evacuate an entire section of town until enough mages could be found to take it apart. A creature like this was created when an elemental was summoned by a powerful mage, or a group of mages. It was then fed mana over an extended period of time to empower it. 

	 

	It was unlikely that they had found a wild elemental this large—not unless they had brought it in from the untamed lands. No, she shook her head. That was too dangerous to even think about. This was likely a small elemental which had been raised in captivity, and didn’t know what to do, now that it was free of its restraints. So, of course, it was lashing out. The problem with elementals, was that while they were creatures of primal instinct with no reasoning capacity, they were incredibly powerful. 

	 

	One this large would be nearly impossible to stop. The plan had to be to try to limit how much of the town it destroyed, until enough mages could be brought to bear against it. A shadow flickered across the road.

	 

	Daria flew overhead. The hawkkin was already proving that Lina had a good eye for talent. The woman was a talented air mage and a skilled warrior. She already had Josie’s respect for her skills and her gratitude for saving Rob from the elf. 

	 

	Josie looked up again, then she growled. Maybe Daria wasn’t as bright as she had hoped. The hawkkin dove in to attack the elemental with her talons bared and wind magic swirling around her. Josie couldn’t see the wind mana itself, but the way that it distorted the air made it clear what it was. The woman must not have had any experience with elementals, or she would know this was not the way to attack them. 

	 

	Josie would have cried out to warn her, but it was too late. Just as she feared, Daria had been snagged by the elemental. Josie started running that way, but knew she would be too late. It might take some time, but unless Daria freed herself—and quickly!—she was going to die here. Her air magic simply wasn’t potent enough, so Josie had to write her off. It pissed her off and wounded her to her core, but Rob had been very clear—Protect the civilians first. 

	 

	Then out of nowhere, Rob leaped into view. That beautiful idiot was going to risk everything. Josie was smitten with him. He was brave, bold, easy on the eyes, and made her feel alive. He’d made her feel again, and she’d let her defenses down—convinced that it was worth taking a risk one more time. 

	 

	And yet, here he was, running into danger to save a woman who he had never met. That was just the kind of guy he was. She watched as he smashed into the hawkkin, breaking her free from the elemental’s grasp. It was just enough of a push to get her going. Her wings beat hard, and she pulled away. 

	 

	But Rob couldn’t fly. Josie felt her stomach sink as she watched him fall into the seething elemental. She saw him wave Daria off, then she heard him order the hawkkin away. That was just like her Rob, thinking of the civilians, not wanting anyone to suffer. 

	 

	Josie couldn’t help but be scared. She would honor is last order. She was terrified for him, but he’d pulled off miracles before. Somehow, he had rescued her from that mind mage. By all rights, that should have been impossible. If anyone could do this, it was Rob. Stomach churning, she turned and ran to help with the evacuation, but her heart was racing. 

	 

	Thankfully, everyone listened to them, and it was easy to empty out all the nearby buildings. She asked anyone with greater than thirty in magic and an elemental type of mana to stand by, to be ready to help, but if there were any present who met those requirements, they didn’t volunteer. Not that she could blame them; the elemental was savage, raw, and completely uncontrollable. 

	 

	Just as she was getting ready to head back to help Rob, she felt a cold shiver run down her spine. That spot inside her head, which represented her telepathic connection with him suddenly disappeared. She couldn’t always reach him, and Sativa only knew that she didn’t want a man inside her head all the time, but the loss shook her to her core. 

	 

	She had no idea why that would happen… unless he had died. 

	 

	She screamed out, “No!” at the top of her lungs. A corona of flame leapt into being around her and burned the very air. Her flames burned white hot as she raced forward to channel a stream of superheated fire mana into the elemental. 

	 

	She might not be able to save Rob, but she would burn this creature down and then… well, then… she didn’t care. She couldn’t care. She’d opened her heart one last time to let Rob in, and now had nothing left to give. 

	 

	 


Chapter 19 - Reborn from Ash

	 

	 

	I died, but I wasn’t dead. 

	 

	I couldn’t explain it, but one second, I couldn’t feel a thing; I wasn’t even aware. Then I was filled with a fire which burned me down to my core from the inside out. The process wasn’t painful at all, but it warmed me at a level so much deeper than merely the physical. 

	 

	My entire body flared away to nothing, in a flame fueled by the ki within me and a strange residual of mana with which I had been infused when I’d quaffed the Phoenix Elixir. Then I felt my body reform. It spread out, as a flame does, seeking more fuel. The inside of the elemental was seared by the great heat and a cavity formed around me with solid walls that no longer crashed about with the chaotic shifting of the magical creature. 

	 

	It didn’t happen in an instant, but rather over the course of a full minute. My mind was aware the entire time and I felt a connection to the energy around me. The blinking light of multiple notifications popped up in the corner of my eye, and with nothing else to do as my body reformed, I began to read them. 

	 

	It was easy to flip past the warnings that I was suffocating, or even the message that I had died. Seriously, why would such a message even exist? If I had stayed dead, who would ever have seen it? 

	 

	Then I got to the interesting stuff:

	 

	Phoenix’s Rebirth activated. Spontaneous regeneration occurring. Once you were born of water in a womb, now you shall be reborn in fire. Fire is a purifying force, and you shall be reborn as your best possible self. 

	 

	Error… unidentified energy source detected.

	Error… foreign matter and mana found within your body

	Error… temporary soul bond discovered. 

	 

	Adjustments being made. 

	 

	No sooner had I read that last line, than pain ripped through me. Something told me this wasn’t the way the process was supposed to work. Somehow, it was working like this for me. I could feel the fire purifying my reformed body, but it also struggled to adapt to whatever else it found within me, integrating these unexpected elements into my body. 

	 

	I felt my bones growing denser. My muscles grew fuller and my skin hardened. The magic involved was beyond me, but I could feel the earth mana and its pollutants being integrated into my new form. In the same way as Rava’s mana and our temporary soul bond had to be accounted for, the bits of the earth elemental which had been shoved down my nose were also integrated into this new me. For a single moment, I wondered if this would turn me into a mage, but the next message made it clear that wasn’t the case. 

	 

	Primary form is incompatible with mana of any type; mana can only be used for the cultivation process. Ability to redirect earth mana is permanently increased by 25%. 

	 

	Human design is not contained in the Codex Olimero. Best estimates are being used to design and rebuild this body, integrating foreign materials. Net results may vary slightly from original form. Review of memories has guided the design and reforming process. 

	 

	Net results:

	Strength: +3

	Durability: +6

	Agility: +2

	 

	Cultivation not found in Codex Olimero… 

	Body core not found in Codex Olimero… 

	Best approximations adapted. Core is sealed and repaired to full E1 grade. 

	 

	Mana belonging to Rava Norlinga adapted to fortify awareness… Mind fortification completed—Cultivation progressed to E0 Grade. Ki vapor remains incompatible with D1 grade…  

	 

	Ki must be transformed from Vapor to Mist. Instructions not found in Codex Olimero… 

	 

	Temporary Soul Bond is beneficial. As part of rebirth into your current, most perfect form, discovered Soul Bond with Rava Norlinga provides benefits. As a Soul Bond cannot pass on stats or skills—those must be acquired through work and practice—a piece of her soul will be imprinted onto yours. 

	 

	Result: You gain a portion of Rava Norlinga’s aptitude for alchemy. Henceforth, alchemy shall come easier to you, and you will gain levels 25% faster. 

	 

	Note: Benefits of Soul Bond are unilateral at this stage. You must implement further steps to share further benefits of the Soul Bond with Rava Norlinga, if so desired. She is imprinted on you, but you are not imprinted on her—at this time. 

	 

	Then it was over. The pain was gone, and I was myself, only better. I didn’t feel different for having a piece of someone else’s soul imprinted on me, but my body had changed. The stat gains, both for progressing my cultivation through the previously skipped stages and for absorbing the earth mana, were impressive. But beyond that, I felt strangely like I was… more. 

	 

	I couldn’t say exactly what it was, and I admit I was a bit nervous when the notification said it was building my body back based on estimates and guesses. The first thing I did, was to perform the most guy like motion there is, and I grabbed my crotch. Nope, little Rob was still there. That would have been a tragedy. If anything, it felt like he’d grown a little, but I dismissed that as my imagination playing tricks on me. 

	 

	The rest could wait till later. For now, I needed to figure out where I was. I mean, I knew I was still inside the elemental, but a quick glance showed that I was in a pocket of hardened stone that surrounded me. My immediate reaction was to curse the Phoenix elixir. I was glad it had brought me back from death, but it didn’t do a damn thing about the situation I was stuck in. 

	 

	I still couldn’t get out of here. I was going to suffocate for a third time today, but this time it would be a little bit slower. I shouted at the stone cocoon I found myself in. It felt more like a tomb than a protective barrier. But then a crazy idea popped into my head. 

	 

	When every reasonable option fails, the only hope left is the absurd. Man, I was on a roll today. I needed to start writing these sayings down. I could call that the second rule of mage slaying. Or maybe, I’d really mess with people, and just call it the first rule all over again. 

	 

	I was acting stupid, because I was afraid my idea wouldn’t work. But there was no point in delaying. I reached out and felt the shell of my stone cocoon. It was solid rock, and somehow cool to the touch—despite having been formed in a storm of phoenix fire. 

	 

	It was stone, and that was all that mattered right now. I thought about the talisman around my neck. It summoned my stone steed; but there was nowhere near enough space in here for the stone horse to appear. I just had to hope that meant if I summoned it, the horse would push its way out. 

	 

	Fingers crossed, I called out, “Stone horse!” As I did, I focused my mind on the idea of the horse forming between here and the outside of the elemental’s body. I envisioned that scene from the original Alien movie, expecting my steed to come bursting out of the elemental’s stomach. 

	 

	It was gross, but hopefully appropriate to my situation. 

	 

	I pushed mentally, hoping that my ability to redirect earth mana would help with this, but not having any idea how it might actually happen. For all I knew, I was just tensing up and probably would have appeared to be constipated, if anyone could see me. Yet still, somehow, good things happened. 

	 

	My stone cocoon broke part on one side and formed into my stone horse that burst forth from the side of the elemental. I grabbed onto his tail and let him drag me to freedom. Stone horse was really pulling his weight. I was gonna have to come up with a kick ass name for him, since ‘Stone Horse’ was pretty lame. For now, though I was just glad to be breathing oxygen once more. 

	 

	Then a glob of lava landed on me. Yes, it was just as painful as it sounds. I tried to make sure my scream was as manly as possible, because… well, public image matters. But I shook my arm and sent the glob flying as far from me as possible and then jumped back twenty feet. 

	 

	When I turned around, I saw a scene straight from some comic book as a flame wreathed fox demon battled with a giant blob of animated earth. Josie had never been more beautiful than she was in that moment, and certainly never more terrifying. The flames around her kept lashing out at the elemental. She would super heat portions of it until it turned into lava. I don’t know if that was technically the correct term, but it captured the idea. 

	 

	No sooner had I seen her, than I felt her presence pop back into my mind. I didn’t realize our link had been missing, but I suddenly felt more complete. Then, with a thought I pushed a bit more and my connection with Lina reformed. It helped to bring me a sense of balance. 

	 

	Josie looked back at me. Tears of fire streaming down her cheeks. Like actual tears but… oh hell, I don’t know how that was possible. 

	 

	She cried out, “You’re alive.” Then she rushed to me. She was so hot, the air around her would be enough to kill any human on Earth. 

	 

	“Wait!” I shouted, holding my hands up to stop her. “Don’t get any closer or I won’t be alive for much longer.”

	 

	She faltered and then the flames around her flickered, before going out. I could see extreme exhaustion etched into her face. She leaped at me, and I caught her in mid-air, sweeping her up and pulling her close. Her lips covered my face, and though I could still feel some residual heat coming off of her body, it was pleasant at this point. 

	 

	I wanted to hug her forever, but we still had a monster to kill. Duty first and all that. I studied it and saw that she had hurt it badly. It was probably only half the size it had been before. Part of it was still glowing red but that was quickly fading and what was left behind was a hardened black rock which seemed stronger than ever. 

	 

	“Can you blast it again?”

	 

	She looked at me. I knew she didn’t want to displease but she shuddered as she said, “I’m spent. Not sure how I have anything left.”

	 

	“What if we did a combo? I just need you to heat it up again and I’ll do the rest.”

	 

	“How?”

	 

	“No time to explain. I’ve got a pill to take. Just get Daria to make a wind funnel and feed your flame mana into it. If it works the way I think it should, her power will enhance yours. If possible, have her concentrate as much oxygen into the air funnel as she can.”

	 

	She just looked at me funny.

	 

	“Oxygen is one of the key substances in the air that we need to breathe,” I explained, “but it also helps a fire breathe. If you add Oxygen to a fire, it will burn hotter.”

	 

	The confusion didn’t fade from Josie’s expression, but she nodded. She trusted me and would do what I asked, even if she didn’t understand. I didn’t know what I had done to earn that level of trust. Well… maybe I did. I had just come back from the dead after all. If that won’t inspire some confidence, then nothing would. 

	 

	Meanwhile, I popped an Onyx Drakekin Pill. The Phoenix elixir had been consumed by my rebirth, but I hoped this one would protect me better. It said I would get claws and scales, but what I was really hoping, was that drakes had some innate fire resistance which would be passed onto me. 

	 

	I wobbled and slumped to my knees. Pain blossomed all over, as my skin changed and black scales grew over my shoulders and down my chest, back and arms. It was only my upper body, but I also felt myself gain some fairly significant mass. I was probably a full seven feet tall now. It was clear that the transformation drew part of its power from the ground beneath my feet. At this point, though, I didn’t care how it worked, just that it DID work.

	 

	All the gear I was wearing fused into my scales, so that I looked shirtless. My naked chest was mostly covered in the dark scales. My upper body was now disproportionately larger than my legs, in what I would call a Johnny Bravo look, except with black scales and claws. 

	 

	It took me a good half dozen seconds to recover from the transformation, but the girls were already doing as I’d asked. Daria had landed next to Josie and was, in fact, holding the foxkin upright. I had to pray that she didn’t hurt herself by pushing beyond her limits, but her fire mana was essential to this plan. 

	 

	A column of air spun out from Daria’s free hand to strike the elemental in the chest. It wasn’t strong enough to push it back, but that wasn’t the plan. Josie began to slowly lace fire mana into the horizontal tornado. Whatever Daria was doing, she must have figured out how to concentrate the oxygen within her air mana, because a second later it changed from a slender column of flame to a freaking flamethrower.

	 

	Their powers combined for a greater effect than either of them could muster on their own. Scratch that—a greater effect than anyone but a heartbroken Josie could create. But it was doing its job. The solidified elemental began to glow brightly again. Its legs smushed against the ground and its form began to look more like a crispy marshmallow, with a crispy, blackened exterior and a gooey interior.

	 

	The problem was that we still had to get through that crust to break it into pieces. That was where I came in—and why I prayed fervently to Sativa for some fire resistance. 

	 

	“Shut it off!” I called out. 

	 

	The girls obeyed and I immediately jumped at the scorched elemental. I would have preferred to wait for it to cool off a bit, but that sort of defeated the purpose. It was so hot, I had to hold my breath so the superheated air wouldn’t sear my lungs. Then I went to town. 

	 

	I slashed at it again and again with my claws, ripping chunks out of it. With each chunk torn out, gouts of lava flowed freely like the blood of a mortal creature. I screamed, because there was no stopping the agony I forced myself to endure. Whoever had made drakes on Olimero, didn’t seem to realize that they are supposed to be related to dragons, and thus at least partially fire resistant. 

	 

	Unfortunately for me, my prayers had only been partially answered. The heat seared my scales. They didn’t melt, exposing my bones underneath, but they only blocked some of the heat. I could smell the muscles in my forearms as they started to cook. 

	 

	I tore the creature apart, but I was literally being burned alive to do so. After a minute of this, I couldn’t have told you  which one of us was in worse shape—me or the elemental. I collapsed shortly after that, but apparently, I’d done enough. 

	 

	There must be a minimum threshold the elemental needed to maintain its form. Either that, or it had used up its mana trying to reconstitute itself. But whatever killed it didn’t matter to me at that moment, just that it died. I felt when it’s spirit, or whatever animated it, just faded away—leaving its remains as so much inert matter. 

	 

	The world started spinning around me. Shit! I was gonna lose consciousness again. The girls were gonna think I was some sort of fainting princess, based on how often I pulled this stunt. 

	 

	The last words I heard were, “Forget about me. Get him to Lina!” 

	 

	 


Interlude 4 - Not Enough Turns

	 

	 

	A FEW MINUTES AGO:

	 

	Lina was busy cleaning. She did that a lot lately. It was a nervous habit when Josie, and now Rob, went out on patrol. Today she was especially nervous. She hoped that Rob would like the selections she had made. The deputy was ultimately up to him to hire, but both she and Josie approved of Daria. The hawk girl brought something to the team they were missing and seemed ready to settle down. Her desire for an egg was a mark in her favor, as far as Lina was concerned. 

	 

	It was the selection she had made for clerk that made her more nervous. She didn’t have to consult with Rob about who she hired for that position. Rob had made her head clerk and Sativa gave the head clerk the power to hire more clerks, at least within certain limits. 

	 

	It just mattered to Lina that Rob didn’t think she was trying to force something on him. Oh well, only time would tell. It was the job of the head clerk to take care of the Sheriff’s needs, even when he didn’t realize what he needed. And taking care of Rob’s needs brought her joy. 

	 

	She didn’t really like cleaning, although she enjoyed the idea that she was keeping things nice for Rob. It was sort of like a grown-up version of playing house. She didn’t think for a second that he felt about her like she did about him. Then again, she was just a silly bunny girl. 

	 

	A smile came unbidden to her lips as she thought about how Rob would chastise her for thinking about herself like that. It had become a habit to call herself a ‘silly’ or even ‘stupid’ bunny girl. Too many of the other Sheriffs had said such things to her. 

	 

	The habit had been set and now it was hard to break. It was hard to think of herself differently, but Rob was starting to get through to her. He might not love her like she loved him, but she knew he did value her. 

	 

	In some ways, that was even more special. Bunnykin were the most common of the beastkin for obvious reasons. She knew that guys appreciated her form, and that was nice. She definitely enjoyed turning eyes, but she wanted to be more than another pretty face in town with an amazing figure. 

	 

	Rob did that for her. He gave her a sense of purpose and made her feel like she meant something. Even better, was that she meant something to him. A smile came to her lips again. 

	 

	She had started calling herself ‘silly bunny girl’ in front of Rob, but not because she felt silly. Oh, she did, a little still. Engrained habits don’t die easily or quickly. But she did it on purpose sometimes, just because she liked to hear him correct her. It felt good to have him argue that she was valuable. Her favorite time, was when he had grabbed her hands in his, pulled her close so that she had to look up at him, and then asked her if she was trying to make him be cross with her. 

	 

	Lina had felt a moment of panic; but then an explosion of joy and a sense of belonging. He had continued to say that he got upset when people spoke badly about the ones he cared for. That included her speaking badly about herself. 

	 

	So now, she found reasons to elicit confirmations of her worth and value from him. She really was being a bad bunny. She’d have to make sure that Rob punished her later. That thought made her start humming to herself as her tail twitched. Rob’s punishments were always the best.

	 

	Then she felt a tearing sensation in her head. Pain blossomed and she saw stars. It took her a second to recover, but then she screamed in anguish. The little knot of emotions in the back of her mind that she didn’t even realize was there most of the time, disappeared. It was her telepathic connection with Rob, a way for her to feel secure that he was okay. 

	 

	It was gone. 

	 

	Panic flooded her. Rob was just supposed to go do some alchemy training and then see Mactosh. Rava certainly wouldn’t let anything bad happen to Rob. The elf might be mysterious, but Lina was confident of that one thing. And Mactosh might encourage Rob to drink too much, but given how hard the man was lobbying for Rob to marry his daughter, he would die before he let harm come to the Sheriff. 

	 

	That meant that Rob must have been attacked while he was out walking. It must have just happened or been so fast and hectic that he wasn’t able to send a message to her. Now, the connection was gone. 

	 

	Lina tried to take deep breaths. She told herself that the connection could have been broken for any number of reasons. It didn’t have to mean that Rob was dead, but she couldn’t shake a terrible feeling of dread. Tears streamed down her face as she dropped everything and ran for the door.

	 

	Lina had no idea what she would do. But she had to do something—whoever had killed Rob needed to die. It wouldn’t bring him back, but she wasn’t thinking clearly at the moment. She tripped, in her rush, and scraped her knee. Absentmindedly, a surge of healing mana went through her, and the wound closed without a trace. 

	 

	She was very careful to maintain her appearance. Rob’s appreciative looks told her how much he liked her legs. That alone was enough reason to take care of herself. 

	 

	Faltering at that thought, she broke down, sobbing. He would never look at her legs with that flame of desire in his eyes. She would never feel the caress of his hand or hear him tell her how much he cared. He was gone. She pulled herself back up and wondered if she should grab a weapon. There were plenty to spare on the wall by the Sheriff’s desk—not that she really knew how to use any of them, though. 

	 

	There was another way. Healing mana supposedly could be used to cause harm to the body. Too much of a good thing was bad… or something like that. Lina had never had thoughts about using her gift like that before. She loved that Sativa had gifted her with the most important type of mana. It was the mana of life. 

	 

	Her entire being was caught up in the joy of bringing forth and sustaining life. It was the only thing she wanted more than Rob. Now, inside, she just felt empty.

	 

	Lina staggered over to the weapons, unable to decide which one to choose. She couldn’t think; everything seemed so impossibly hard. Time passed as she simply stood there looking at the wall, paralyzed with grief. Her tears streaked her face and wet her blouse. 

	 

	Then light burst into her mind again. She could feel him! Simple words came to her, “I’m alive but busy. I love you.”

	 

	She was torn between euphoria and a desire to strangle him. How could he do this to her? How could he drop a bomb like that on her after disappearing like that? He’d said the words. Maybe it had been stress induced, but he’d said them. 

	 

	He was alive and he’d said that to her! But was too busy to talk now?! Oh, hell no… he better have a damn good excuse for this. 

	 

	No. She couldn’t wait any longer. She glared at the weapons. There was no need for them. The tongue lashing, she was gonna give Rob would be more than sufficient, at least after she kissed every inch on his entire face. 

	 

	That lovely, wonderful man could be so infuriating at times. She strode out of the office. Lina wasn’t sure where he was, but she would find him. It was destiny. They were meant to be together. He’d said the words. Well, technically, he hadn’t said them to her… but telepathy was just another form of communication, as far as she was concerned.

	 

	She wandered the streets for a few minutes before she stopped to ask if anyone knew where the Sheriff was. That was when she’d learned there was a big fracas in one of the seedier parts of town. Knowing her Rob, he’d be right at the center of that mess. 

	 

	She headed for that part of town, but then happened to see a flying shape above the buildings off to her right. Hawkkin were uncommon. If bunnykin were the most common race around here, then hawkkin were the least common in Yonderton. They were useful as messengers. But this one wasn’t hauling a parcel, she was carrying a body. 

	 

	As the winged figure got closer, Lina could see that it was Daria. She was all but limping through the air. There was no better way to describe her flying. She was struggling mightily to stay in the air, and the figure she was carrying was Rob. 

	 

	Lina froze for a moment. Should she wait here and flag them down? No, Daria was probably taking Rob to the office for her to heal him. Damn that man to Sativa’s flowery bowers! How could he do this to her again? She knew he wasn’t doing anything on purpose, but anger was a safe outlet at that moment for her fear and concern. 

	 

	Behind her, a familiar voice cried out, “Don’t just stand there. You need to be at the office to heal him as soon as they get there.”

	 

	Lina looked over. It was Rava. The elf’s hair was in disarray and her clothing all out of place. The elf must have sprinted here, judging from how hard she was panting. One of her sandals was torn. Yeah, she’d run here in a hurry.

	 

	“What happened?”

	 

	“There will be plenty of time for that later, girl... if you can save him. He already died once and only the magic of a potion we made earlier brought him back. Stop collecting flies with your mouth and go do your sworn duty. Your Sheriff needs you.”

	 

	That was all it took. Lina bolted for the office. Her powerful legs, the same legs which Rob liked to admire so much, left Rava in the dust. 

	 

	When she burst into the rear of the office, she swept the kitchen table clear. It would have to serve as a makeshift clinic. She began gathering water and clean cloths. She really didn’t need much else for her healing. Her mana was either sufficient or it wasn’t. Lina’s power was so great, that unlike other healers, she had never really needed to supplement it with emergency medicine skills. She knew a little bit of first aid, but hadn’t had much call to practice it.

	 

	Rava ran into the kitchen out of breath. Lina grabbed her by the shoulders and tried to ask what was going on, but the elf just shook her off as she huffed and puffed.

	 

	“Outside... Help… Them.”

	 

	Lina rushed into the courtyard behind the house. Daria was struggling to keep Rob from collapsing into the dirt. Something was off, though. Rob’s torso was huge, and he was covered in black scales, like armor. She could understand now why the hawk girl had struggled to carry him. Frankly, it was a miracle she had been able to get him this far. 

	 

	The black scales that covered him from the waist up were half melted in multiple spots. His arms were the worst. He stank of charred meat. Lina took in all this information in a second, as she rushed to support one side of the unconscious Sheriff.

	 

	Although bunnykin weren’t exceptionally strong, between the two of them, they got Rob up onto the kitchen table. She could take things from here. Before Lina could even begin the healing process, though, Rava sprinkled a pink powder on Rob’s torso. 

	 

	“What was that?” she snapped at the elf.

	 

	“A neutralizing agent. It will reverse the transformation pill he took and make it easier for you to heal him.”

	 

	Lina felt guilty for snapping at Rava. She was only trying to help—but Lina couldn’t help but feel nervous. Taking a deep breath, her nose wrinkled at the charred smell. She placed both hands on Rob’s chest even as the black scales receded and were replaced by his normal armor and shirt. The clothing was surprisingly free of any scorch marks even though the skin underneath it was crisped, and his arms seared to the bone. 

	 

	“Help me get this off him,” Lina said to no one in particular. 

	 

	Daria had collapsed on the floor; she wouldn’t be any help. Rava stepped up to assist and the two of them began peeling his clothes off. Rob groaned in pain as the clothing stuck to his burns, ripping off what remained of his skin. 

	 

	He must be in terrible pain. Her poor, poor Sheriff.

	 

	Rava quipped, “Not exactly the way I imagined taking his clothes off with you.”

	 

	Lina’s ears went up and her tail twitched. It was an involuntary bunny girl reaction, but she otherwise ignored the comment. That was when a panting Josie stumbled into the kitchen. “Please… Sativa… tell me, you can save… him.”

	 

	The fear she heard in Josie’s voice scared Lina as much as any of the rest of this. She hadn’t actually paused long enough to worry if she could actually heal Rob. She had to heal him, so she would; but it was unnerving, seeing how distraught her normally unflappable friend was. 

	 

	Lina didn’t answer. Her magic would speak for her. She settled both hands on his chest. His charred flesh and blood smeared her fingers. She hardly noticed. 

	 

	Normally, she would take it slow, but this time she pushed with her full power. Great floods of mana rushed out of her. Healing like this could harm as much as it helped, but experience had showed her that Rob was unique. There was something about him that enabled him to absorb such a massive volume of mana without injury. 

	 

	Lina held her breath as the wounds began to heal. Where there had been cuts and tears, the flesh began to knit itself back together. Where there had been charred skin and severe burns, new pink tissue formed and then became fully healed flesh—even if it didn’t have quite the same tan as the rest of Rob’s flesh. Oh well, he’d just have to get some more sun, Lina thought to herself. Not like she minded watching him workout without his shirt on. The main thing, though, was that he would be alive again so that she could ogle him. 

	 

	After about ten minutes, the blonde felt herself almost completely drained and knew she’d have to stop for a bit. Rava and Josie both helped catch her and lowered her into a chair next to the table. Lina gathered her strength enough to say, “He’ll live, but it may take him a bit to wake up. If I missed anything, I’ll fix it later. The main thing, is that I repaired all the internal damage caused by the heat.” She wanted to ask what had happened but felt weak and faint after her exertion. 

	 

	Josie thanked her and kissed her forehead. 

	 

	Rava said, “That may have been the most powerful healing, in terms of raw power that I have ever seen. A bit crude, maybe, but it was simply amazing.”

	 

	Lina scoffed. “It isn’t like there are that many healers in Yonderton.”

	 

	“Oh, sweet girl, I haven’t always lived in Yonderton.” The elf chuckled. “Take my word for it. There are places where you could live a life of pampered luxury and never work a day in your life as a kept woman, on just the stray chance that you might be called upon to work such a miracle one day.”

	 

	Lina exchanged glances with Josie. They had been surprised with the elf had applied to become a clerk. Serving people didn’t really seem like her style. Lina didn’t have anything against the alchemist, though. She’d always helped when asked, but she usually seemed more interested in her potions than in people. 

	 

	It gave Lina something to think about. The look in Josie’s eyes said she was pondering the same thoughts. But now, once she’d recovered a bit of mana, she needed to heal her boon companion and then could check on Daria. The work of a healer was hardly done, at least since Rob had gotten here. 

	 

	 


Chapter 20 - Tomorrow Isn’t Promised

	 

	 

	When my eyes opened, I felt the strange sensation which I had come to associate with Lina bringing me back from the verge of death. It was like a Mack truck had hit me and at the same time my body was filled to overflowing with vitality. If you asked, I would have sworn I could jump to the moon. The scary thing though was that this was a common enough occurrence for me to be able to associate the feeling with my near death. 

	 

	The first thing I noticed was that it was dark outside. The second thing was an adorable bunny girl sitting on the floor with her head resting in a gorgeous foxkin’s lap. Both of them were sound asleep and I moved slowly on purpose so as not to disturb them. In the back corner of the room, Rava was pacing back and forth. 

	 

	As soon as she saw me sit up, she rushed to my side. When she started to speak, I placed a finger to my mouth in the universal sign for silence. She looked at the sleeping girls and then nodded. Then she grabbed my hand and coaxed me to follow her up to the roof. When we got upstairs, I saw a hawk girl perched on the edge of the roof, presumably keeping watch. 

	 

	She immediately snapped to attention when she heard us. She turned around and then smiled, “Good you are awake. Not that I doubted the chief clerk’s reputation or her healing prowess, but I didn’t want to think that the Sheriff died before officially hiring me.”

	 

	I gave her a weak smile. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to make the hawk girl feel welcome, it was just that after everything that had happened today, I felt the need to consolidate and clarify things with my family. Life was clearly fragile, and tomorrow wasn’t promised to any of us. Getting stronger would increase my odds of a longer life, but death remained a certainty—even if Sativa had bent the rules to get me extra time. Something, which I was becoming more and more grateful for. 

	 

	“Daria, right?”

	 

	A smile lit up her face and she pushed her chest out more. It wasn’t that impressive, it seemed that the tall thin woman had hardly an ounce of fat on her. But her armored breastplate did display what she had to its full advantage, while still covering most of her. “I’m honored that you have already learned my name.”

	 

	“Kind of important to remember the people who save your life. Am I right?” I asked with a wink.

	 

	“Well… yes.” She ducked her head. “It is an honor to serve Sativa. And to be fair, I can’t claim any debt, as you did the same for me. If anything, the balance lays in your favor as the risk to me was fairly low when I saved you, but you rushed in to rescue me at great peril to yourself.” Her hazel eyes were incredibly intense. “If the elf is to be believed, then you actually died to save me—or would have died, but for a potion you had consumed.”

	 

	“That is fair, but I don’t like to keep track of us saving each other’s lives like keeping a balance sheet.” I snorted. “I’m certainly not keeping a tally. But your actions today definitely makes me consider you a friend.”

	 

	Daria pursed her lips. 

	 

	I realized then that they were rather thin lips. The hawk girl was pretty, but it was more of a severe beauty. Her frame was tall, thin, and athletic. But despite how slender she was, I knew she was rather strong. 

	 

	“Hmm… friends. That is not quite what I was looking for…”

	 

	Suddenly, things felt awkward and, as happens to all men when a beautiful woman is staring at them like they’d just swallowed a bug, I said the first stupid thing which popped into my mind. “Since we’re friends, you wouldn’t happen to know the unladen airspeed of a swallow?”

	 

	Her face slowly devolved into an expression of abject confusion then back again to one of steely resolve. “I am not sure what you are playing at, Sheriff, but I was warned that your customs and manners are not similar to those I may be used to. So let me remove the ambiguity.” That intense gaze bore into me. “I wish to join your aerie, if you will have me. I will be your deputy and your wing mate. I will serve you well and guard our nest. I am fierce and a mighty hunter, am among the swiftest of my people, and a fairly strong air mage, as well.”

	 

	I wasn’t quite sure if that was a formal marriage proposal, or not. I did know, however, that whatever she meant by it, she was quite serious. Now, more than ever, I needed to say the right thing so as not to screw things up. 

	 

	Fortunately, Rava came to my rescue. “Honor to your nest, Daria. I am certain that the Sheriff will properly welcome you to his aerie, but first he must attend to some prior commitments.”

	 

	Daria stared at me for a second longer then looked over at Rava. It probably helped, that women apparently handled these matters on Olimero. “And who are you to him, elf? The chief clerk led me to believe that the Sheriff has only claimed two for his aerie.”

	 

	“While that is technically true, I am his alchemy mistress, and am soul bonded to him. He has a prior commitment with me. Now, if you would please excuse us, we came up here so as not to wake Josie and Lina.” Rava nodded back to the ladder and smiled. “Perhaps you should go down and check on them. If you intend to join this aerie, then you should make yourself comfortable with the other wings,” Rava replied.

	 

	Daria’s eyes had gotten wide when she heard the term soul bonded. I still didn’t know how significant that might be, but it seemed to matter to the hawkkin. 

	 

	“There is no ‘if’ about it,” . I intend to become part of the aerie. He has shown he can hunt high and is not afraid of any prey. But I shall heed your advice for the moment.” Then she walked up to me and pressed her lips to my cheek, just past the corner of my lips, in a kiss. It was somewhere between chaste and tantalizing, and sent a small shiver down my spine. Apparently, no matter how many beautiful women I had around me there were some things I was never going to get accustomed too. 

	 

	Then she walked past me and I turned to focus on Rava. 

	 

	Apparently, I was too quick to turn my attention from Daria, though, because she slapped my backside as she walked past. I did my best not to give her the satisfaction but still heard a low chuckle in her throat at my involuntary flinch. Oh yeah, this girl was definitely gonna have to be one of the deputies. I foresaw having some fun in the future with her. 

	 

	“That wasn’t technically true, you know,” I told Rava once Daria had jumped from the edge of the roof.

	 

	“Oh please,” the purple haired elf snorted. “It was only out of respect for your infatuation with the truth, that I didn’t tell her I’m already your bed mate and keeper of the sheets. What I said was close enough to the truth.” She smiled at me. “We are soul bounded; it is just incomplete. Something I’ll be happy to let you remedy any time you want.”

	 

	“Wait, keeper of the sheets? What’s that even mean?”

	 

	Rava gave me a throaty, rich laugh before bringing herself under control. “It is so delightful the way that Sativa brings you humans here and doesn’t tell you anything about your new home.” She shook her head. “Keeper of the sheets is a term in higher echelon elven homes. It represents the woman—whether she be wife, concubine, or just a hired hand—who controls the schedule of who gets to sleeping with the male.” 

	 

	She tilted her head to the side. “It is an important position and an easy way for a woman without the same pedigree as others in the household to be elevated to their social equivalent. Such things are very important amongst the elves, at least in the more civilized east.”

	 

	“Hmm…, I’m pretty sure that if I was going to have a keeper of the sheets, Lina would insist that it is her role.”

	 

	“Yes, well, she is quite smitten with you. That is, in fact, part of why I wanted to speak to you. Even if it isn’t the most significant reason.” Rava sighed as she spoke. 

	 

	“I have one more question before you can tell me what it is you need from me. Well… actually, two questions. First, can a soul bond be broken? And second, if we wanted to complete ours, then how would we go about that?”

	 

	“As to the first… I’m sure that anything which has been made can be unmade. But why would you want to?” She regarded me calmly. “Soul bonds are so rare as to be mythical. Even I don’t know much about them, and can only think of one example of a confirmed soul bound. For a while, it was popular amongst people in higher society to claim a soul bound as a way of attracting attention. The custom trickled down amongst the lower classes, but thankfully it died out twenty years ago.”

	 

	“So, they are beneficial?” I asked.

	 

	“Of course,” she said. “I would presume you have already been notified of some benefit you received, despite our bond being incomplete.”

	 

	“Yes, a 25% bonus to my understanding of alchemy, and the speed at which I shall gain levels in it.”

	 

	“By Sativa,” Rave sucked in a breath and held her hand to her mouth. “That is a royal prize.”

	 

	“It seems pretty good,” I shrugged, “but I’d hardly consider it to be amazing.”

	 

	She shook her head. “Oh, my dear Rob, you have so much to learn. Consider your stats. Is it becoming harder to increase them as they get higher?”

	 

	“You know it is.”

	 

	She smiled. “Then why would you think it would be any different with a skill—especially one as resource intensive as alchemy? Right now, your skill gains have come fast.” She pursed her lips. “To be fair, they have been prodigiously fast. That will soon slow down. But thanks to this boon, you will understand higher levels of alchemy more easily, while at the same time being able to gain skill levels faster. It is a boon which would be worth tens of thousands of gold, to the right person.”

	 

	“Okay, fair enough; I see your point.” I nodded. “And if we decide that we want to complete this soul bond, what do we need to do?”

	 

	“That isn’t quite as easy to answer. I don’t know exactly.” She frowned. “Somehow, you have to imprint yourself on me just, as I have been imprinted on you. I do have some ideas, though, and I’ve been willing for you to imprint me for quite a while now.” She made a point of leaning forward while she placed her hands on the edge of the tub. 

	 

	The innuendo was heavy in her voice, but I just laughed. Truthfully, if I didn’t need to check on Josie and Lina, and to get their go ahead, I’d probably have been up for some imprinting right now. Little Rob was certainly in favor of the idea.

	 

	Rava stretched languidly and, looking back over her shoulder, she smiled. “I don’t even need this telepathy of yours that the girls told me about to read your mind. You are an open book. Trust me—Josie and Lina are very unlikely to wake up before morning. They are both suffering from mana exhaustion, and it is a minor miracle that they didn’t hurt themselves worse than they did—especially Josie. I hear she put on quite the show.”

	 

	I smiled. “She tries to hides how she feels about me, but that proved it more than any words ever could.”

	 

	Rava wiggled her pert backside above those incredibly long legs. “I’m offering to show you how I feel without any words, either.”

	 

	Trying to keep focused I asked her, “What did you mean about Lina, though? You said you wanted to talk to me about her.”

	 

	Rava sighed so loudly, that it was almost a harumph. She clearly wanted to show me that she wasn’t happy with how I kept resisting her obvious attempts to seduce me. When she turned to face me, she did so while still managing to show off a great deal of leg. 

	 

	“Yes. I interviewed for a position as your clerk. What? Don’t look at me like that.” The beautiful elf pouted. “You present a unique opportunity, one that I am willing to give up my freedom for and bind myself to you, in order to pursue. And it doesn’t hurt that you are both easy on the eyes, as they say, and kind.”

	 

	She cut her words off. I was pretty sure she had initially intended to say more than that, but then thought better of it. I didn’t push though. Everyone was entitled to keep their secrets. 

	 

	The stupidest thing many people did in a relationship was, when a partner would start to say something and then stop, that they would pursue that half-started thought like a blue tic hound on the hunt. Despite protests that it would be better for them not to continue, many people would insist on hearing the original thought their partner had reconsidered expressing. It rarely turned out to be a good thing. 

	 

	“And did she hire you?”

	 

	“She said she had another interview to do first, but wouldn’t tell me who it was with. I got the distinct feeling that I was plan B—even if she hadn’t interviewed the other girl yet.”  She shook off the sour expression that threatened to wipe the flirty grin from her face. “It is probably just as well. I understand there is only one clerk spot now, and you need someone who can help with keeping house. I bring many assets and talents with me, but keeping house is not my strong suit.”

	 

	“And what is your strong suit?” I asked with a charming, crooked smile. It didn’t hurt to tease her back. I didn’t want her thinking she was in control, here.

	 

	“I would think that was obvious,” she said with an arched brow, one hand trailing across her flank and down one leg. “But beyond my alchemy—which would be entirely committed to you, if I were your clerk—there are other talents I have, which I keep offering to show you, but only Sativa knows why you continually rebuff me. I swear a girl could get a complex from such rejection.”

	 

	I rolled my eyes at her thick-lipped pout and antics.

	 

	“Know this though, bunny girls have a certain appeal for raw passion, but experience is its own reward and I have many years of experience to share with you.”

	 

	I smiled. I knew the guys who only wanted to date young, college co-ed sorority types. It was almost endemic in Southern California in certain circles, but I hadn’t ever understood why. Some of my best sexual experiences had been with a certain MILF who had taught me a thing or two when I was growing up. If only my mom had known what I’d been up to, when I ‘d gone over to help Ms. Jackson. She had simply been proud of me for volunteering to help the unfortunately widowed early, single mom in the neighborhood.

	 

	Rava strutted forward, placing her hand on my arm. “I see from that glint in your eyes—not to mention the bulge in your pants—that you are considering my offer.”

	 

	“I am,” I acknowledged, “but I still need to know what you wanted to talk to me about concerning Lina. Remember, I won’t betray her—or Josie, for that matter.”

	 

	“Pish posh… As though I would ask you to do anything they would consider a betrayal.” She shook her purple mane. “You still don’t understand much about Olimeran society, but I get it.”

	 

	“If you had been hired as a clerk, then I would take that as tacit approval from them.”

	 

	“You really think that Lina would care if you stuck your wick in a woman who isn’t a clerk or a deputy?” She burst out with peals of laughter. “Oh, she wants you bad; I’d even go so far as to say that she loves you. That bunny girl is completely smitten with you, as is only possible with one’s first love—but above all things, she is your Chief Clerk. And a Chief Clerk is committed to seeing the Sheriff’s needs are met, whether that be in the kitchen or in the bedroom.”

	 

	I arch my brows at this.

	 

	“Lina wouldn’t care if some farmer’s daughter gave you a piece of pie while you were out on patrol, any more than she would care if you sated your needs inside that same farmer’s daughter.” She chuckled. “The only limit to that, is the Law of Family.”

	 

	I thought about that for a moment. It did make sense and I wasn’t just saying that because little Rob was demanding all the blood in my body head south , all the while screaming at me just to take the obviously willing Rava. 

	 

	Then Rava continued, “Lina is desperate to get with child from you. The fact that you almost died—well… you actually did die—has, I’m sure, only increased that desire. She was waiting before, because she knew your standards are different.”

	 

	 The long-legged elf stalked around me, trailing her fingertips across my shoulders before leaning in close to brush her lips against my ear. “As you saw,” she breathed gently, “Daria isn’t so reserved. This is a very common desire, but don’t think it means she will want an endless stream of little bunnies from you. I’m sure three or four pregnancies will satisfy her.” 

	 

	She stepped back half a step to regard me with a smoldering purple gaze. “Now though, that urge is at its peak—as is often the result as a woman reacts to surviving a trauma. She fears losing you, and knows that while she can’t protect you, she wants a piece of you which will remain with her after you’re gone.”

	 

	I thought about that, frowning. 

	 

	Even as I did, I felt Rava’s hands slide around my neck to my shoulders. She trailed down my pecs to my waist, and after playfully squeezing my ass, brought one hand back around to the front, idly tracing a design against my inner thigh. She peered up at me for a moment before leaning it and standing up on the tips of her toes to whisper huskily into my ear, “Just say the word and I’ll stop.”

	 


Chapter 21 - Everything In Its Season

	 

	 

	The skin along the back of my neck tingled with her voice. There was just enough moisture in her warm breath, that in my ear it became a promise of so much potential. I groaned internally. She was completely right, and I knew it. Lina wouldn’t care if I banged Rava—she’d probably applaud me for finally indulging myself. 

	 

	The gods knew I wanted to. The emotional toll of battle, not to mention coming back from the dead left a deep longing inside of me for intimacy. Passion, to be sure, but also a desire simply to feel close to someone. The thing is, I knew I had to remain in control. That was an important lesson I was learning about Olimero, and slipping up spelled death. 

	 

	I bought myself another minute by asking, “What do you mean ‘the only limit is the Law of Family’?” 

	 

	“Talking is really want you want to do right now?” Rava asked, still nuzzling my neck. One of her hands grazed across the front of my crotch and my cock practically burst through my pants, trying to reach those teasing digits. 

	 

	I spun around and picked her up. She was light enough that it would have been simple even on Earth, but with my growth in power here, it was child’s play. The reminder of how that changed everything, including sex, was a rush. I pulled her close and she didn’t hesitate to wrap her long legs around me. I felt her ankles lock together behind my back and this time, there was nothing subtle about the way that she ground herself against me. 

	 

	“Or maybe not?” Her voice was rich with desire and suppressed laughter.

	 

	“Just answer the question,” I said, even as I leaned in and began to nibble on her neck. She had a sweet taste to her skin, it reminded me of strawberries. Damn, I loved Olimeran women. 

	 

	“Yes, Lord Sheriff. I don’t want to deny a lawful order,” Rava said. Her tone was yet another tease. “Far be it from me to tell Sativa’s representative how to interpret the laws, but there are some fairly simple understandings about the Law of Family. You know what it says, right? Or rather, is there enough blood still flowing to your bigger brain for you to remember what the Law of Family says, right now?”

	 

	I kissed my way down her collarbone to the plunging neckline of the dress she was wearing. I teased her a bit more, before finally growling into her cleavage as I answered her question, “The Law of Family reads: ‘Bonds of family may never be broken’.” I nuzzled the exposed upper slopes of her heaving breasts. 

	 

	She leaned her head back, exposing more of her cleavage while simultaneously pressing her womanhood against the bulge in my pants. “Oh, yes…” she gasped. “Very good; I like a man who can multi-task. Too many men are all about taking the plunge, and don’t think about all the other ways this can be fun.”

	 

	“I know what the Law of Family says,” I countered, “but what does it mean?”

	 

	One of my hands slid up to the back of her neck, while the other slid down that perfect ass, through the high slit in her dress, and then back up under the rich fabric. I squeezed her firm cheek and then sent my fingertips exploring. The flimsy material I encountered told me two things: first, that Rava favored thongs; and second, she was soaking wet. 

	 

	She shuddered against my chest. “Oh, you naughty boy… testing me now, are you? Well, the common understanding is that first and foremost, the second law is a prohibition against adultery. That is one of the cardinal sins on Olimero. We take it to mean, that Sativa doesn’t care who we fuck, but once a commitment is made—either in marriage or by having children together—Sativa expects us to remain faithful within that family.”

	 

	She moaned as my finger slid under her ass, and I let her own weight shift, so that she slipped down against them a bit more. The fabric of her sopping wet undergarments pressed against my questing fingers as she ground herself into my hand, making her shiver. 

	 

	“Dear goddess, yes!” she groaned softly, ending in a whimper. “I’ve never had to ask so many times.”

	 

	The soul bond was definitely paying off. I sensed her emotions as a bundle of raw feelings and sentiments writhing around inside her soul. She really was breaking out of her shell with me. I didn’t have any delusions that she loved me, but she most certainly wanted me; she might even care for me. She was being true, despite all that her soul hungered for me to do to her.

	 

	The bond also helped guide both my hands and my lips to apply just the right pressure in just the right way, pushing her quickly to the point of desperation. I could feel conflicting emotions rising inside her. Confusion threatened to overwhelm the self-confidence which she had in such abundance. I couldn’t read her mind, not exactly, but one impression was clear—she was used to being in charge, and she felt her control slipping. 

	 

	I pulled my lips back and whispered into her ear, “I’m sure there is more to it than that. What about other aspects of the second law?”

	 

	She ran her fingers through my hair and tried to pull my mouth back down to her breasts. They were still contained by her dress, but her nipples were obviously quite sensitive as they strained to poke holes through the thin material. Damn, I loved girls who were confident enough not to wear a bra. 

	 

	“The other parts of the law…” she gasped, curling her fingers through my hair, “include the notion that children can’t forcibly be taken from a family, as well as children obeying their parents, within their family specific racial customs. Families communicate with one another, and family members don’t act unilaterally… oh!” Her voice hitched as my lips sealed around the stiff point of her nipple, flicking it with my tongue through the damp silk. “At least… ahh… at least that is how it is generally perceived.” 

	 

	That was the answer I needed, even if it wasn’t the one that little Rob had wanted to hear. It was good, though, as I needed to stay in control. And not just because I didn’t want to act unilaterally—though I’m sure my budding family would eventually approve—but also because it would be good to start things off the right way with Rava. I had a feeling she would turn into a man eater, if I let her take control.

	 

	Suddenly, she unhooked her legs from behind my back and leaning forward, slid down me till she was staring intently up at my from her knees before me. Looking down to see her obviously eager face looking up at me was one of the greatest temptations of my life. 

	 

	She brought one finger up to her lips to hush me. Given that she was an alchemist it was odd, how perfectly manicured her nails were. Or perhaps it was just odd that I noticed such details at a moment like this. 

	 

	“Do you want me to keep answering questions? ‘Cause if not, I can think of some better uses you can put my mouth to.”

	 

	“I’ve decided you are right,” I began, and I steeled my will to follow through—I would keep the reins of control firmly in my grasp. “The Law of Family is too important, to Sativa, to Olimero, and to me.”

	 

	Rava frowned up at me, her full lips starting to pout.

	 

	“Lina is my ‘keeper of the sheets’—at least as far as you explained the role—and since you applied to become my clerk, that marks you as a potential member of my family.” 

	 

	I fixed her with my gaze. “I won’t take shortcuts when it comes to my family.”

	 

	Her eyes got a bit wide, a spike of fear at being rejected surging across the soul bond.

	 

	I held up a hand to stop her from responding until I was done. “But I’m not a cruel tease or mean, so we can do anything you want… as long as you don’t try to remove my pants.”

	 

	At first, it looked like she was going to protest this stricture bitterly, but then I could see the wheels turning in her head. She clearly saw some potential in this rule. Beyond that, I felt her excitement growing through the bond. She reached down into a pouch and pulled out a small metal tube. Then plucked a cap off one end of it to reveal a brilliant purple shade inside. Apparently, Olimero had lipstick. 

	 

	“This is something you’ve probably never seen before,” she began. I didn’t interrupt her as I was curious as to where she was going with this. “For as long as Olimero has been around, women have been using crushed berries and the like to color their lips, but this is so much more. It is one of my most valuable products and I alone have the recipe for it. I’m sure there are many in the east who cried when their supply ran out after I disappeared.”

	 

	“Okay, color me interested, what does it do?”

	 

	“Soooo much. It enhances sensitivity and lessens inhibitions, all while stimulating both the vascular and nervous systems. I don’t know how much biology you know from Earth. Perhaps, sometime, I can teach you more…” She flashed me a predatory grin. “Maybe we can even play doctor with Lina. But trust me, when I say that feeling is believing when it comes to this. I put it on my lips and we both enjoy ourselves more than you thought possible. All you have to do is pull those pants of yours down.”

	 

	Then she very deliberately began to apply the purple substance to her lips. It was like her skin soaked it up like a sponge. Her full lips became more plump and practically glowed. Even smelling the heady scent of this magical makeup pushed my libido into overdrive. 

	 

	But I hardened my will. I wanted her, and knew there was nothing wrong with such a desire—even lust. I knew it. She knew it. But I also wanted to remain in control.

	 

	Even more than that, I wanted to respect Lina and Josie. I would honor their way of doing things. If Lina chose Rava as a clerk, I’d have her bent over and take the plunge before the ink dried, so to speak. But until then, I was going to enjoy pushing her buttons. 

	 

	“My pants… stay on.”

	 

	“We’ll see. You did say, anything I want as long as I don’t try to take your pants off, right?”

	 

	I mumbled ‘yes’ as one of her hands came up my inner thigh to cup my balls through my pants. Even with the thick material between us, I shuddered at her touch and then she leaned in and pressed her lips against little Rob as he strained against the fabric of my pants. 

	 

	Whatever that stuff she put on her lips was, it was magic. It almost instantly soaked through the material holding little Rob back, and I felt him become even more engorged. Rava rubbed her face into my crotch. It was both bizarre and incredibly enticing. 

	 

	I wanted nothing more than to grab the back of her head, drop my pants and make her gag; but I didn’t lose my fierce grip on control. The passionate elf continued doing this for a good minute. Her free hand grabbed my ass, and I could feel her nails digging into the material of my pants. Before I knew it, I was more or less dry humping her mouth.

	 

	The moans she made would have seemed fake, if I couldn’t tell how aroused she was getting by this—the waves of lust and desire crashing across our bond removed any uncertainty. Just as my legs were starting to get weak, Rava stood and pulled me over to the chair I had set on the roof, for when I wanted some private time—either to meditate, or just to think. 

	 

	The purple haired vixen pushed me down into the chair and growled, “Remember… anything I want.”

	 

	“Yes, Mistress,” I replied, “as long as my pants stay on.” 

	 

	I knew she’d love me calling her ‘Mistress’. I’d once had a girlfriend who was into this sort of thing. The key with the entire dom-sub thing, was that control was almost never one sided. It didn’t hurt to give the appearance of sharing power. 

	 

	“That’s what I thought.” She smirked. “I promise I won’t take your pants off, but I can’t say the same thing for you,” she said as she leaned forward. Her hands grabbed onto the arms of the chairs as she pressed her purple stained lips against mine. The power of her alchemical concoction went off again, as my lips suddenly felt fuller and more sensitive. It was almost like they were buzzing. This was unreal. 

	 

	Then she stepped back and started to dance for me. She was so graceful and lithe, it made my imagination jump. She was far too good for any strip club I’d ever visited. She would have had all the patrons in the club eating out of the palm of her hand. 

	 

	Then, she began to shimmy and work her hips. Her hands never slipped under her skirt, but somehow, she managed to get her soaked thong to slide down to her ankles without touching them. That trick alone, would have been worth a pocket full of dollar bills. 

	 

	She stepped out of her undergarments, and then pirouetting with one foot, she lifted the other foot up to hold the slip of stained silk up to my face. This also provided me with an amazing view up her dress. Much of it was hidden in shadow but there was little doubt in my mind that she was completely smooth. 

	 

	“Hold these for me, please,” she said with a smile.

	 

	I took the thong in my hand—it was definitely soaked—and pressed the damp silk to my nose. There may not be any greater aphrodisiac known to man, than knowing how much a woman wants you. And Rava’s body was making that perfectly clear to me, even without the bond. Before I could react, she’d slid onto my lap and pinned the fragrant silk between our lips, as her legs spread over mine and under the arms of the chair, pinning her tightly against me. 

	 

	Then, the magic began. She began to grind on me. I’d had a lap dance before, at a friend’s bachelor party, but this wasn’t even in the same league. She could gyrate her hips in ways which I thought should have made them pop out of their sockets. As she ground herself against me, I couldn’t help but breath in the scent of her excitement from her panties, even as our tongues pushed against each side of the fabric. 

	 

	After a minute or two of this, she pulled back to stare at me, and then leaned in and whispered into my ear, “My pussy is yours for the taking, but you’ll have to take your pants off, first, since I’m not allowed to.”

	 

	I just grinned back at her and began to nuzzle her neck. Why not enjoy myself? This wasn’t some gentleman’s club, where I had to keep my hands to myself. She apparently approved of my kissing her neck, because she slid her arms out of her dress and let it fall to her waist. Her breasts were each a perky handful, perfect for her lithe frame. Bright pink, puffy nipples capped her upturned breasts in rigid points, begging for my mouth to descend upon them. 

	 

	Her hands were soon tugging at my armor and then my shirt, trying to get it off— which wasn’t against the rules. I was soon as naked from the waist up as she was. She continued to grind against my cock while also pressing her breasts up against my chest. I shuddered as I knew I wanted this badly. If she kept it up much longer, the ache in my groin was going to be too much, and I was going to lose it. 

	 

	Then an idea popped into my head. “Let me see your magical lip salve.”

	 

	Her eyebrow crooked up as she leaned back and asked, “Why?”

	 

	I just held my hand out without giving her an answer. Finally, almost reluctantly, she placed the gold metallic tube in my hand. Only then, did I say with a grin, “You have more than one pair of lips.”

	 

	Holding her around the waist, I smoothly lifted her up, freeing her legs from the chair. With that done, I stood up and ground my erection into her bare slit when she wrapped those incredibly long legs around me once more. Holding her close as she moaned into my chest, I turned and carried her three steps to the edge of the large stone tub.

	 

	Setting her ass down gently on the smooth stone ledge that surrounded the tub, I could sense her mixture of lust, excitement, and confusion. She didn’t know what I was doing and was confused that I had stopped her, when I’d been so close. 

	 

	I hiked her skirt up around her hips and, taking the golden tube in hand, began to apply the purple tube of salve to her slick labia. The results were truly magical. She lost it instantly. An orgasm rocked her body, leaving her trembling. This felt like cheating—but I grinned to myself at the old adage: if you’re not cheating, you’re not trying hard enough. It was like that girl friend of mine who liked me to press her ‘personal massager’ into her mound just above her clit as I slid my cock slowly in and out of her pussy. 

	 

	I noticed how her labia swelled and that there were faint sparks of light flickering around it. Rava started bucking her hips up in desperation. A trickle of juices escaped her swollen womanhood to dribble down her thigh. 

	 

	“Oh goddess, Sativa, please...”

	 

	She put her hands to the sides of my face and then wrapped them around the back of my head before she tried to pull me down to her. But I was much bigger and much stronger than she was, so I didn’t budge. 

	 

	“Please, goddess, I need it.” She whimpered pitifully. “I don’t mean to be selfish, but I need you, Rob.” 

	 

	“You need… what? From whom?”

	 

	“Goddess, please don’t make me beg,” she shuddered, squirming on the edge of the tub.

	 

	“But it’s so much fun,” I said with a wink.

	 

	She was still trembling from that first orgasm as she moaned, “I need your mouth on me. Please, Goddess. Please… Rob.”

	 

	I slid one hand between her legs, trailing two fingers slowly up her inner thigh until they reached her inflamed pussy. Her slick juices were everywhere, and they must have spreading the cream I had applied to her labia over her entire mound. When my fingers touched her, they began to tingle too. 

	 

	Almost like when I’d pushed ki to my fingertips, everything suddenly became more sensitive. With a smirk, I sent a single point of ki to those two fingertips. Then I worked those fingers between her netherlips. Rava spread her legs wider, inviting them into her, even as I pressed my crotch up the back of my hand at her entrance to tease her some more.

	 

	 She tried to push her hips up. “Goddess, don’t tease me.”

	 

	I smiled and plunged my fingers into her. Her slick walls clung so tightly to them, that I could feel her trembling on the cusp of another orgasm. But I wasn’t going to let her off that easily. 

	 

	I paused, tilting my head to the side. “You still didn’t tell me who you wanted to do this to you.”

	 

	“You, Rob. I want you. I want you in me. I want your mouth on me. I need all of you!”

	 

	“Good answer,” I said as I curled my fingers back towards myself to find her g-spot, “but not good enough.” 

	 

	The bond truly was cheating. It let me know exactly what effect my touch was having on her. She responded as if she was being shocked, but in a good way. She practically surged off the edge of the tub. Her body pushed against my hand trying to suck more of my two digits inside, but I held back. I slowly stroked that slightly harder ridge of flesh inside her front wall that I knew was her g-spot—though never long enough or intensely enough to tip her over the edge into her next orgasm.

	 

	Neither of us spoke for the next few minutes, as she soaked up the magic of my fingers. I kept her on the edge of release. I leaned down and kissed her deeply, pressing my tongue into her mouth even as my fingers filled her pussy. 

	 

	Eventually she pulled back, shuddering and gasping for breath. “Goddess, I… I need you… ahh… I want you so badly, Lord Sheriff. I need to finish… Master.”

	 

	That was what I’d been waiting for. 

	 

	The beautiful elf had placed so much stock in me calling her ‘Mistress’ as my alchemy instructor, that I just had a feeling the word would somehow meant more to her. 

	 

	“Good girl,” I said, as I plunged my fingers into her deeper, alternately tapping with both fingers on her g-spot, and rubbing across that stiff ridge of flesh. I quickly had her up to, and then over the edge, and beyond. 

	 

	My fingers fucked her as a prelude—a promise, if you will—of what was to come at a later time from my cock. I wanted her every bit as much as she wanted me, but I was firmly in control.

	 

	When she reached the pinnacle of her third orgasm, I dropped to my knees before her. My fingers continued to pulse against her g-spot as I leaned in, with my tongue leading the way. There was no need for a slow build up here. Rava was past the point of no return already. I licked her clit, nibbled on it, and sucked it between my lips.

	 

	Her cries echoed from the roof as one orgasm bled into the next. Even I lost count, as making her reach one more peak became my very purpose for being. Little Rob continued to strain for release in my pants, but the exaltation I felt in displaying my power and control over the purple haired temptress was almost as good as that release—almost.

	 

	After a bit of incoherent mumbling, she pushed weakly at my head, begging for me to stop. I pushed it as far as I thought I could, but as she twitched against my hand and lips, the bond told me when things reached the point where it was about to shift from pleasure to just plain overload. 

	 

	I pulled Rava close and kissed her gently this time. I pressed my lips, still slick with her juices, to her forehead. 

	 

	She still had so little control of her body, that she shuddered and shook in my arms. “Thank the goddess for humans. The men of Olimero never have to try so hard. Thank you. Thank you.”

	 

	“I enjoyed that very much.” I chuckled. “Perhaps not as much as you did, but there is so much more I want to do to you.” I pulled back to stare into her glazed purple eyes. “But that will happen soon enough.”

	 

	To her credit, Rava didn’t even try to get me to take my pants off. Instead, she just curled up into my chest. I held her close as I sank to the rooftop. The wood was smooth from having so many feet brush across it, with an echo of the sun’s warmth retained within the planks’ depths. 

	 

	I fell asleep with the elf’s half naked body snuggled into my bare chest and her face pressed into my neck, gazing up at the moon. 

	 

	 


Chapter 22 - Clearing the Air

	 

	 

	You ever have this feeling that someone is watching you? Most of the time it turns out to be nothing, or at least nothing you can discover. That was not the case when I woke up the next morning. The sun was already over the horizon, though not by much. I looked up to find Josie glaring down at me, with Lina behind her. 

	 

	They both looked like they were wearing the same clothes they’d had on last night, but had brought towels and soap with them. They must have been coming up for a bath. Wow, I know that wasn’t exactly the greatest detective work I’d ever done, but in my defense, I was still groggy and had yet to even get a whiff of coffee. 

	 

	What I didn’t know, was why Josie looked like she wanted to bite my head off. She hadn’t looked at me like that for a while now. 

	 

	“Good morning girls.”

	 

	“Better for some than others, it looks like,” Josie grunted back. 

	 

	I could see that she was glaring at Rava, but I wasn’t gonna let her play that game. I was both confused and, honestly, pissed off. I had worried about the whole jealousy thing for ages before opening up to the idea of a harem—though everyone assured me that wasn’t how things were on Olimero. Yet, here I was on the receiving end of some looks from the fiery foxkin which could freeze water. 

	 

	“Something wrong, Deputy?” I may have put a bit too much emphasis on her title, because she bristled at my tone. 

	 

	“Of course not. The high and mighty Sheriff can do whatever he wants,” Josie snapped.

	 

	Lina pinched the redhead’s arm from behind which elicited a loud ‘ouch’ from Josie. 

	 

	She then turned to glare at the bunny girl. “What was that for?”

	 

	I immediately clammed up. If they were gonna argue in front of me, I might figure out what the hell was going on. 

	 

	Lina replied, “He’s the Sheriff, and you don’t get to talk to him like that. He can be with whoever he wants, and you already said that you thought Rava would be okay as a clerk. Besides…”

	 

	Josie cut her off. “I said she’d be okay, but that I didn’t completely trust her—and it seems my instinct was justified.” The foxkin was all but snarling at this point. “He says I’m part of his family, but I’ve never had a night by myself with him.” She poked a finger into the bunny girl’s chest. “You got him all to yourself at first, but I don’t blame you for it. That was just me being too chickenshit and stubborn to act.” 

	 

	Lina rolled her eyes. 

	 

	“Heck,” Josie continued, “even now, if he wants a quickie, it isn’t me he bends over the kitchen table. But even with that, I only get him when you are there with us. I might as well be a third wheel.”

	 

	Lina simply stood there with her mouth agape, stunned. It took her a second to respond, but she kept that response thankfully quiet. Finally, she said, “Oh Josie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about it like that. I just like him so much, and well…,” she paused then shrugged, “I am a bunny girl.”

	 

	“Yeah, yeah, we all know about the plight of the poor over-sexed bunnykin. But the rest of us like sex too, you know. I might like to be valued just for myself from time to time.” She blew out a breath. “Not that I expect one-on-one attention every day—I love sharing him with you. I really do, but would it kill him to want me so badly sometimes that he can’t wait till you’re there, and instead have him just pounce on me?”

	 

	I felt really stupid. It had only been a couple weeks, but it had seemed a little odd to me that I hadn’t had any one-on-one time with Josie. Come to think of it, the only time I was alone with her, was when we patrolled together. That was definitely all my fault. 

	 

	The worst part was that I most definitely had been planning on cornering and putting it to Lina this morning. She was always up for being taken, and I needed a release after last night. I was hard, just thinking about it. That would have to wait, though. 

	 

	This would be the penance I needed to pay for overlooking Josie. I really did care about her. I would have to say, that I cared about her just as much as I did for Lina—though I had done a piss poor job of showing it. 

	 

	“She’s right, Lina. I have taken Josie for granted and overlooked her.” I ducked my head, rubbing the back of my neck. “I get that Olimero is different. You all are used to this way more than I am, but even here, feelings can get hurt. I will have to figure out how to make this right.” 

	 

	I looked up, meeting my fiery foxkin’s hurt gaze with an open one of my own. “But for now… I apologize, Josie. I have no excuses for my failure to give you the time, individual attention, and loving you so richly deserve. Will you please forgive me?”

	 

	The fox girl looked at me like she had just swallowed something bitter. I expected her to spit my apology back in my face. And it looked like she just might, until Lina spoke up. 

	 

	Lina tugged on her friend’s arm and said, “Rob’s still wearing his pants.”

	 

	Josie’s expression became confused. 

	 

	Rava lifted her head up off me and sat up, but didn’t bother pulling up her top. I could feel a mixture of defiance and sympathy in her across our bond. 

	 

	“The Chief Clerk is quite right. The Sheriff refused to touch me, unless I agreed that his pants stayed on. Trust me, I did my best to tempt him to take them off…” She paused and then smiled, obviously enjoying the memory. “At least I did, until he made it all about me. Both of you are a little naïve, but you have no idea what a treasure you have here.”

	 

	“Try not to get too big of a head,” the elf telepathically sent to me. 

	 

	“Not only is he good looking and strong,” Rava continued, “and not only can he carry on a conversation, but he actually cares about pleasuring his women. Ask most of the married women around here, and they will explain that their husbands don’t often worry about that.” 

	 

	She rolled her eyes. “Men on Olimero are the center of the family, and if the wives don’t end up satisfied, well… they have each other for that.”

	 

	Josie seemed thoughtful when she turned to look at me. “You didn’t take your pants off? At all?”

	 

	“Not at all.” I blushed, remembering how badly I had wanted to. “But I will be honest, I really wanted to.”

	 

	“Then why not? It is your right.”

	 

	“It would be awesome if I could say it was because I was waiting for you to have your turn one on one with me first, but that would be a lie. And I won’t compound my insensitivity by lying. I kept my pants on, because I’ve asked you two to be a family with me.” 

	 

	I cleared my throat, coughing. “That means something a bit different here on Olimero than it did on Earth, but to me it still means that I won’t add another woman without your consent.” 

	 

	Both Lina and Josie’s eyes got wide at my pronouncement.

	 

	“I… uhh… I also learned a new phrase last night. Apparently,” and here I winked at the wide-eyed bunny girl, “Lina is the keeper of my sheets.”

	 

	Lina stuttered out, “Oh! You … uh … you really mean that?”

	 

	“Yes, is that a problem for you?”

	 

	She rubbed her hands together. “Not at all.” Her nose twitched rapidly, and her ears were standing straight up. Then she absently said, “I… uh… I have some stuff to… ah.. to do.” She spun on her heel and headed back down into the house. 

	 

	Rava burst out laughing. “I think you may just have bitten off more than you can chew.”

	 

	I didn’t want to admit that the thought of how Lina might interpret ‘keeping my sheets’ scared me, but an odd thought did cross my mind—I wondered if it was possible for there ever to be too much of a good thing. 

	 

	I smiled at Josie. “What you think matters, though, just as much as what Lina thinks. You’re part of my family, too, and I care for you deeply.”

	 

	Josie started to say something, then her mouth shut. After a few seconds of just staring at me, I thought she was just going to leave me hanging, but then she spoke. 

	 

	“That remains to be seen, Rob, but I will give you some extra rope—for now. It’s up to you whether you hang yourself or not, but don’t think I’m about to save you from Lina’s twisted little mind.”

	 

	I made an exaggerated swallow then asked, “Well… ah… what will you do—both as my chief deputy, but more importantly, as a member of my family.”

	 

	The redhead propped her chin on her fist, staring off into the distance, deep in thought. Her tail had started swishing back and forth. When I saw that, I carefully restrained a sigh. I knew what that supposed ‘deep in thought’ pose meant. She wasn’t angry with me anymore, or at least it wasn’t the foremost thought in her head. 

	 

	Josie finally said, “As your deputy, I’m going to do two things for you: first, I’m going to advise you to interview Daria and, unless you have a serious problem with her, you should hire her immediately. Sativa has given you leave to hire two more deputies and an additional clerk. You need to fill those slots yesterday.”

	 

	Rava chuckled and mumbled something under her breath. But I was close enough to hear her mutter, “And then fill those sluts tomorrow.”

	 

	Josie must have heard her, too, because she glared at the elf before continuing. “Second, I’ll skip my bath and recommend we limit our patrols today so we can spend as much time as possible training. We need to dedicate even more time than we have been to it, and I’m gonna push you until you are strong enough to stop me.” 

	 

	And now she got a wicked gleam back in her eye that matched her predatory smile. “And I don’t mean the ‘nice’ sparring partner me, but righteous fury me.”

	 

	I nodded and asked, “And what advice do you have for me, as part of my family?”

	 

	“That’s even simpler, and should by all accounts be far more pleasant. Honor your commitments and do so quickly—before you have a backlog of unhappy women in your life.” Josie shook her head. “The women of Olimero aren’t fragile like your Earth women. The more you tell me about the mating process there, with this elaborate courting ritual with dates and all the rules about how long to wait before calling to check up on a new love interest, it all just seems rather… convoluted.”

	 

	She frowned. “It’s a wonder the human race hasn’t died out already on your Earth.”

	 

	Rava chuckled, nodding fervently.

	 

	“Keep it simple for us. Tell us plainly how you feel—but more importantly, prove it.” She arched her eyebrows at me. “Actions speak much louder than words. That is all any woman here could ask of you.”

	 

	I smiled and shook my head. Josie made it sound deceptively simple, but I had a feeling it couldn’t possibly be that easy. After all, women were involved. And in my experience, that always made things at least ten times more complicated than they appeared. 

	 

	“That is good advice,” I admitted. “And you should know that I care very much about you, Jo Jo. I won’t even complain about you kicking my ass.”

	 

	“You may be in too much pain to complain, if you ever call me that again,” she quipped.

	 

	“What? Jo Jo? I thought it was cute. It was what the little girl called the doll she had of you.”

	 

	Josie’s ears perked up and she looked confused. “A doll? Of me?”

	 

	“Yep, looked like it was professionally sewn too. No mistaking it, the doll had your badge, red hair, and even had two tiny little swords like yours.”

	 

	I could see she was flattered, but then waved it away. “Bah, just a foolish little girl. And you most definitely haven’t earned the right to call me that. You are lucky I let you call me Josie.”

	 

	“I agree that I haven’t earned the right to call you that… yet.” I grinned cheekily at the scowling redhead. “Now, go ahead and take your bath. Don’t let me interfere with that. Then we will start training.” 

	 

	I stretched my arms up over my head, and then cracked my neck. “I find I have a great deal of pent up energy, and I definitely need to improve. Dying gave me an intensely strong dislike for a repeat performance like yesterday’s.”

	 

	Josie chuckled and walked over to the tub, where she immediately started to disrobe—not waiting for me to leave. 

	 

	I mean, I knew it was nothing I hadn’t seen before, but given the tension I was feeling and the conversation we had just had, it was a bit much for me. I was sure she was doing it on purpose, too, given the way that she wiggled her ass and swept her tail back and forth. 

	 

	Rava stood and fixed her dress, but didn’t take her panties back. 

	 

	When I tried to hand them back to her, she said with a grin, “Consider them a souvenir. Something to remind you of what you missed out on last night.” Then, she descended into the house. 

	 

	Just as I started to follow her, Josie called out, “Don’t feel too bad for me. I may take a while in the tub here. I find myself rather worked up now. Then again, you still haven’t seen what a fox girl can do to herself with her tail.” She didn’t wait for me to respond, but instead only winked at my stunned expression before slipping into the now steaming water in the tub. 

	 

	I shook my head and then climbed down the ladder and walked into the kitchen through the rear entrance. Wow… just, wow. Although I had a shit-ton on my plate, I don’t know if I’d been this excited and worked up since I’d arrived on Olimero. 

	 

	Thank Sativa they’d needed a Sheriff, and thank my lucky stars which brought me to this place. Oh yeah, my life was gonna be good. I could honestly say I was looking forward to Josie kicking my ass today.

	 

	 


Chapter 23 – Doing it Right

	 

	 

	When I got downstairs, Rava was giving Lina a kiss on the cheek. The two of them whispered to each other, looked at me, and then broke out into a fit of giggles. Neither would give me an explanation but Rava left soon after that, and Lina coaxed me to the table where she laid out a hearty breakfast for me. 

	 

	Honestly, the woman was a wonder in the kitchen. I don’t know if Olimero would have been bearable without her. The problem was, this line of thinking got me all revved up, and I couldn’t stop staring at her cute little cotton ball of a tail. 

	 

	Lina didn’t even look back at me over her shoulder when she said, “You can look today, but not touch.” 

	 

	That was a new one. I took another sip of my coffee, but now all I wanted to do was touch her ever so perfect heart-shaped ass. She turned around to face me after flipping a pancake. 

	 

	“I’m as much to blame for Josie’s explosion this morning as you are.” She frowned. “No, I’m even more responsible.”

	 

	I pulled back, startled.

	 

	My Chief Clerk snorted at the surprise on my face. “You’re just a guy. I am supposed to be her friend, though. And I should have been thinking more about her wants, needs, and desires. Now though, if I’m the keeper of your sheets, I will make sure to rectify my mistake.”

	 

	I chuckled, but couldn’t stop staring at her amazing ass when she turned back to the pancake. “I’m glad we’re in this together, Lina, but the way you say that I’m ‘just a guy’ makes me feel dirty or something.”

	 

	She nearly dropped the pancake balanced on her spatula as she began to giggle. “Dirty? Sativa, no. Or if you are dirty, it’s in the best way possible.” She smiled at me. “No, I just meant that everyone knows guys can’t really control themselves. They need to stick their cocks in every warm hole they can find. It’s just part of the way Sativa made them. No one faults guys for being like that.”

	 

	Suddenly a light went off in my head. I had been beating myself up for all kinds of misunderstandings I’d had about Olimero and the customs here. The reality was, that they had just as many misunderstandings about me. 

	 

	The bigger question was, if I should disabuse her of this notion. I weighed the pros and cons out in my mind. There were some obvious advantages to letting them think I was driven by my physical urges. 

	 

	I settled for a compromise between educating her and remaining complicit in her misunderstanding. “We need to sit down and have a long talk about what you think about me and what I think about Olimero. But first, there is another topic that we should discuss.”

	 

	After plating the pancakes and setting the hot pan to the side to cool down, Lina came over and sat down at the table, sipping her coffee, and staring into my eyes. Damn, her brilliant blue eyes were mesmerizing. I really did love this woman. It was then, that I realized I had slipped up and said those three words to her right after I’d been reborn. 

	 

	“Um, first, we should probably talk about what I said to you yesterday. I mean… um… what I said telepathically.”

	 

	She grinned a soft, secret grin that was reserved for those times it was just the two of us. “You mean the ‘L’ word?”

	 

	I nodded. 

	 

	“I wondered if you’d bring that up.” She gave me a half-hearted smile. “Look, I get it. You were under a lot of stress, emotions were running high, and...”

	 

	I cut her off and said, “That isn’t the reason…”

	 

	She held her hand up and cut me off in turn, “I know that, but let me finish. I could feel your sincerity through the telepathy. It is much harder to lie that way. I know you truly feel like that, or at least some part of you does.” 

	 

	She shook her head, which caused her ears to sway side-to-side. “I also know that emotions were running high, though, and you might not have been ready to confess that feeling to me yet.”

	 

	I smiled gently at my bunny girl. Maybe I was wrong; she did get me. It made me happy on a level I couldn’t even define. “I do, but you are right.”

	 

	She smiled back. “That’s all I needed to hear. You should probably finish your breakfast up quick. I don’t think Josie is gonna wait for you after she gets done bathing.”

	 

	“Fair enough, but there is still one other thing we need to talk about. I have been neglecting something else I know you want from me.” I waved her objections off. “No, let me get this out.”

	 

	A worried frown flitted across Lina’s face. 

	 

	“Rava explained to me how important babies are to bunny girls, as well as how you probably feel after my… well… after what happened to me yesterday.” I reached out and took Lina’s hand in mine. “Please believe me, when I say that I will give you what your heart desires most in this world.”

	 

	To say Lina lit up like the night sky on the Fourth of July would be an understatement. 

	 

	“But while I had a good dad, I grew up with too many friends who didn’t have a father figure in their lives. That is a terrible way to start out, and I don’t want that for my children.” 

	 

	I squeezed her hand. “None of us are promised a tomorrow, but I want to wait a bit—until things are more stable. Would that be okay? I want to be there for our baby.”

	 

	The gorgeous blonde just stared at me and blinked slowly. For a moment, I thought I might have sprouted a second nose. 

	 

	“You mean… you mean you want to help me raise our children?”

	 

	“Uh… isn’t that what father’s do?”

	 

	“Not exactly. At least not on Olimero. Provide for, discipline, these sort of things are expected… but normally the raising of children is left completely to the wives.”

	

	“That isn’t how I was raised.” I smirked. “Where I come from, a man who doesn’t provide for his children is worse than a thief—but a good man is active in his children’s lives. You know, teaches them how to fish, how to play catch, attends their dance recitals, and reads them bedtime stories. Oh, and even changes his fair share of diapers.”

	 

	She grinned. “I’m not sure what these ‘diapers’ are, but that sounds like a dream come true. I can certainly wait for that. Besides, the other girls would be mad if I insisted that you stop taking the infertility potion.” 

	 

	She giggled suddenly. “Well, maybe not Daria, she seems to be egg crazy, but Josie and um… the others would definitely be upset. It isn’t like they would want to go without you while you were knocking me up, so we’ll have to plan it all out carefully.”

	 

	“I’m not sure if this is an indelicate question or not, but… ah… do all the different races on Olimero have the same menstrual cycle?”

	 

	She looked at me again like I had shocked her. “Oh, Rava was right. You really are priceless. Normally, males can’t be bothered to know anything about ‘women’s business’ as they call it. But to answer your question—no, they don’t. Each race is in fact a little different, both in terms of menstruation and gestation. I won’t cover them all, but I’ll tell you about the relevant ones. Actually,” she frowned, “let me try something.”

	 

	Lina put her hand on mine and squeezed her eyes shut. Her nose wrinkled up cutely before twitching side-to-side and suddenly, a list appeared in my mind’s eye. It was like Lina had downloaded the information to me telepathically.

	 

	Racial Fertility Information

	 

	M= menstrual cycle / ovulation period and frequency

	G= gestation duration

	

	Foxkin-         M: 3/90 days       G: 14 weeks 

	Bunnykin-       M: perpetual       G: 9 weeks

	Elves-       M: 2/30 days       G: 30 weeks

	Catkin-       M: 7/180 days       G: 15 weeks

	Orcs-             M: 1/30 days       G: 32 weeks

	Cowkin-       M: 3/60 days       G: 24 weeks

	Wolfkin-      M: 3/90 days       G: 16 weeks

	Hawkkin-       M: 5/60 days       G: 1 week until egg & 52 weeks to hatch

	Monkeykin-       M: 4/120 days       G: 14 weeks

	 

	I grinned. “Thanks. I guess you are right. This is definitely gonna take some planning.”

	 

	“That’s what you’ve got me for!” Lina flashed me the sunniest grin. “Now listen to your mistress of the sheets, and finish eating quickly. Josie is gonna work you hard today.” She paused and bounced her brows at me. “And I doubt you’re gonna get much sleep tonight.”

	 

	I nodded and started scarfing down the food on my plate. It turned out to be good advice, because Josie showed up less than a minute after I’d swallowed the last bite. She was in her armor and looked ready for business. 

	 

	“Lina,” the foxkin growled, “stay inside. You probably won’t want to see this. I’ll call you when he needs healing.”

	 

	I didn’t miss that Josie had said ‘when’, and not ‘if’.

	 

	“Okay, but he also needs to interview Daria and talk to the new clerk. She won’t move in, until she knows it’s okay with him.”

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Josie grinned. “I’ll have him worn out by lunch.” Then she turned and gave me a come hither look. 

	 

	I’d probably have preferred it in other circumstances, but I was still excited for today’s training. My foxkin deputy was worked up and I wanted to see what she had in store for me today. I stood, thanked Lina for the food, and then headed for the door to the training area behind the house.

	 

	Josie barked out, “Where do you think you’re going?”

	 

	I smiled. It looked like she was really gonna take the drill instructor attitude to heart. “Outside, to the training lot.”

	 

	“Not a chance and wipe that smile off your face. Let me make two things clear.” She moved up until she’d invaded my personal space. “One, you may be the Sheriff, but for the next six hours I’m the boss—and what I say goes. Second, after yesterday’s fiasco, you don’t get to smile. You don’t get to act casual, or at ease. Your life is in constant danger.”

	 

	I cut in and said, “And I appreciate that it matters so much to you…”

	 

	Her eyes widened and a look of fury crossed her face. “People may not die all the time where you come from, but here that is basically the job description of a Sheriff.” She narrowed her gaze. “I forgot that. I failed you. I failed myself. I let myself fall for you and it made me sloppy. So, no… you don’t get to act like everything is okay.”

	 

	I tried to see things from her perspective. It was a sobering thought.

	 

	“You fucking died yesterday, and only because Rava is a wonder with potions are you even alive now. From what she told us, you only have one more of those potions and the ingredients to make more are nigh impossible to find. You have to be better.” She placed her hands on her hips as she spoke, like she was daring me to interrupt her again. 

	 

	When she’d stopped long enough for me to assume she had finished, I asked, “You fell for me?”

	 

	She growled and slapped her palm to her forehead. “Sativa protect me from foolish men and broken hearts. Yes, I fell for you. If you care about me at all, you will learn to be more careful. The Back Street Boys are gunning for you—and I can’t be there all the time. You need to be stronger, but more than that…” She took a deep breath before blowing it out in a huff. “You need to be smarter.”

	 

	I reached out to caress her face, but she slapped my hand away. “I’ll be soft with you another time. Right now, you need someone to push you to your limits. Your progression has slowed because there are limits to how hard you can push yourself. Today we are going to see if we can break those constraints—and we are going to keep at it, every day, until I’m satisfied.”

	 

	Now wasn’t the time to talk about how I’d love to satisfy her every day. The joke was on the tip of my tongue before I realized it. I only barely managed to snap my jaw shut. I could see how serious this was for Josie and she was right—I had died yesterday. 

	 

	Once, I’d gained control of myself, I asked, “Okay… if you are going to push me, then why not train with the equipment?”

	 

	She shook her head. “Was Strength really your limiting factor yesterday? You know what, don’t answer that. Pull up your stat sheet for me.”

	 

	Strength: 88

	Agility: 57

	Durability: 57

	Magic: N/A

	Cultivation Grade: D9 (error)

	 

	Skills: Alchemy +54

	Ranged Combat: +33

	Melee Combat: +25

	Telepathy: +10      

	 

	E-Rank Body Fortification: complete

	E-Rank Mind Fortification: Complete

	E-Rank Core Fortification: complete

	 

	Progression to cultivation rank D9: 4%

	 

	Josie looked at my stats for a bit and then nodded. “I’m not going to talk about how far you’ve come since you arrived. You don’t need praise now; you need a boot up your ass to push you to get better. So, tell me this… What are your weaknesses?”

	 

	“The thing that nearly killed me… well, what actually did kill me, was magic. As long as I don’t have it, I’m at a disadvantage,” I replied.

	 

	“Agreed, but we will come back to that. What else?”

	 

	“My combat skills are lacking. They both need to be higher.”

	 

	“That is a big part of it. When you train now, what is your primary focus?” She leaned in towards me as she asked. 

	 

	“I am always asking myself, how can I make myself stronger, faster, and more durable? The fact that I don’t have stat caps is my only true advantage. Well, other than cultivation, but I don’t really know how best to progress that, and I can’t really control it yet, so I can’t count on it.”

	 

	“Exactly. And do you see what the problem with that is?” Josie definitely had the demanding instructor act down. Just the way she looked at me made me want to give her the correct answer.

	 

	I started to say something stupid but then it hit me. I knew what she was driving at. “It isn’t just about being stronger, it is about being able to use that strength in a practical manner.”

	 

	She got just the smallest of grins at the corner of her mouth. “Yes, your physical stats have shot up well beyond your martial skills. But a huge part of your job requires those martial skills. Ironically, if you can improve them, then they won’t matter as much—but for now, they do, and you’ve been neglecting them.”

	 

	I didn’t respond. In this situation, the best course of action was just to take my lecture. And she was making good points. 

	 

	Josie nodded after a second, seemingly pleased that I hadn’t tried to justify myself. “I don’t want you to stop getting stronger, although I do want you to focus more on increasing your Agility. You can’t always count on a potion to help you out, and how do you think that battle might have gone had your Agility not been boosted?” 

	 

	It was another rhetorical question, so I just waited for her to continue. 

	 

	“You have to train with practical applications in mind. A swordswoman doesn’t just train to get faster. That is important, of course, but she trains to be able to handle the blade better. You have to train to be able to apply your stats appropriately, or they won’t matter.”

	 

	I thought about what she’d said. Back in high school, I’d been a football star. Mostly, that was because I’d been fast and strong—at least for a pathetic Earth human. The last thought still left me a little bitter. 

	 

	But I had never been a starter at the collegiate level, because my skills were not at the same level as the guys who lived, ate, and breathed football. I might have been in just as good, if not better, a shape as them, but their focus was always on being better football players—not just better athletes. I wasn’t sure if I had really understood the distinction until now. 

	 

	But now, I got it. “I think I understand. So, what do we do about it?”

	 

	“You need to get better at your martial skills. That means you need to fight more. I’m going to bring in some others to train with you, but there aren’t exactly a huge number of fighters who aren’t part of the criminal organizations.” 

	 

	She snorted. “If that weren’t the case, then Sativa might not need to bring in humans to maintain law and order. But for today, you are just going to get me.” 

	 

	She grinned. “And I hope you still like me when the day is over, but I can live with you just getting better. I’d rather you were alive to curse my name, than dead with fond thoughts of me being the last thing in your head.” 

	 

	The slight grin on her face lingered for a second and then she got steely eyed as she shouted at me, “Now, get up to the roof. We’ve got work to do.”

	 

	 


Chapter 24 - Making It Hurt

	 

	 

	I wondered just what Josie thought she could do on the roof to push me past my limits, but I followed her. Her greater Agility was really the only advantage she had. Well, that and her superior sword skills, oh… and her fire mana. 

	 

	Okay. I laughed at myself. I really had been lucky up to this point. If she could push me to the next level, then I was all for it. 

	 

	I also reminded myself that I needed to keep an eye open for how best to apply my cultivation skills. They had made all the difference, when I’d fought the golem turned elemental, and when I’d fought the mage. I just didn’t know how to use them. I also had to figure out how to condense my ki, whatever that meant. 

	 

	Then a sharp pain in my right butt cheek made me jump several feet across the rooftop. I spun around to see that Josie had just poked me with her sword. And not a training sword, she had used her real blade. “What the hell?!”

	 

	“I told you training is about to get real,” Josie snapped. “Your enemies aren’t gonna come after you with blunt weapons. You need to be ready.”

	 

	I glared at her, but realized she was right. Circulating ki in my body and pushing it to the tiny cut on my ass helped ease the pain. It wasn’t anything like Lina’s healing, but it would help heal the wound faster. “Point made.”

	 

	“Oh? You could only wish to be so lucky… but I’m sure you will get the point before we are done today,” she replied with a positively predatory smile. 

	 

	I called forth my short sword and fighting stick. Apparently, this was going to be real. Honestly, the biggest fear I had was that I wouldn’t manage to hold back a blow in time. Josie’s control was immaculate. Mine? Not so much. 

	 

	As if she’d read my mind she said, “If you’re worried about accidentally hurting me, if that happens, then it is all my fault. You aren’t good enough with a blade or fast enough without a potion to do that. And by the time you get good enough, you’ll have enough control. Now, first I’m going to demonstrate a simple strike. We are going to start at the beginning and go from there. When you can demonstrate this to my satisfaction, we will continue.”

	 

	For the next hour, she showed me strike after strike, along with parries and the fundamentals of basic swordsmanship. My weapons were not ideal for her style, but as any good master will, she showed me how to adapt the style to my short sword and baton. She barked at me anytime I extended my reach even a fraction of an inch too much. As she said, in a sword fight between two competent fighters, it wasn’t usually about who was better, it was about who made a mistake first.

	 

	She drilled into me hundreds of times, how to precisely control my motions. She critiqued my balance, the way I shifted my shoulder, and how I breathed—along with a dozen other things. As demanding as this was on my body, my physique had increased too much for it to leave me anything more than slightly winded. 

	 

	At the next half-hour mark, she brought out some wooden poles she had stored away on the roof at some point. With those, she had me practice my precision and control. The first exercise had me swinging as hard and fast as I could at the poles, which she placed at different vertical angles, before I had to check my swing. 

	 

	If I left so much as a tiny scratch in the wood of the poles with my blade, then she slapped me with the flat of hers. If I didn’t strike with the speed she felt I was capable of, then she slapped me with her blade. If I paused too long between strikes, well… yeah, more of the same. She was relentless and I was soon a black and blue mass of bruises both under my armor and even on the side of my face. To make it worse, she forbade me from using cultivation to toughen my skin.

	 

	Then, she shifted to using the pole to alternately thrust or swing at me. I had to turn the blow away without cutting it with my sword, or smashing it with my fighting stick. If I hit it hard enough to make it vibrate, she’d send a jet of flame at me that had me ducking. My hair and even my eyebrows were singed, and my hands had blisters across the backs of them from the heat. 

	 

	But she never offered me healing. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t be weak and ask for it, so I pushed through the pain. Josie had my trust. 

	 

	When the hour was up, she called Lina to the roof and had her heal me, but only just enough to repair the cuts and surface injuries—and to grow back my singed hair. The bunny girl insisted on the latter, against the foxkin’s orders, partly because she said that a Sheriff with no eyebrows was not a good look. Josie sent Lina away leaving me still bruised and sore, but able to continue.

	 

	“For the next part, you will get up on the edge of the roof,” Josie said with a smile.

	 

	I looked at the lip of the roof and then snorted. The entire roof had a foot high wall around its edge. It was maybe six inches wide. Apparently, this was going to be a balance exercise. I hopped up onto the lip with a grace that would have been impossible on Earth, but now my Agility would have won me an Olympic medal in gymnastics. Glancing down, I realized that I was a good twenty plus feet off the ground. 

	 

	I began to ask her what to do, when suddenly, she thrust one of the wooden poles at me. I almost didn’t see it coming in time, so had to lash out with my baton to knock it off course. That must have been more force than she wanted me to use, though, because a small blast of flame followed. It exploded in my eyes, and I lost my balance. The world turned sideways and the next thing I knew, I was falling. 

	 

	Some unknown instinct took over and I began circulating the ki in my channels as I toughened my body for impact. Remarkably, I managed to land on my feet. The ki strengthening with my natural Durability made it only mildly uncomfortable. I looked up at Josie who leaned over the edge of the roof as she shouted, “What are you doing down there? Get up here. We have training to do.”

	 

	I bit my tongue to hold back a sharp retort as I crouched and sped up my circulation of ki. Then I leaped with all my physical strength and ki combined. It carried me up to the point where my feet were high enough to land on the edge of the roof. A smile came over my face, but an instant later a wooden pole slammed into my chest. 

	 

	Shit. Yeah… not allowed to smile. Right… Fuck!

	 

	I fell backwards spread eagled, but my reflexes saved me again as I managed to get my feet under me like before. 

	 

	An angry face surrounded by fiery hair looked down at me, “I meant what I said about smiling. Now, get up here and stop playing around. And don’t you dare hurt my stick. We don’t have time to go buy more of them.”

	 

	The ki was circulating in my system as I listened to her. I held back another snappy response and focused on expanding my power. I might not be allowed to toughen my skin to avoid the pain of a blow—and I even understood the sadistic reasoning behind that, to increase my Durability—but that didn’t mean I couldn’t use it to enhance myself in other ways. 

	 

	I avoided enhancing my speed, though, because Josie would notice that right away. That left me with expanding my awareness. So far, it had been rather nebulous; something which just happened. Now, I tried to do so intentionally. If I could sense what was coming, it would give me an opportunity to react. 

	 

	For just a moment, I pondered if this was cheating, but then I decided it was more important for me to learn to use all my abilities—not just the physical ones. I needed to learn how to circulate ki all the time. In fact, that quickly became a secondary goal for today—the primary goal, being to survive Josie’s training. 

	 

	I leaped back up onto the lip of the roof again. It wasn’t much, but I perceived the trajectory of the incoming pole just a split-second faster than before. I went to parry it with my fighting stick, only for Josie to twirl it enough to knock my block aside, leaving me wide open. I sensed what was happening but wasn’t fast enough to stop it as the pole slammed into my chest.

	 

	She called out, “Better, but not good enough,” as I fell to the ground yet again. 

	 

	I learned the hard way, that perceiving an attack and responding to it were not the same thing. I continued to resist the urge to speed my body up with ki for a couple of reasons. It wasn’t just about pushing myself to improve my Agility stat. I could maintain the enhanced perception almost indefinitely, based upon how little ki such an exercise took. Boosting my speed or other physical stats, however, would create a much greater drain—one that I couldn’t sustain. 

	 

	It took me three more attempts but, eventually, I made it back to the ledge. From there, Josie had me run laps around the roof while she randomly attacked me with the wooden pole. We kept that up for another half an hour. I’d like to claim that I didn’t fall anymore… but, uhh… instead, I’ll say that I only fell off five more times. Getting back up became easier and easier.

	 

	She stopped my training long enough for each of us to drink some water. Her eyes never left me, and I felt both concern and frustration in her. She wanted more from me, not because she found me to be lacking, but because she cared. How could I not rise to that challenge?

	 

	Once the break was over, she said, “Okay, time to dance.”

	 

	She had me get up on the ledge around the roof again. This time she made me run backwards while attacking me. We did that for about fifteen minutes before she threw the pole down and jumped up onto the ledge herself. 

	 

	“You can toughen your skin now. This is going to hurt.” She sounded sad but determined as she said those words.

	 

	I increased the speed with which the ki circulated through my body. It felt light and airy. I had to wonder if there was a way to make my ki pack more of a punch. That led me back to the requirement that I condense it. Maybe that was what it meant, not that I had time to think about it now. 

	 

	Josie was on me in a flurry. Her swords came at me so fast, that I could only stop every third blow. She managed to pull all her strikes, but still slapped me with the flat of her blade. Once again, I realized how much faster than me she was, but it was more than the differential in our Agility stats. She simply knew how to angle her blades and attack in ways I couldn’t seem to react to. 

	 

	My expanded awareness almost felt like an injury. My eyes didn’t always register that she was attacking until after I felt the pain, but my new senses always told me—just rarely soon enough for me to do anything about it.

	 

	After half an hour of us running around the ledge while wielding sharp blades, she called for a brief stop. “Okay, next phase. We are going live.” She paused, studying me. “I’ll apologize in advance about your clothes, and try not to hate me for this.”

	 

	She became a blur then. Her movements pushed my perception to its limits, just to have an idea of what she was doing. The pain blossomed all over me, as within a few seconds I had a dozen shallow cuts opened up all over my body. The last one, to the inside of my thigh, caused me to fall off the roof again.

	 

	This time, I didn’t manage to catch myself. I both heard and felt a pop in my shoulder as it dislocated. That, and I think I cracked or even broke some bones in my wrist. It wasn’t really that bad of an injury, not for a twenty-foot fall, but that was thanks to my toughening my skin with ki. 

	 

	Lina came running outside. She took one look at me and then glared up at Josie, but didn’t say anything. Instead, she put her hands on my shoulder. I felt the living energy of her healing mana pour into me. It sought out the injuries, starting with my shoulder first and working its way down my body to close even the smallest of cuts. 

	 

	Before I even realized what I was doing, I began to cultivate and soaked up more of her healing mana. Lina’s eyebrows furrowed as she felt the extra drain, but I’m not sure if she realized what was happening. She probably thought that my wounds were worse than she’d originally guessed. 

	 

	Once she had finished healing me, I stood up and kissed Lina on the forehead. “It’s for the best. Don’t be angry with Josie. This is her way of showing how much she cares.”

	 

	Lina’s lower lip was trembling, but she didn’t say anything, only nodding. 

	 

	I turned and jumped up onto the roof again. This time, I had more ki to burn as I had cultivated some of Lina’s healing mana into ki. It made me feel more alive. I definitely needed more of this. I just didn’t know how to get more, without having a mage provide me with mana to convert. My ability to draw in the ambient mana of Olimero seemed terribly limited. 

	 

	Josie looked at me and said one word, “Again.”

	 

	And we went at it, again, and again and again. The next two hours became a blur of pain, fire, and blood. My Agility and Durability both increased by 2 over the course of this brutal training, but there were times it was all I could do, not to curse Josie’s name. 

	 

	When she called for our next break, she let me drink some water before saying it was time for the hard part. 

	 

	 


Chapter 25 - Burning Brightly

	 

	 

	“What now?” I asked.

	 

	“Now, we heat things up. Don’t let this go to your head, but you show potential. You aren’t a natural talent as a swordsman, but you show enough potential that I expect that your melee combat skill will have gone up at least a point by now.” She frowned. “One of the biggest problems with raising that skill, is that training isn’t ideal for it. There is something about the actual life and death struggle which not only raises the number on your sheet, but which also raises your practical skill.”

	 

	“Then why put me through all this?” I asked referring to the past four agonizing hours. 

	 

	“You are doing ‘all this’, because the training prepares you to increase your skills more readily later on. Success is often where preparation and opportunity meet.”

	 

	It was hard to think of the torture I had just undergone as only the preparation necessary to be ready for something real, but that was the way life was. I still wasn’t in a good mood, though, and her catch phrase annoyed me. “Okay, well if you ever decide you don’t want to be a deputy, I’m sure that Hallmark will have a job for you.’

	 

	She stared at me intently. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or hurt. 

	 

	“If you are dissatisfied with my service, Sheriff, then feel free to relieve me. But until then, I will do my damnedest to make sure you don’t get killed.” I noticed her hand tremble. So, it seemed, there was a little bit of both.

	 

	I looked at the roof and shook my head. “That was just my frustration talking, and rather insensitive of me to say.” Then I looked down and grabbed her chin in my hand. “But you are my family, and I never want you out of my life.”

	 

	“We’ll see if you still feel like that in a bit. Now tell me, what was it about the air mage that you had so much trouble with. Why didn’t you simply absorb his mana?”

	 

	“I was absorbing some of it, but he sucked all the air out of my lungs before I could manage it.” I felt my throat tighten with those words. My heart began to race, and my breathing became shallow. It was shameful, but I even felt my sphincter clench. 

	 

	“Suffocating to death is terrifying.” Josie nodded. “It is something that mages have to train for—if they are going to fight other mages. Especially because it is such a common tactic. Air mages are the best at it, but they are hardly the only ones who can do it. Any elemental mage—and maybe other types—can achieve it… each in their own way.”

	 

	Now I was confused. “What do you mean?”

	 

	“Water mages can fill your lungs with water. Fire mages can create heat and flames which will sear your lungs and suck the air out of the room. Earth mages can cram solid substances down your throat, as I believe you experienced with the elemental. The result is all the same—you can’t breathe and panic sets in. So, what is it about suffocation which kills you?”

	 

	The question seemed so obvious. “Uh, not being able to breathe.”

	 

	“True, very true. But let me ask you this. What about being suffocated causes you to lose the fight?”

	 

	Part of me felt she was messing with me. “The same thing.”

	 

	“Really? Do you suppose that I have to be able to breathe, to be able to wield fire mana? Or to keep it simple… you can hold your breath under water, can’t you? That means you should be able to act for a certain period of time without breathing, no?”

	 

	“I get it. You are saying that panic is the bigger issue—or at least the more immediate concern.”

	 

	“Exactly so. You may not even know the answer to this, but do you have to breathe in order to cultivate and absorb mana?”

	 

	I snorted. “Eventually.”

	 

	“I’m not asking how long you can function without breathing, I’m asking if you can cultivate without breathing for a short time.”

	 

	I nodded. “Probably.”

	 

	“Don’t you think that would be a good thing to know?” She arched her brows. “Or what about this... Can you cultivate while in intense pain? While you are scared? While you are sleeping? While you are on the edge of death? Experience with alchemy so far would suggest that some of those things are possible, but you have to be the master of it, not its servant.”

	 

	It was uncomfortable, realizing that I hadn’t been pushing myself hard enough. Somedays, I felt like I pushed so hard, I was on the ragged edge. But maybe she was right. Maybe it was time to take my development to the next level. 

	 

	I just knew I would regret my next words, but I managed to croak out, “Let’s find out.”

	 

	“Just remember,” Josie nodded, “I have your best interests at heart. Now take off your armor. Your clothes are already ruined, so there’s no need to worry about them.”

	 

	Even as she spoke, I felt the air temperature start to rise. If I focused on her, I could feel how she was beginning to generate mana. 

	 

	She continued, “Use telepathy, if you need to ask me to stop, but remember that the enemy won’t stop just because you ask them nicely, and Lina is just downstairs.”

	 

	I stripped off my armor. As soon as I stacked it on the roof in a pile, her hair burst into flame. It was more than a bit intimidating how the foxkin’s long red hair suddenly transformed into a fiery halo. Her eyes burned and she pulled her hand back to throw a ball of fire at me. 

	 

	It was slower than her sword strikes. I was able to anticipate it, but when I hit it with my sword—unlike in comic books—I quickly learned you can’t block a fireball with a sword. Oh sure, I sliced it in two, and it never hit me. Not that it needed to. 

	 

	The compressed ball of flame exploded as my sword passed through it. The force of it caused me to stumble back a step and the heat seared my skin. I absorbed more of the mana and pushed it into toughening my skin, but the burns already hurt. 

	 

	It didn’t seem fair that she could cause me so much pain without even landing a blow. But then again, the expression that ‘almost’ only counts in hand grenades and horseshoe… needed to be amended to include fireballs. 

	 

	The dance began then in earnest. Josie hurled balls of fire at me, and I began trying to dodge them rather than blocking them. Fortunately, I managed to avoid most of them. Maybe one in ten hit me, but it was enough. My shirt fell off me as little more than singed rags and my pants didn’t have much life left in them either. 

	 

	My skin was soon seared, like I had grease burns all over my chest and arms. Josie was careful to avoid my face, which to be fair an enemy wouldn’t do, but I appreciated taking this in stages. She also had such great control that she kept the wood of the roof from burning. That alone showed me how great a mage she was. 

	 

	Panting and trembling as shock started to set in, I had to take a knee and held up a hand for Josie to stop.

	 

	Squeezing her eyes shut, she screamed at me, “You aren’t trying hard enough! Sativa wouldn’t have given you cultivation, if it couldn’t be used for something.” My fiery deputy stood there, wisps of flame trailing from her fingers as she watched me struggle.

	 

	“We’ll stop for now,” she finally said. “I’m going to have Lina heal you and then see if we can take this up another notch.”

	 

	The bunny girl had to have been waiting for her name, she was up on the roof so fast. It looked like she’d been crying. I wanted to feel bad for putting her through this, but the air was so warm, I had trouble catching my breath. My skin felt like it was literally still on fire. 

	 

	Dodging was fine, but it only got me so far. Maybe that was part of what Josie was trying to teach me. Did she expect me to catch the fireballs in my glove and absorb them?

	 

	Lina’s healing poured into me. Once again, I sucked in extra mana. I hoped I wasn’t straining the bunnykin healer too much, but I needed to figure this out. As I rapidly cultivated it, there was a byproduct to the healing mana. This one was a useful side effect. I supposed there would be limits to it, but I was able to feed the excess energy into my tissue, improving my biological functions. 

	 

	I tried to meditate. I’d been able to absorb ambient mana in the past, but that was a trickle from a broken spicket compared to what Lina poured into me. I grabbed as much of it as I could and pushed it into my core. Then, instead of circulating it through my body, I began spinning my core faster. Fifty, seventy, one hundred, one hundred and twenty revolutions, my core kept going faster and faster. 

	 

	I could feel the mana stretching out. The byproducts pushed out into my channels, but I did my best to hold the ki within my core. I didn’t enhance my body, but turned all my focus inward. The power within me swelled. I could tell that, little by little, my ki was getting denser. 

	 

	Then Lina pulled back her mana. The cloud of denser ki within my core began to dissipate. It was like I had stopped before reaching some critical stage. I was going to have to push harder. Except, maybe that was the problem. 

	 

	I couldn’t create mana myself, nor could I seem to draw in enough ambient mana to be able to condense my ki. I was going to need the help of a willing mage and likely more than one. At least I knew a couple of them. 

	 

	“Enough rest,” Josie barked at me, bringing me back to the current situation. 

	 

	As I stood, my trainer said, “This time, we are going to spar. I want you to try and take me down, but I’m not going to hold back. And, Lina, I’m sorry for you, but you really need to stay up here. This could get dangerous, and I want you on call as needed.”

	 

	Her words were ominous, but I was just glad for an opportunity to be more than on the wrong end of her fireball target practice. 

	 

	Josie studied me and added, “I had hoped that simply shooting at you from a distance would be enough for you to learn to absorb my fire mana, but I guess that if it was that easy, then you wouldn’t need me.” Flames flickered in the palms of her hands. “Come at me, but be ready.”

	 

	I chose to use my hands, rather than my weapons. I had much more control over them, and my gloves would be immensely helpful in taking her down. When I went to pull my pendant from my storage, Josie stopped me. 

	 

	“Nope.” She said, “not that. I won’t deny it’s a useful tool, but now we are training your personal skills. I’ll let you keep the gloves on, though.”

	 

	“How kind of you,” I grumbled. 

	 

	Josie just smiled and then threw her hands down at her sides. Long whips of flame exploded off each hand, telling me that she was getting serious. I didn’t wait another moment, but put everything I had into a quick attack. I pushed ki into my skin, my muscles, and my bones—enhancing my durability, while adding explosive power to my legs. 

	 

	I rocketed across the roof at her. 

	 

	Josie spun and lashed out at me. One whip scored a wound across my chest that hurt, by my toughened skin protected me from getting too burned. I was still in pain, but I could work through it. That gave me another idea. 

	 

	I was trying to absorb her fire mana, but I realized I should think of the pain in the same way. I sucked it into myself. I refused to let it stop me. 

	 

	I kept coming at her faster each time. The roof was getting torn up each time I pushed off, but I wasn’t going to stop. The air around me was so hot, it made seeing clearly almost impossible; everything seemed distorted. Just standing in one place was burning me and making the wood beneath my feet start to smolder. Apparently, since I wasn’t worried about tearing the roof up, Josie wasn’t going to hold back as much, either. 

	 

	I had to rely upon my extra awareness as well as enhancing my hearing just to be sure exactly where Josie was. She kept moving and fire swirled in a storm around her. The burns all across my body started to add up, but I had reached a point where I was oblivious to it—even though I knew the moment I lost focus, the pain would have me screaming. 

	 

	Then I managed the impossible. I grabbed Josie. I tried to croak out, “Give up,” but the words wouldn’t form. The air was too dry. My chest felt tight, and I couldn’t seem to fill my lungs with oxygen. I felt like I was being burned from the inside out. 

	 

	I shouted the words telepathically at her, but she simply responded, “Make me.”

	 

	Hurting a woman wasn’t easy for me, although we were trained at the academy that a woman can be every bit as dangerous as a man. This wasn’t just any woman, though. This was a woman that I loved; but I had to prove myself. That was the whole point of this exercise. 

	 

	I began to suck the fire mana out of her as quickly as I could without worrying about the damage any flame mana byproducts might do to my channels. Then, I squeezed. I felt her arms start to crack. She had to be in intense pain as her bones literally broke in my grip, but she wouldn’t give up. 

	 

	She pushed out a surge of mana unlike anything I had experienced before. The world went white around me. I didn’t lose consciousness, but soon wished that I had. I was on fire from head to toe. I heard someone screaming and crying in the background but honestly couldn’t tell if it was me or someone else. 

	 

	There was only one thing I could do. I embraced the agony and pulled it into my core. I would make it part of myself before I would surrender to it. The fire mana flooded my system, and I felt a new link between myself and Josie start to form. 

	 

	She shouted into my mind, “You’ve proven yourself. Relax.”

	 

	I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. Cultivation was all that there was, and I pushed myself beyond any limit I had conceived of before this. 

	 

	The next voice might have been Josie’s, or it might have been Lina’s. But it screamed telepathically at me, “Your flesh is almost completely seared from your body. You’ll die if you keep absorbing mana.”

	 

	Then something cracked inside me, and that was the last thing I remembered. 

	 

	 


Interlude 5 - Kissing It Better

	 

	 

	Josie looked down at Rob. He’d done it again. He always got so embarrassed about passing out, but didn’t realize how impressive it was. No one she knew pushed themselves as hard as Rob did. No one else would endure being cut, breaking bones, and being burned to the bone. 

	 

	They wouldn’t subject themselves to such a sadistic form of training, and certainly would not keep coming back for more again and again. Such a drive to improve oneself, to get stronger no matter the cost, was so rare as to be almost mythical. It was just one of the things which made Rob stand out in her mind. 

	 

	Sure, he’d started out almost pathetically weak, and he still had a ways to go, but damn if he wasn’t growing faster than she thought would have been possible. She would have said that he was growing faster than he had any right to, but that would be a lie. Rob had earned every stat point increase, paying for it with blood, sweat, and tears. 

	 

	She respective him for that. Now, she could only watch on as Lina healed him. The bunny girl would probably be mad at her. The only thing they argued about lately was how best to protect Rob. Bless her, but Lina was too kind-hearted to do what had to be done. 

	 

	There were no other options. Josie knew she had pushed Rob harder than was safe, but safe wasn’t going to win the day. Then again, he could have stopped at any moment. She had felt her flames all around them. His ability to drain her mana was increasing at a rather scary rate, but he still couldn’t hope to absorb the amount she could put out when she went full bore. Still, he had pushed her. 

	 

	She’d been wreathed in flames so hot, they would melt metal and yet he’d never let her go. He had done his best to incapacitate her. Even now her arms wouldn’t move properly. She’d drank a healing potion to take the edge off, but would have to wait for Lina to recover her mana to finish fixing her arms. 

	 

	It was a good reminder to her of how far Rob had come. When he had first arrived, that heat would have killed him from all the way across the room. Now, he had withstood it long enough to break her arms with his bare hands. 

	 

	It was kind of sexy, not that she liked violence in the bedroom—that wasn’t her kink at all. It was more the thought of how powerful he could be. She knew he could also be appropriately gentle, but it was still hot to know how strong he’d become. When he held her and moved her the way he wanted to, she thrilled to know that he was completely in charge. He still wasn’t fully safe, and maybe he never would be, but he was definitely much stronger than she’d even hoped he might become. 

	 

	Heck, she had been forced to put some real muscle behind her sword blows, in order for them to pierce his skin. That crazy thing he called ‘cultivation’ made no sense to her. It didn’t fit with any of the rules she knew about mana on Olimero, but there was no denying the results. 

	 

	It had helped his stats climb and made his skin tougher than leather. Yet, he still felt soft and warm when they were intimate. He simply felt more… solid. Just thinking about how it felt to have his arms wrapped around her made her shudder hard enough for the mostly repaired bones in her arms to ache. And that wasn’t even the best part of him that had become more solid. The thought of it left her drooling. 

	 

	She saw the exhaustion etched into Lina’s face when the bunny girl finally stood up. Josie braced herself for the incoming tongue lashing—and not one of the kind she liked to get from the blonde—and even decided not to ask for more healing. 

	 

	Lina looked dead on her feet. It would be unfair to tax her further. Besides, Josie had put up with worse than this before. 

	 

	“You know, you might have killed him today, but I’ll try not to make a big deal about that.” The weary bunnykin narrowed her eyes at Josie. “He wants you to push him, though, so I know you are only doing your best to train him. I know you care for him, too, so I won’t say another word about that.” 

	 

	She stomped her foot, fists going to her hips, and she leaned in and glared at the deputy. “But I will give you a piece of my mind about nearly burning a hole in my roof. How could you do that to my beautiful home?”

	 

	Josie fought back a smile. Never mess with a bunny girl’s home. It was a reflection of her self-identity, and she knew Lina was deadly serious. She might not agree with Rob’s method of training, but it was a massive step forward for her to accept that he was willing to go through hell to get stronger. It even made Josie feel a bit guilty. 

	 

	Rob truly cared about them. He said they were his family, and he meant it—that much was obvious. If Lina could grow to accept seeing Rob in pain, then maybe she could grow to trust his judgment more. It was just oh so hard. 

	 

	Part of her oath, the core of her oath to Sativa, really, was that her life was to be laid down before that of the Sheriff. The previous fools, at least those who had briefly held the title since Cobb, had robbed her of that honor. Not that she courted death—far from it—especially now that she had a reason to enjoy life. 

	 

	No, it was an oath that she took seriously. Honor, duty, and her word being her bond were things her father had drilled into her. Failing to protect the Sheriff was something that she was determined not to let happen again. That was why the battle with the mages had scared her so much. 

	 

	“I’m sorry, Lina.” Josie sighed. “Will you forgive me? I didn’t realize how strong he had become, and it forced me to push me a little beyond what I was expecting.”

	 

	“Of course.” The bunny girl’s face softened. “I could never stay mad at you.” Then she reached out and clasped Josie’s arm. Even the gentle squeeze made the foxkin groan. 

	 

	“Damn, that hurts. I think he broke the bones cleanly. I took a healing potion, but it wasn’t enough to finish the job.”

	 

	Lina smiled almost too quickly, and then adopted her most concerned face. “I’m sorry—I didn’t realize you were still hurt. I would never have grabbed you there, if I’d known. Here let me finish healing you.”

	 

	By Sativa the divine mother’s teat, had Lina just done that on purpose? It almost defied reason, but as Josie studied the bunny girl’s face, that quick smile kept coming back to her. Yeah, she was almost certain it had been intentional. 

	 

	Maybe Lina had been angrier about what she’d done to Rob than she’d let on. But wow, that was beyond passive aggressive. Josie tried to let it go. It was about time that Lina started standing up for herself. Still, the little tart… oh well. 

	 

	“No, I’ll just endure it until you recover more of your mana. If we had a larger stock of healing potions, I’d just drink another one, but I don’t want to deplete our limited stores.” The foxkin shook her head. “You look dead on your feet already; you should rest.”

	 

	“Nonsense, I’m a healer. I can’t leave you here in pain—not if I can fix it. But you are right... it is going to take something out of me. I’m gonna have to go rest.” She smiled, despite the dark circles under her blue eyes. “I think I’ll take a nap in our old room. But you’ll have to promise to do me a favor.”

	 

	Josie’s eyebrows went up. “What kind of a favor?”

	 

	“Just promise, okay?” Lina practically begged.

	 

	Josie didn’t know how to deny the bunny girl, not when she made that particularly sad face. They’d been all alone in the Sheriff’s office, for the most part, for most of the past year. She owed Lina a great deal. Enough to put aside her jealousy about how she was obviously Rob’s favorite. 

	 

	“Okay, I promise. I will do you any favor you ask, if you heal my arms,” Josie said.

	 

	Lina’s nose wiggled and her foot thumped up and down against the roof. 

	 

	Josie knew then that she had made a mistake, but the relief she felt when Lina’s healing mana settled into her arms washed that concern away. As the pain faded, she was shocked by how bad it had been. She hadn’t even realized the full extent of her injuries. Rob was getting to be truly dangerous. Josie would have to keep that in mind, the next time they sparred. 

	 

	Then it was done. She swung her arms around to test their strength and range of motion, but that was more out of habit than anything else. Lina was the best healer in Yonderton, even if she was too modest about it. Once she healed something, it was truly healed. 

	 

	“Okay…” the bunnykin stifled a big yawn. “Now, here is what I want you to do for my favor.”

	 

	Josie was all ears as she listened to her friend.

	 

	“I want you to carry Rob downstairs to his bed. I filled him with extra healing mana, and his body is storing it better than ever before. His wounds are almost healed, and should be fully healed by the time you get him downstairs, but I can sense that he has a lot of extra energy he needs to burn off.”

	 

	“Uh… you want me to work him over again?”

	 

	Lina got a positively wicked grin on her face. “Why, of course. I want you to offer yourself up as a piece of workout equipment. I expect you to do your best to stress even his expanded stamina—but do try to have a fun time, too.” As soon as she’d finished speaking, Lina trudged over to the ladder. 

	 

	Before she headed downstairs, Josie called out, “Are you sure this is wise?”

	 

	“Trust the Mistress of the Sheets, please. I trust you when it comes to training his combat abilities. This is what I’m best suited to train him for. I’m only sorry that I overlooked your own needs before. You need this as much, if not more, than he does. Hopefully it will help you get past all the awkward squabbling.”

	 

	Josie looked down at the roof. She saw the circle of scorched wood she had left around them, and the outline of Rob’s boots. This roof was reinforced by Sativa, herself. The timbers would eventually heal through some magical process that Josie didn’t understand. It didn’t matter, though. The point was, that for her to have done so much damage, she must have lost control. 

	 

	Maybe Lina was right, it was long past time for her learn to relax with Rob. She smiled to herself. He was still unconscious, but if Lina was correct, he’d wake up with energy to burn in a few short hours. Yes, this would be fun. 

	 

	It was something they both needed. 

	 

	Carrying Rob downstairs was proof that her arms were fully healed. He was much heavier than he looked—heavier even than the last time she’d had to carry him. Maybe his cultivation really was making him more solid. She grinned as rather lewd thoughts about what she wanted to do with that hardness crossed her mind. 

	 

	Then she went out to clean herself up. Her flames never singed her, but she still got smudges and ash on her from other things burning. This time, she wouldn’t have Lina on hand to share his attentions. For some reason, that was making her as nervous as a schoolgirl. 

	 

	She knew Rob truly liked her. It was obvious. He was kind and open about it, for the most part. It was also obvious, that he liked looking at her. And he’d never complained when they were intimate together. But a part of her couldn’t help but compare herself to Lina. 

	 

	Which wasn’t fair, really. A bunny girl’s body literally was built for fucking. She had that damn extra band of muscle inside her vagina. It was the freakiest thing. Josie had fingered her friend more than once, even using her tail on the eager bunny girl, but it had shocked her when she’d first felt how Lina could squeeze with her pussy. Thinking about it now gave Josie a bit of imposter’s syndrome. How was she supposed to compete with the magic bunny coochie? 

	 

	Josie wouldn’t lie to herself. She knew she was hot—attractive, that is—even sexy. She knew that men desired her. She also knew that she enjoyed sex, but with Rob it was so much more. She wanted him inside her, filling her up. She wanted to feel his need. His passion almost unmade her, sometimes. 

	 

	She wondered what it would be like to be the sole object of that passion? Her heart pounded and her fingers were having trouble with the buttons on her blouse. Dear Sativa, she was acting like some silly schoolgirl. 

	 

	She finally managed to get herself undressed and pumped some water into a large basin. She took her time cleaning up. As she washed with a cloth and soap in the kitchen, she worried about what she should wear. She thought of the green nightie that he’d said complimented her eyes. 

	 

	The day was fading into evening, but she knew Rob liked that nightie. He’d complimented her both times she’d worn it to bed, and one of those times hadn’t been right before he’d pulled it off of her, so he must actually like it. Every woman knew you couldn’t trust what a man said before sex. At that point, little Rob was doing all the thinking. 

	 

	Josie dried off and poured the dirty water from the basin down the sink. The water had been alarmingly foul—dark with ash and cinders by the time she was done with her bath. Heaven forbid that she smelled like a campfire. With a sigh, she slipped into her old room—being quiet so as not to disturb the slumbering bunnykin.

	 

	She found her favorite perfume and put a dab on each wrist and behind each ear. Sativa, how she loved it when he ruffled her ears or slowly tugged on them. If he ever actually grabbed them while he was inside her… well, she thought she might just lose it. Then she trailed a touch more of the perfume down through her cleavage, the scent leading the way to what she hoped would be the main attraction. Finally, she added a drop at the base of her tail and spread the scent through its red fluff. How Rob treated her tail was so sensual, she immediately got wet just thinking about it. 

	 

	Standing before the small mirror in their room, Josie did a final inspection. Lina had insisted that she keep herself neatly trimmed. She preferred keeping a tiny red landing strip, and Rob didn’t care, so Lina eventually gave up on trying to convince her to go completely bare. The nice thing was, that Rava had supplied them with an alchemical depilatory cream that worked wonders. So far, she had only had to touch up once in two weeks. 

	 

	Josie looked at herself in the mirror. Turning slowly side to side to admire her handiwork. It was now or never. He might never need her in the way that she desperately needed him—she truly wanted to be his everything. 

	 

	Not that she minded sharing Rob with Lina or the other deputies and clerks—at least in theory. But she wanted to know she could completely satisfy him, and not just in bed. It was silly, she was only one woman, and he was a man who would be in high demand, but such silly thoughts were often the hardest to push away. 

	 

	No, she’d finally realized that she’d fallen head over heels for the man. It had crept up on her. At first, she’d been prickly and guarded—afraid he would just be another of Sativa’s failed attempts to install a good Sheriff in Yonderton. Back then, it was only about her duty, keeping her oath. 

	 

	But Rob had won her over—and not just with his cock. Of course, she would be the last to say that wasn’t a point strongly in his favor. The best part being, that he took his time with them and always sought to ensure they enjoyed themselves, too.

	 

	Today though, she didn’t want him to take his time or to be tender. She wanted to see that strength he had demonstrated just a bit ago. She wanted to see him turn that strength to taming her, making her his. She wanted to feel him deep inside… and damn, she needed to stop working herself up and check on him. 

	 

	Lina had promised he’d have the energy. Lina was never wrong when it came to healing. Before she could overthink it anymore, Josie placed her trust in Lina’s assessment and all but flew down the hall to the room she now shared with Rob and Lina. 

	 

	When she got there, all out of breath—though not from running—the Sheriff was sitting up in bed with a dazed look on his face. She stretched her arms up over her head, leaning against the doorway and pushing out her chest. Rob’s eyes cleared and he took her in. The smile that spread across his face was reflected in his eyes. 

	 

	“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” 

	 

	He’d reached out to her with his mind, and she savored the contact. She’d never known that talking could be so… intimate. But telepathy was so much deeper than simple words. 

	 

	He chuckled softly. “I take it you kicked my ass.”

	 

	“Yes. You made significant progress, though,” she thought to him. “But no, don’t look at your status sheet now.”

	 

	“As you wish, Ma’am.” He grinned at her. “Now, what has you all prettied up?”

	 

	Seriously?! What did she need to do, trail a finger wet with her juices under his nose?

	 

	“Oh wait, where are my manners.” He frowned, shaking his head. “You look amazing in that nightie—absolutely stunning. I apologize, it’s making it hard for me to think straight,” he sent.

	 

	Josie smiled. She could sense his sincerity. She switched to speaking with her voice, because she didn’t trust her emotions in telepathy with what she was going to say. 

	 

	“I owed Lina a favor,” she explained, “and she asked me to give you a different kind of workout. She said you’d have some extra energy to burn off and I’m not allowed to quit until you’ve had a thorough workout.”

	 

	“Is that so? Well, what kind of work out did you have in mind? I’m not going to complain, but hopefully not anything that includes fire mana this time.”

	 

	Josie giggled. “Not at all. Lina was very specific. She said I am to, and I quote, ‘provide you with some workout equipment’ and ‘make sure he uses it anyway he likes’ close quote.”  She bounced her brows at him. “Specifically, I’d like it if you rode it hard and tested its limits.”

	 

	Josie felt a certain satisfaction when she saw Rob’s eyebrows crawl up to his hairline. “Is that so? Are you sure about that? Any way I’d like?”

	 

	“Absolutely certain. Lina was quite explicit in her instructions.”

	 

	“Well, we wouldn’t want to ignore the mistress of the sheets. But before you bring me this special work out equipment, come here. I need to tell you something.”

	 

	Josie’s heart dropped. Maybe she’d been wrong, and he wasn’t into her. How could he have not understood her playful banter? Had she not been clear enough that SHE was the work out equipment? 

	 

	She walked over to him numbly. Maybe he was expecting her to bring Lina in for him. That was probably it. She’d just have to settle for being his deputy and a third wheel. 

	 

	When she got close, he pulled her to him. Sativa… those hands—so gentle, but so powerful. Then he was blowing up against her ear. The warmth of his breath in her sensitive ear drove her crazy. 

	 

	He said very softly, “I wanted to tell you something, first. Though I’m not ready to shout it from the rooftops yet... and I’m still figuring out what it all means…” He paused, leaning his head against hers. “I hope you won’t hate me for that, but I do love you.” 

	 

	It felt like he pushed all the emotion he could into his thought to her: “I love you, my precious Jo Jo.”

	 

	Her eyes felt wet, but she wasn’t sad. Why where were tears in her eyes? It was so unlike her. The last time she had really cried, had been when Cobb died. But Rob had said the ‘L’ word to her. And she knew he meant it. The depth of emotion she felt through the telepathy stunned her. 

	 

	And then, he was rubbing her ears. Oh goddess, that felt so good. Shivers ran down her spine. 

	 

	His hands began to knead out the knots of stress in her shoulders, while she sat on his lap. She began to relax. She didn’t know how he did it, nor did she care; she just felt completely at home with him. Like maybe, for once, she could simply be herself—all warrior mage but still all woman. Rob was strong enough and confident enough not to be intimidated by her. She could be herself with him. 

	 

	He was kissing her neck and his hands found their way under her nightie. One calloused hand caressed her left breast, toying with the very hard bud of her nipple while the other softly stroked her tummy. Goddess, she loved how engulfed she felt in his arms. 

	 

	Then a thought went through her head. There would be a time for slow passion, but Lina had insisted that she offer herself up to him. Their Mistress of the Sheets had insisted he would need to work off the excess energy in his body. 

	 

	Well, that was what she was going to do. She pulled back and stared into his eyes. “Your Mistress of the Sheets orders that you take me like a piece of work out equipment. Show me how strong you are.” Then she climbed out onto the bed and got on all fours. She hiked her nightie up around her hips and lifted her tail to expose herself to him. 

	 

	The look in his eyes and the sudden grunt he made, told her all she needed to know. This was what it felt like to be wanted by Rob. Her, not Lina… Not her and Lina.... Nope, just her. There would be no slow, soft, tender love making—that would come later. No, he wanted her. He needed to sate his needs with her body. And more than anything, that what she wanted him to do.

	 

	Standing, he grabbed her tail and pulled her ass back to the edge of the bed.

	 

	“Goddess…” she moaned, when he rubbed his cock against her. The way it felt when it split her netherlips... It felt almost like he had gotten bigger, but that must be her imagination. She was so swollen and wet, that she knew her juices must be spreading all over the head of his cock as he teased her. The way he stroked and tugged on her tail while sliding himself over her clit was fucking intense. 

	 

	“Don’t tease me,” she gasped. “You have to get your work out in.”

	 

	And then she saw stars. Gods, he was bigger. She didn’t know how it was even possible. He’d been good sized before, but now his girth stretched her to capacity, and he hadn’t even begun to move. 

	 

	He asked her something—probably about if she was okay. Fuck! She wanted to scream for him to stop talking. It was sweet that he cared about her, but now she wanted to be fucked. With a grunt, she pushed her hips back hard. 

	 

	And right on cue, he got it. His hands grabbed her hips, and she felt the power in his hands—but it was nothing compared to the power she felt thrusting into her. 

	 

	He gave her exactly what she needed and then pulled back, almost taking it away before slamming back it into her again. Goddess, she was quivering already. She hadn’t realized how badly she needed this reassurance. His thrusts and pace kept building and soon she felt her body rushing to a climax. 

	 

	Then, out of the blue, he did it. His hands released her hips, and he grabbed her ears. His hands were firm, rough even, but not brutal. He squeezed and stroked her ears as he used them to pull her back into him. The pressure made her arch her back and she couldn’t hold back any longer. She rocked her hips violently and exploded all over him.

	 

	“Don’t stop! Goddesss… don’t you fucking stoppp.” That was all she could manage to say and say it she did, repeatedly. She couldn’t think straight she was orgasming so hard. Cumming like this was the best feeling in the world. She’d so badly needed to have something filling her while she contracted around it. 

	 

	No. She needed to have Rob’s cock inside of her. Her pussy had been made for this and she groaned out as much.

	 

	Rob leaned forward and whispered into her ear. “Are you ready for your work out?”

	 

	It was all she could do to nod, but then he said, “You have to say it.”

	 

	Without hesitation she practically screamed, “Use me. I’m yours, my love.”

	 

	And use her he did. Fuck, she couldn’t hold herself up. He was so strong and pounded her pussy like it had never been used before. She’d thought sex with him before was good, but this was on another level. She felt a tiny spark of fire blossom within her, and it echoed in him. It was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She lifted her head, eyes wide, and looked back over her shoulder to ask Rob if he’d felt it, too. 

	 

	But then, she felt his load erupt into her. Her whole body locked up and clenched down trying, trying to squeeze out every last drop as endorphins exploded in her brain. That was her body, responding to the fulfillment of its purpose. 

	 

	Not only had she found a great Sheriff, one worth serving with all her strength, might, mind and heart—she had found her destiny. She knew in that moment, that they were meant to be together. 

	 

	They were bound together, forever.

	 


Chapter 26 - Interviews & Investigations

	 

	 

	When I woke up the next morning, I felt great. It was hard to describe, but after yesterday’s fireworks—both during training, and then in bed with Josie after I’d recovered from Lina’s healing—I felt more whole than I ever had before. Despite her sometimes stubborn snark, or maybe because of it, the fiery foxkin filled a gap in my heart and my life I hadn’t realized was there.

	 

	The pillow beside me was still warm, which meant she had slipped out of the room not too long ago. I wasn’t surprised that she hadn’t slept in—or that she had been so quiet, as she obviously hoped I would sleep in. I loved waking up with my hot little vixen in my arms, but that pleasure was often denied me by the redhead’s dedication to  her duty.  

	 

	Speaking of which, I couldn’t afford to relax. If nothing else, Josie had lit a literal fire in my heart yesterday—a fire to grow, to get stronger, and to make life around here safe enough that I could reasonably start to think about becoming a father. On that note, I pulled up my stat sheet to take a look at my progress. 

	 

	I’d gotten another notification about my stats and skills increasing.

	 

	You have increased stats:  Durability +4

	You have increased skills:  Melee Combat +2

	 

	You have made progress with body cultivation. Your ki has been partially condensed. You achieved 29% condensation. Due to lack of sufficient ongoing pressure, you have lost some progress on your ki condensation. 

	 

	Current progress: 17% vapor to mist. 

	 

	My mind raced, reviewing what I’d discovered of the process. I had to pull in massive amounts of mana and, spinning my core like a centrifuge, condense the newly cultivated ki before sending it back out into my channels. I definitely felt sturdier, but without being strapped down and forced to endure it, I’m not sure if I could repeatedly subject myself to being burned alive. 

	 

	Josie had made her point. For all of the progress I had made, I was just one step from being on the wrong side of a contest with a powerful mage. Then, I’d be done for. 

	 

	Maybe cultivation would provide a solution—eventually—and maybe not. Right now, it could boost my physical stats to be pretty great. Add in a potion, and I was a beast, as strong as any cowkin, as tough as an orc, and as agile as an elf—at least the majority of them. But in some ways, it was a crutch. If I couldn’t overcome my greatest weakness, I would be forever living on borrowed time. With a family to live for now, I didn’t like that feeling at all. 

	 

	I thought about the cultivation process. Cultivating ambient mana was easy enough, but it was a mixed bag. It seemed to have many more contaminants, or whatever you want to call it. The stuff that mages sent at me was much purer. Then, there was the fact that the mana that was freely available was formed of all different kinds, so that when I absorbed it, I got multiple types of pollutants. 

	 

	It also was apparent that the process of condensing my essence had to be done all at one time, or at least close enough together that the prior session didn’t fade away completely. Judging by the sunlight streaming in through my window, it couldn’t have been more than an hour after noon. I hadn’t been out for long at all, but it had still been long enough for me to lose 10% worth of that hard-won ki condensation. 

	 

	This was probably a side-effect of getting my core enlarged in the alchemical accident at Rava’s place. It stood to reason that, since it was now larger, it would require even more ki to fill it up before I could condense it. I shook my head as I thought about the problem this presented. 

	 

	I could either feel like a victim or I could take the bull by the horn. Right now, though, I was hungry. When I reached the kitchen, I didn’t find my favorite bunny girl, though, as I’d expected to. There were two settings and plates on the table, but instead of Lina or Josie, I found Daria sitting there. She stood up as soon as I walked in. You could tell she was graceful, but her wings still made moving around in enclosed spaces a bit awkward. 

	 

	“Hello, Sheriff,” she said. “The chief clerk bade me wait for you here. I hope you don’t mind sharing a meal with me. Deputy Josephine said I still needed to interview with you for the post of deputy.”

	 

	I wanted to tell her not to worry about it—that the job was already hers—but seeing the hopeful look on her face, reminded me how important this was to her. I needed to treat the formalities just as important as the applicants felt they were, or I disrespected those who cared about them. 

	 

	To cover up for my hastily swallowed words, I simply said, “Please sit down, Daria. I’d be happy to share a meal with you and get to know you a bit better.” I smiled at the nervous hawk girl. “To be honest, I’ve never done this before, but I think that sharing a meal, while asking you some questions, will more than satisfy the interview requirements.”

	 

	She smiled a bit awkwardly. I felt bad for having the thought, but was rather relieved that she was even more nervous than I was. Although, she probably would have thought me stupid for what it was that made me nervous. She was slender like Rava but more an athletic build than the model like appearance the elf sported. She was wearing leather armor: pauldrons, chest plate, and combat skirt over breeches. 

	 

	I supposed it would have been too much to hope that all she wore was just the short, heavy leather skirt. I chuckled to myself. Not very practical, I suppose, when you are flying over everyone’s head. She would have rocked it though—there was no doubt of that, not with the way the leather pants she wore hugged her legs.

	 

	I reminded myself that her eyes were higher up. When I looked at her face, I could see some confusion there. “Is something wrong, Daria?”

	 

	She shook her head vigorously then suddenly blurted out, “May I be blunt, Sheriff?”

	 

	“I much prefer things that way,” I said right before I bit into the ham and bacon sandwich that Lina had made for me. I recognized her handiwork. 

	 

	“I was advised that you would judge me on my combat, magical, and perhaps investigative abilities, but the way you were just looking at me suggests otherwise.” She said this all without blinking or breaking eye contact. Apparently when she’d said blunt, she’d meant it. 

	 

	I choked just a little bit as I swallowed the bite of sandwich, before regaining my bearing. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

	 

	“Not at all.” She smiled shyly. “You are a desirable male, even without wings. You have shown yourself to be strong, brave and, if today’s training was anything to go by, a man driven go become better.”

	 

	I chuckled. “Saw that, did you?”

	 

	“Only from overhead. I wanted to see what type of training you did. Deputy Josephine is quite demanding. I suspect there is much that I could learn from her,” Daria replied. 

	 

	“Trust me, the lesson she was teaching today is one which you don’t want to have to learn,” I said. Memory of the pain sent a shiver down my back. 

	 

	“I gathered as much, although I would guess your training is different. Both the chief clerk and deputy have been rather vague about what it is, but there is something special about you Sheriff.”

	 

	“Uh, yeah… well, we aren’t here to talk about me. But I will say one more thing before I let tell me about yourself.” I grinned. “I’m not sorry that I ogled you, not in the slightest. You are a beautiful woman—and beautiful women are meant to be viewed.” I tilted my head her way.

	 

	Given how blunt she had been, I was surprised when a scarlet blush spread across her cheeks. 

	 

	“That said,” I continued, “I will be judging you today based upon your abilities and not your obvious beauty. I would never want you to think that I minimized or objectified you. You have my respect and thanks for saving my life, but that doesn’t mean that I’ve suddenly gone blind.”

	 

	She giggled. It was rather high pitched, but I was glad to see her loosen up a bit. “They did warn me that you have different standards about such things. Is it true that in the world you came from, that there is only one woman for each man?”

	 

	I nodded and as she took in that affirmation, she muttered, “How very bizarre.” She shook her head in a brief, sharp motion, as if to literally shake the thought from her head. “Please don’t take my earlier question the wrong way. You are more than welcome to keep staring at me.” She shrugged. “Many males stare at me, but you are worthy to do so—both by your proven combat prowess, and by your rank.”

	 

	Given the first part of that statement, I had to wonder what Josie and Lina had told this girl about the fights I’d been in over the past month.

	 

	“My people are the rarest of the beastkin,” Daria continued, “and our numbers are declining. Some of the other races don’t find my kind very attractive, therefore I’m happy to have you… what was it you called it? Hmm… oh, yes… ‘ogle’ me.”

	 

	Then she reached out one of her hands and over the top of mine. Her movement was slow and deliberate, so I didn’t get a sense of hostile intent and didn’t react. I was interested to note that while her arms were apparently entirely hairless, there were light-colored feathers along the outside of her forearms up to her elbows, which had small tufts of darker feathers which matched the smooth brown feathers on her head. 

	 

	“I want to be clear, that if you hire me as deputy, I understand this is a lifetime commitment. Sativa has a particularly heinous curse for any deputy or clerk who betray their oaths—but I am not bothered by that at all. I needed to leave my aerie, and this is a noble service,” Daria said.

	 

	“Maybe that is a good place to start my questions.” I gestured to her plate with my fork. “Please eat your food. It looks like Lina made you some great fish.” I grinned. “She is an amazing cook. I’m not bashful about saying that eating her food is reason enough to take this job. But as you eat, please tell me about why you left your aerie.”

	 

	She cocked her head to the side, looking at me as though trying to gauge if I was in earnest, but when I focused on my own plate and took a few deliberate bites, she must have decided I really meant for her to eat. She ate slowly, presumably to gather her thoughts and prepare an answer. 

	 

	It was a while before she finally answered my question. It was clearly a sensitive subject, but I needed to make sure there weren’t any skeletons in the closet so to speak. I was curious, too, as to what had brought a rare hawkkin mage down from the heights into Yonderton.

	 

	“I’m told you know nothing about how an aerie is set up, so I will explain this to you. Ostensibly, hunting prowess is the chief determinant in social ranking and position. That was the way it was for the longest time for all hawkkin, but things have changed over the past fifteen years or so.”

	 

	I nodded, encouraging her, and said, “Go on.”

	 

	She took another bite, chewed, swallowed, and then continued. “This change happened when a trio of families seized the dominant positions in the aerie. They used mercantile might, more than skill in the hunt or physical strength to raise themselves up. Typically, the higher a nest is in the aerie, the more respected the family is.” She grimaced. “After all, if you live above them, then all others must literally look up to you.” 

	 

	“And you don’t approve of this change?”

	 

	“Not at all. It isn’t good for the aerie. I remember being a little girl when the changes began. At first, they seemed innocent enough—and I didn’t know enough to be bothered by them.” She shook her head. “But now I see them for the sickness that they are. Of those three families, one has risen above the other two. With the support of the others, the head of that family declared himself the ruler of the aerie.” She sneered. “And he intends to pass that title down to his first-born son.” 

	 

	Her wings shuddered briefly. “This is not the hawkkin way.”

	 

	“I’m sorry to hear about it. I can only intervene, however, if one of the four laws has been broken—and the same constraints would apply to you, as a deputy.”

	 

	“Oh, I didn’t come here seeking power to change the current sorry state of affairs. I said my piece, but fools will be fools.”

	 

	I tried to make sure I wasn’t drawing the wrong conclusions. “And you fell astray of one of these big houses, possibly even the new leader?”

	 

	She looked down at her plate, clearly nervous.

	 

	“Look,” I said, “I don’t know anything about your aerie, beyond what you are telling me now. But unless you’ve violated one of the Four Laws, all of us will help protect you from any further abuse by these so-called leaders. I don’t care if your family got pushed to the very bottom of the aerie, here you will be judged based upon your character and your skills, not your family.”

	 

	Now her face was truly red. “It is my sire who has declared himself the ruler of the aerie. I’m so ashamed of him.” She ducked down, shrinking in on herself, but continued. “He wanted to marry me off to another aerie, but instead of furthering his dishonorable ambitions, I ran. My father was only trying to use me as bait to sink his talons into this other aerie.”

	 

	Understanding filled my mind. I wasn’t sure, but I had to wonder if the Law of Family might not cause problems for me in this situation. “And what is the marriage process amongst hawkkin?” 

	 

	“Most of the time, a woman approaches a male she finds attractive, or if he already has wives, then she goes through them. If they like each other and the wives consider her a good fit, then an offer of marriage will be made. If the girl’s father accepts the offer, then he will pay a dowry to the husband in accordance with his means. After the dowry is paid, they are considered married. The female then leaves her parent’s nest and goes to her new husband’s.”

	 

	“Okay, and has a dowry been paid for you?”

	 

	“No, my father is yet again trying to break tradition. He insisted that this other aerie should pay him for the honor of marrying me, because they will gain so much prestige and power by joining their family to his.” She couldn’t seem to bear to raise her eyes as she spoke.

	 

	I reached over and squeezed her hand and said, “That’s good, but I have one more question.”

	 

	“Yes, Sheriff?”

	 

	“If you become a deputy, would your father still try to force you to marry?” 

	 

	“Neither the chief clerk nor the Deputy Josephine were able to tell me if the oath to Sativa would exempt me from that aspect of the Law of Family.” She looked up at me, her eyes wide and pleading. “They both insisted it would be up to the Sheriff to determine that.”

	 

	I sighed. “I can tell you that family is very important to me, but so is personal choice. I would consider you to have joined a new family, if you became a deputy.” I smiled at her. “I would stand for you against your father, or any others who sought to force you to marry someone you didn’t want to wed.”

	 

	She straightened in her chair, leaning slightly toward me, expression hopeful and open.

	 

	I didn’t fail to notice how she all but preened for me, not hesitating to use her beauty to her advantage. “But I could only do so, because any such claim would interfere with your duty as a deputy. I wouldn’t be able to—nor would I want to—argue against the Law of Family ‘s claims which wouldn’t impair your service to Sativa.” I paused, studying her closely. “Do you understand?”

	 

	“And what if you bedded me?”

	 

	“Is that why you want an egg from me?” I responded to her question with one of my own. 

	 

	I didn’t want to be used. In fact, the more I thought about it, the angrier I got. I added, “Think carefully about your answer... I don’t want to be used by you, but I prefer you speak honestly.”

	 

	Daria was slow to answer, but when she did, there was an evident sincerity to her reply. “I won’t deny that it was in the back of my mind, but is not my primary reason for wanting that. As I said, you are an attractive male, and don’t yet have any wives. I would be happy to become your wife and have you bed me.” Though blushing, she leaned forward. “This is the way of Olimero—to the strong go the spoils.”

	 

	“Yes, I’m familiar with the Law of Strength. You should know that I will marry Lina and Josie before anyone else. They are not my wives—not yet—nor do we have children together, but I already consider them part of my family.”

	 

	She wilted a bit at this declaration. 

	 

	“I will also treat you fairly, though, and would not require you let me bed you or any such thing to take the position. We will only do that under two circumstances. First, we will have to both have to want it; and second, you will have to have the approval of Lina, who is officially my mistress of the sheets.”

	 

	Her eyes got wide and then she lowered them. “I understand if you don’t want me.”

	 

	I wanted to slap her… or slap myself. Better yet, I wanted to slap Sativa. 

	 

	Instead, I scrubbed my face. “I’m not gonna repeat myself—well, that’s probably not true. I’m likely going to end up telling you this many times.” I paused, took a deep breath, and then blew it out. 

	 

	“Look, you are beautiful and have an amazing figure.” I smiled at her to take the sting out of my words. “I am attracted to you, and very much want to ‘bed you’, as you put it. But everything has to be done in the right way.”

	 

	Her smile returned and, after that, the conversation became easier. If I’d know that all I had to do was admit that I wanted to fuck her, and then she’d relax, I would have led with that. Then again, I’m sure that getting out the part about her family helped ease her fears. 

	 

	She told me about her love of hunting and the joy she experienced swooping down out of the sky. She displayed her talent with air magic and even let me absorb a small amount of it. After we finished our food and another hour of had passed, I told her that I would very much like to hire her as a deputy. 

	 

	About half an hour before that, I’d become aware of Lina eavesdropping on us. Ten minutes ago, Josie had joined her. When I offered Daria the position, Lina squealed and Josie snorted. 

	 

	“About damn time,” the redhead said, coming into the kitchen. “Daria is one of the most qualified individuals in all of Yonderton. I was gonna smack you upside the head if you didn’t accept her.”

	 

	I smiled. “Well, I guess that’s that, then. Now, though, we need to go look into who ordered yesterday’s hit.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m getting damn tired of this. Maybe we should knock a few heads together... let them know that we won’t stand for this sort of thing.”

	 

	Daria exclaimed, “I did some aerial reconnaissance earlier. I know where McLean is meeting his guys. I would have done something about it, but I wasn’t officially a deputy yet.”

	 

	“Good that you didn’t,” I said.

	 

	Josie nodded. “We need to do this together. We don’t want to lose you just yet—and while most of the BSB are slackers, there are a few with real power.”

	 

	“Well, you’re a deputy now,” I grinned at Daria, “so you can lead us there.”

	 

	Lina coughed. “Technically, she isn’t a deputy yet. There is still the matter of the oath.”

	 

	I rolled my eyes but then asked, “And what does this oath say?”

	 

	“It was given to us directly by Sativa long before Yonderton existed. But I was confident you would like Daria,” the blonde smirked, “so I already taught her the words.”

	 

	“Okay, let’s do this. I’m anxious to pay McLean back,” I replied.

	 

	“Just one last thing…” Lina paused. “Do you want her to say the full oath, or just the barebones version? I know you don’t like ceremony much, but this is important.”

	 

	Surprisingly, Josie was nodding solemnly.

	 

	“And you should know,” Lina continued, “that Daria offered to say the full oath. This is the same oath that Josie gave when she became a deputy. Both the full oath and the barebones version bind her to the service as a deputy in the sight of Sativa—but by swearing the full oath, she gets a boost to her stats.”

	 

	It didn’t matter what kind of hurry I was in. It chafed that we knew where McLean was, and we weren’t headed there already. But how could I deny my new deputy the opportunity to gain a stat boost? 

	 

	I looked at Daria, “You take this oath willingly?”

	 

	“Not just willingly, Sheriff, but gladly.”

	 

	“Okay, then I’ll accept your oath now.”

	 

	The hawk girl pushed her chair back and knelt in front of me, and in a loud, clear voice, swore: 

	 

	“I, Daria Loamfeather, do hereby swear in the sight of Sativa with her two sworn servants as witnesses, that I shall faithfully uphold the Four Laws in all of Olimero and especially in Yonderton. I swear that I shall faithfully discharge my duties.”

	 

	I waited for her to get up, but still she knelt before me. The thin beauty stared up into my eyes with an intensity that shocked me and licked her lips before continuing. 

	 

	“My service shall be unto Sativa and for her chosen one,” she swore, “the Sheriff of Yonderton. My service shall last until my life has ended, or until such time as the Sheriff dismisses me.”

	 

	 Holding one hand in a fist over her breast, she bowed her head and closed her eyes.

	 

	“My life for the Four Laws and my life for the Sheriff. My body will be sacrificed before his. I will treat his life as worth more than my own and obey him in all things. My body shall be his for all services. I shall protect him from harm, protect his seed from being wasted, and honor him in all ways.”

	 

	The last line of Daria’s oath made my eyes bulge. That was more like a wedding vow. Shit… what the hell had I gotten myself into?

	 

	 


Chapter 27 - Moving In

	 

	 

	After Daria finished her oath, I felt at a loss for words. Part of me was expecting someone to say, ‘you may now kiss the bride’. I had to remind myself that Olimero was different. I look one look down at her pretty face and athletic figure and kicked myself. Why knock a good thing\? A quick glance at Lina and Josie showed their wholehearted approval so I pulled Daria up from her knees. 

	 

	“Welcome to the team. I’d kiss you right now, but that would take away from your merit as a deputy. But you should know that I want to kiss you… and more.”

	 

	She bit her lower lip and said, “I don’t mind.”

	 

	Lina started chanting, “Kiss the girl! Kiss the girl!”

	 

	I knew it was important that she be respected for her capabilities to Daria, but it clearly also mattered to her that I saw her as a beautiful woman. Why fight it? I pulled her close. With one hand, I squeezed her ass while the other ran up her back and over her wings, which sent shivers through her. 

	 

	I leaned in and pressed my mouth to hers. She quickly opened her mouth to suck in my tongue as she very eagerly kiss me back. She got high marks for enthusiasm, even if she was somewhat inexperienced. This wasn’t a kiss for the record books, but then again, they can’t all be. But I’ve never kissed a beautiful woman and not enjoyed it. 

	 

	The hawk girl pressed herself up against me with more passion than was technically warranted, but I went with it. I knew for certain that it wouldn’t be long before we were doing this with far fewer clothes on. For now, though, there was a snake in the Garden of Eden, and it needed to be dealt with.

	 

	My new deputy pulled back and gave me a winning smile. “Thank you, Sheriff. I’ll do my very best.”

	 

	“I’m sure you will. Just follow Josie’s lead and you will make a great deputy.”

	 

	“And follow my instructions about other things,” Lina chimed in. “ Oh! And don’t worry, you’ll be getting laid lots, too.”

	 

	Josie rolled her eyes and made a fake scandalized face as she growled, “Lina, there is more to life than sex. Now, we have a duty to do.”

	 

	The foxkin put on her game face. “Deputy Daria, I need you to show me where this criminal hideout is located. You and I need to show these idiots what happens when  they attack our Sheriff.”

	 

	I cleared my throat. “You mean the three of us, right?”

	 

	Josie turned towards me and with a perfectly straight face, said, “Sheriff, I really must advise against that. It won’t be safe, and you heard the oath. I made that same oath, too. It is our sworn duty as your deputies to put our lives in danger before yours.”

	 

	I sighed. I had hoped we’d gotten past this, but clearly, we still had a ways to go. “Be that as it may, I’m going, but I will feel much better with the two of you at my sides.”

	 

	“You really should stay here and focus on your training… but you’re the boss. Just let me go on the record as saying I don’t think this is a good idea,” Josie said. Glancing over at Lina, she said, “We really need more candidates for the other deputy slot.”

	 

	“There wasn’t exactly a line for the position,” Lina replied, and frowned. “Given how dangerous things have gotten lately, can you blame people? I had far more applicants to become a clerk than to become a deputy—and even then, there were not nearly as many as I had hoped for.”

	 

	“Geez, you two. Let me adapt to Daria first, alright?” I pressed my palms to my eyes for a moment before lowering my hands and fixing the two beauties with a glare. “Let’s make her part of the team, first, and then we can talk about adding another deputy.” 

	 

	Both Lina and Josie took a breath to retort, but I held up a hand to stop them. “I don’t deny we need more help, and we have the other deputy slot that Sativa gave me as part of the quest reward, but it will be better not having as many deputies than it would be to rush things and end up with the wrong ones.”

	 

	Josie sighed and frowned at me , but acknowledged that at least made sense.

	 

	Lina thumped her foot excitedly. “I’ve got some great ideas for team building exercises!”

	 

	I couldn’t keep the grin from my face. Lina always made me feel like I was the center of her world. It was an intoxicating feeling, and she was completely irrepressible when it came to her desires. I knew I loved the bunnykin and that soon it would be time for me to give her what her heart desired most, but first we had baddies to thrash. 

	 

	A little more small talk followed, but soon enough I was on the road with my two deputies. I took the time to establish a telepathic connection with Daria. Then, we practiced talking with it, as well as me broadcasting in such a way that all three girls heard me. I still hoped to discover a way for them to share their thoughts with one another, but was a little nervous about how that might work; I didn’t know if it would still have to go through my head. And while having three women in my bed might be a dream come true, but three women in my head was another thing entirely.

	 

	We took time for me to mix up a few potions. Maybe it was just all in my head, but I found it easier to brew potions today, and was able to make larger batches than normal. Sadly, I didn’t have the ingredients for any more transformation potions—only having the pills Rava had made from the remains of the Phoenix potions. 

	 

	But I was able to make eight each of insta-crete, individual tear-gas, and concussion potions. I gave two of each to both Daria and Josie, and kept the remaining four for myself. I also handed two healing potions to Daria. 

	 

	Josie already had some of her own. The one they were most happy about, though, was the single mana potion I gave each of them. I’d gotten the recipe from Rava, but they weren’t very strong yet. I was missing something, or maybe some aspect of my ki messed with those particular potions. Either way, they were happy to have even the half recharge. 

	 

	Then we were on the road. The benefit of telepathic communication with a hawkkin deputy became immediately apparent. She literally had a bird’s eye view of the majority of the town, and we were able to keep track of unusual movements along the route much easier. Working together like this, it soon became apparent we were unlikely to be ambushed. Daria’s eyesight was good enough that she could stay up high, well beyond range of any hidden archers, and still see almost everything. 

	 

	The roads were surprisingly clear of BSB members. But as we got closer to the warehouse where McLean’s men were supposedly gathering, there were more of them in the streets. Daria described them as ants swarming around the mound, after someone had kicked it. 

	 

	Something was up, but it seemed to be internally focused, rather than directed outward. Josie offered that killing several of their more skilled muscle, along with two of their best mages, most likely caused some internal tension. It seemed that there might be something of a reorganization happening as everyone sought to improve their position in the pecking order.

	 

	Criminals were not exactly known for their willingness to risk their lives. They wanted weak, easy prey, with the greatest reward to risk ratio. While having some of their compatriots killed might have angered them, but it was also going to make them leery about facing me and my deputies. That was just fine by me. In fact, that was the way I wanted it. 

	 

	“Slow down. They have lookouts at the end of the next block,” Daria said telepathically. I passed her warning on to Josie, and once again wished that there was a better way for them to communicate with each other. 

	 

	Josie replied, “Stay put,” before adding, “please. Let me go in first and have Daria keep an eye out from above.”

	 

	“Well, since you said, ‘please,’ I guess I can be reasonable.”

	 

	I got the mental equivalent of a snort back from the foxkin. “I guess there’s always a first time for everything.”

	 

	Daria, of course, agreed with Josie’s recommendation and so with a few choice words muttered under my breath, I hunkered down next to the corner of a building just out of sight of the target. 

	 

	Josie scaled a wall and then move forward along the roofs. It probably only took her five minutes, but it felt like an hour to me. When she finally got back, she sent, “Problem solved.”

	 

	At almost the same time, Daria sent, “Path is clear for another block, but you are going to have to take it slow. I also don’t know if they have any hidden watchers that I cannot see from up here.”

	 

	“Maybe I can help with that,” I added, after passing the message on to Josie. “Let’s move up a bit further, and then I have a trick I want to try.”

	 

	I could hear the hesitation in Josie’s mental voice as she agreed. Unfortunately, it seemed her extreme concern for me was rubbing off on Daria. I guess, I was just going to have to keep pushing myself until they stopped doubting my ability to stay alive. 

	 

	We pushed forward bit by bit, with Josie taking out guards at each step of the way while Daria remained our eyes in the sky. I felt a bit useless, but when we got close enough, I called for a halt, sat down, and began to circulate my ki. As I calmed, I was able to send my awareness questing outward. I’d found that by doing this, I could increase the effectiveness of my telepathy for identifying other minds. 

	 

	It helped that we were close enough to the warehouse that there were no ‘innocent bystanders’  wandering the streets. The only people still here were all part of the problem. To her credit, Daria didn’t miss a beat. Only at the very end did I find a lookout which she couldn’t see. And in her defense, he was hidden in the top corner of the warehouse, with overhead cover that completely obscured him from observation from above. 

	 

	I expected that, once the criminals learned that Daria was a deputy, they would adapt their tactics to take surveillance from above into account. It was something to consider, how we could best use this excellent advantage for the limited time we had it. For now, as soon as I called out the lookout’s hidden position, Daria swooped in and then skewered the poor foxkin on a barbed spear she produced from out of a storage device. 

	 

	I almost cringed. It had been drilled into me over and over, not to kill suspects if it could at all be avoided. Josie had been able to immobilize and bind the guards she took out on the way here, but this situation was different. And Olimero was far less forgiving than Earth. I wasn’t willing to risk the word being spread before we got there. 

	 

	I did one last scan. Each time, it took me a full minute to get my bearings before I could identify the other mental presences in the area. I sensed twenty different minds inside the two-story warehouse. Most of the minds were down on the main floor, but there were five others upstairs. I couldn’t really get a lay out of the building because except for the five minds clustered together on the second floor, everyone else was fairly spread out. 

	 

	It would have been nice to have learned what to expect by way of the warehouse’s interior layout, but even without that, it was time to move in. 

	 

	 


Chapter 28 - Cutting off the Head

	 

	 

	Once we were sure the way was clear, we moved right up to the door. It was time for me to teach the girls a bit about modern breaching tactics. I had Daria open the door, while Josie threw in two concussion potions. They might not be as good as flash bangs, in terms of their stunning effect, but they still packed a wallop. 

	 

	I heard the bangs of the potions going off, and then I moved in—taking up a position to the right of the door with an arrow knocked. My awareness had given me a general idea of where people were located on the main floor. The potions took out the two guards closest to the door and I set to work on the others: a cowkin, elf, and a wolfkin were all within sight. 

	 

	The first room was about thirty feet by thirty feet, and those three were on the far side of the space. I took aim for the elf, first. My recent experience had taught me that mages were my biggest threat and greatest challenge. The stupid cowkin, however, charged towards us instead of retreating, like the other two were trying to do through the back door. You can never fully account for how the enemy was going to react. 

	 

	A least he did me the courtesy of stepping forward fast enough to take the arrow, which should have taken the elf’s head off, square in his chest. He might even have survived, had it  been just a normal shaft. Unfortunately for him, I was using the enchanted arrows Sativa had gifted me to replace my shotgun. His chest exploded like a watermelon does when it meets a sledgehammer. 

	 

	The gory explosion created a pink mist that obscured my line of sight just long enough that my second arrow only took off the wolfkin’s arm, but he still managed to scramble through the backdoor. A second after the door slammed shut, Josie’s swords came down on the door, along with her loud curse, cutting a V shaped pattern into the thick wood. 

	 

	 “Don’t advance until this room is clear,” I called out. “We can’t afford to have enemies behind us.”

	 

	Daria took the intent of my instruction to heart and thrust her spear through the throat of one of the guards injured by the potion turned concussion bomb. 

	 

	When I glanced her way, she just shrugged and said, “The only good enemy is a dead enemy. 

	 

	I took a look at the other guard who had been wounded by the initial blasts. He was a dark haired foxkin. One of his legs had been blown off by the alchemical grenade; he wasn’t long for this world. Lina likely could have saved him, and we might have been able to spare his life with one of our few healing potions, but I wasn’t going to waste them on a guy who would have willingly stabbed us in the back when we weren’t looking. 

	 

	With a grunt, I turned away as Daria granted a mercifully quick death to the foxkin with her spear. It needed to be done, so I didn’t bother saying anything more about it. I equipped my short sword and baton, while slipping my bow back into my spatial storage. It was a great weapon, but only if I had the space to use it properly. I was certainly no Legolas. 

	 

	Josie started to open the far door and I yelled again, “Not yet. Give me a second to get a sense for their set up.”

	 

	She sighed. “I agreed with your plan for breaching the first doorway, but this is different. That elf who ran away was a mage. I don’t know his specialty, but he could be setting up traps now. Our only advantage is speed. We need to move faster than they can react.”

	 

	“That’s not how I was trained, and it sounds like a recipe for more death than necessary. I’m willing to push, but let’s be smart about it,” I replied. 

	 

	I sat down to meditate for a moment before cycling my ki and expanding my senses. I could feel Josie rolling her eyes at me—but that was nothing new. Saying not a word, Daria simply took up a position between me and the door we’d burst in through, obviously guarding me as I expanded my senses outwards. 

	 

	What I sensed, made me happy. Of the remaining twelve on this main floor, seven must have snuck out a back door—because I could no longer sense them inside the warehouse. Four others had gathered down the hall behind this door on the main floor, and another appeared to be heading up the stairs. That left six minds for me to sense upstairs. 

	 

	I really wished I had a greater range and more power with my telepathy, but I guessed I was already using it in ways it wasn’t originally intended. It felt like I was trying to reach out, as if I was trying to speak to them telepathically without actually saying anything. I’d discovered it was the easiest way to find people—especially when combined with my new awareness. 

	 

	I told the girls about what I’d sensed, and then Josie opened the far door—or rather, she tried to. It was locked, but that didn’t stop her blades from making short work of the hinges. Once those were taken care of, I kicked it in. Since the nearest person was a good distance away, I didn’t think anything of it. 

	 

	As soon as the door crashed inward, though, I realized what Josie had meant about traps. The door opened into a hallway—at least, I thought it was a hallway. It seemed to be filled with dancing lights and vines writhed and tangled along the walls. 

	 

	“What the hell is that?” I growled, stepping back.

	 

	Josie snorted. “Proof that you should have listened to me.”

	 

	“Maybe… maybe not.” I shook my head. “But I still say that slow and steady wins the race more often than not.” 

	 

	Daria and Josie both looked confused, but it was the hawkkin who blurted out, “That makes absolutely no sense—the fastest always wins the race.”

	 

	“Alright,” I grinned at her and quipped, “if you’re sure about that, just don’t tell Aesop.”

	 

	Daria looked first at me and then a Josie. “Does he always speak in riddles?”

	 

	“Not always, but quite often,” was the shrugging foxkin’s response. 

	 

	I didn’t even bother trying to defend myself; I was in too good of a mood to worry about it. Even though we were in the middle of a life and death situation, things were looking up. We had another deputy and would soon hire another clerk. 

	 

	I was a man with everything to live for, and wasn’t gonna let some two-bit thugs rob me of that. 

	 

	I held my two deputies back while I tried to send my senses out again. For lack of a better word, it felt like my attempts to sense other minds just got swallowed up into a blackhole. I spun my core faster and tried to push harder, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. Oh well, looks like we’d have to do this the hard way.

	 

	“Since you are always such a fountain of knowledge, what’s going on in there?” I asked.

	 

	Josie smiled. She had definitely warmed up to me, but one thing she hadn’t lost was her apparent love for educating me. “This is the work of at least two mages, but I can’t say for sure much beyond…”

	 

	“It’s clearly a ghost mage and maybe a plant mage,” Daria cut her off which caused Josie to sputter, which in turned caused me to stifle a laugh. “I’m not sure about the vines,” Daria continued. “It could be a plant mage, or maybe a growth mage?”

	 

	“What’s the difference between the two and does it matter?”      

	 

	Josie looked back at me, after glaring at Daria, who ducked her head and looked to have been put in her place. “Obviously, it matters,” the foxkin snapped. “Plant mages can create plant material out of pure mana and can speak to plants, exercising control over them—but they are limited in how much material they can create and the area they can affect.”

	 

	“And what about growth mages?”

	 

	“Well, they can’t create something from nothing with mana, but expand on what is already there to work with it. Most of them can only work with organic materials and most specialize in plants,” Josie said. I must have looked confused because she explained, “They are great for growing food or alchemical ingredients, but the BSB typically uses them to grow the plants used to make their various drugs.” 

	 

	I nodded. That made sense. “So, which kind is worse for us?” 

	 

	Daria said, “It really depends more on the mage’s strength and skill, than on their type of mana. But I’d guess that we are facing a ghost and a growth mage, judging by how quickly all these plants appeared.” She snorted. “Unless we are supposed to believe that vines have been growing on the walls of the warehouse for weeks.”

	 

	I pondered that for a second. “I guess if it is a plant mage, that would be an ideal set up for them. Who knows what they could have concocted with those plants? Now what is this about a ‘ghost’ mage? I was specifically told there are no ghosts on Olimero.”

	 

	This time, Josie laughed. “Not ‘ghosts’ as in spirits of the dead, but ‘ghosts’ as in distortions of everything. You can’t trust what your eyes are showing you. For example, there could be a drop off  or pit trap in this hallway, and we wouldn’t even notice it because of the ghost mage.”

	 

	I had my own idea about what we should do next, but from what I had sensed before, it seemed that the warehouse was something of a warren of hallways leading to numerous small rooms and dead ends. It would be perfect for any number of traps. 

	 

	I asked my deputies what they thought we should do. Josie got that coy smile which told me that she thought she was teaching me to depend upon her. And truthfully, I knew that I could rely on her—but I wasn’t going to use her as a crutch. Oh, I’d use her alright, but not like that. 

	 

	She nodded and said, “There are only two ways to do this, as I see it. We can move in fast, counting on our Agility and Durability to get us past the traps. Or, I can burn us a path through the vines.” She tilted her hand back and forth, indicating each plan had its ups and downs. “The first course of action is more likely to keep the building intact. But with the second, while we will still have to look out for pits and traps hidden by the ghost mana, we shouldn’t have to worry about point traps or plants trying to grow through our skulls.”

	 

	“Not to argue, but aren’t your flames likely to bring the building down on top of us?” Daria asked. 

	 

	“It won’t if we move fast enough,” Josie replied. 

	 

	That sparked an argument between the two of them about the best way to go  about this. Finally, I’d heard enough. “How about I offer up a third option?” I asked.

	 

	The two deputies glared at each other briefly before turning to me. I didn’t wait for any more smart-ass remarks and began with, “It’s always a good idea to take the fight to the enemy on your terms, in a place of your choosing.”

	 

	“We took the fight to them,” Josie retorted, “but we can hardly choose the location. We are stuck here inside their warehouse and need to get through these traps.”

	 

	“Yes, but what if we took the fight to the second floor?”

	 

	Daria grinned at this. “There were a couple windows on the far side,” she said. “I could fly up and come in that way.”

	 

	Josie tapped her chin, thinking. “And I could scale the wall, while the Sheriff acts as a distraction down here.”

	 

	I chuckled to myself. Apparently, the redhead considered the role of distraction one not quite as dangerous as I thought it would be. Either that, or she had forgotten about protecting me. 

	 

	“Both are good ideas,” I told them, “but we are going to do this my way. Last time I was able to sense anything, I could tell that there was a cluster of people right there.” I pointed to a spot in the middle of the ceiling. 

	 

	Both girls looked up where I pointed.

	 

	“Daria,” I continued, “I want you to funnel your air into the strongest cone you can muster. Then, Josie,” I turned to the foxkin, “you will add your fire in. But I want you both to try and run your powers through me. I may not be able to use mana, but I think I can provide a good conduit for you to combine your powers.”

	 

	Josie’s face lit up. “Sort of like a superheated air drill, right under their feet? Hmm… that just might work. This warehouse is pretty old and worn down.”

	 

	“Yep, and then we go straight up through the hole drilled through the ceiling and go all murder hobo on them.” I grinned, but received two flat looks in reply.

	 

	“What? Don’t give me that look. I know you both like going all out. The only person we need to leave alive is McLean—assuming we can. One way or the other, though, we are cutting the head off this snake today.”

	 

	“Well, since there are still four leaders… wouldn’t it be more like cutting a head off of a hydra?” Daria asked.

	 

	“Yeah, but that isn’t such a good idea,” I replied, “since two heads will just grow back in its place.”

	 

	“What a weird world you must come from.” Daria tilted her head to the side, studying me curiously. “Hydras don’t grow back their heads if you cut one off. Pretty much the only way to kill one, is to cut off all of its heads,” the hawk girl said. 

	 

	I didn’t argue with her, nor did I bother telling her that where I came from, hydras were only mythical creatures. I also didn’t plan on telling her that the only equivalency I had for her hawkkin race, came from watching Justice League cartoons on Saturday mornings as a kid. I might still try and find her a bad-ass mace, though.

	 

	Josie didn’t care about snakes or hydras. As far as she was concerned, apparently, both burned. With a wicked grin, she simply said, “Okay, let’s light ’em up.”

	 

	 


Chapter 29 - Magnifying Power

	 

	 

	I reached out telepathically to each of the girls, and then grabbed their hands for good measure. There was nothing to tell me that physical contact was necessary, but it felt right. Then again, I was pretty much making up this whole cultivation thing as I went. I would have traded small body parts to find someone who could train me in it, but that hadn’t been an option so far. 

	 

	Both deputies were filled with power. I could tell that Josie held more mana, though, by maybe a third. Of course, I had no idea how to gauge how much mana a caster could use. That would be a neat trick, if I could figure that out. As I soaked up their mana, I also noted I had a deeper resonance with Josie’s fire mana, than with Daria’s wind mana. 

	 

	Initially, I was inclined to write it off simply to being so much closer—emotionally that is—to the fox girl, but it was more than that. It almost felt akin to the soul bond I had with Rava. The thing was, that even as incomplete as my soul bond with Rava was, it felt so much deeper and more fleshed out than what I had with Josie. 

	 

	This felt more like seeing a picture of the sunset, rather than watching the real deal. But it was more than nothing. It made the flow of her power through me much easier. That was when I realized something else. 

	 

	I needed to stop thinking about this as me absorbing their mana. If I did, then I would simply drain them of their mana and cultivate it into ki. I had the sense that there was much more I could do with ki. Perhaps, someday, I would be able to project it—but for now it was very much tied to my body. 

	 

	No, for now, I only wanted to be a lens to magnify their power. I tried to empty my mind of any thoughts, except the amplification of their power. “Alright,” I began, “use your powers, but try to push it through me. Daria,” I nodded to the russet feathered beauty, “you first.”

	 

	She looked at me like I was crazy, but Josie encouraged her to try. At first, though, nothing happened. I pulled on her mana a bit, hoping that it would be like starting a siphon hose. Her eyes went wide when I did. Her forehead creased in concentration and, in an instant, the power flowing into me doubled, then doubled again, and finally doubled a third time. 

	 

	I felt air mana pour into my core, till I started to fill up. At first, I tried not to do anything with it, but then I noticed how the mana started to dissipate inside me. Cultivation was not a passive act—everything related to my core seemed to require conscious thought—so I focused on spinning it up. 

	 

	Having this much mana pouring into my channels was painful, but the truly hard part came when I focused on spinning up my core. Beads of sweat dripped down into my eyes, and they stung. Getting it started was easy enough, I guess—it was the massive effort required not to cultivate the mana that made it so difficult. 

	 

	I simply spun it and tried to concentrate it, like I had with my ki in training with Josie, without draining anything from it. It helped once I visualized my ki as an insulator. The mana in me was a live wire, and I was coating it with a protective covering so I could handle it safely. I slowed my heartbeat and brought my breathing under control. 

	 

	As amazing as it was, it soon became clear that Daria’s power was growing inside me.

	 

	She gasped, turning to glare accusingly at Josie. “I thought you said he couldn’t use mana?!”

	 

	“He can’t,” Josie replied. “No human can. It is a defect in them.”

	 

	I wanted to protest her characterization of humans as ‘defective’. But the more I thought about it, at least from her perspective, that was pretty accurate. I was essentially handicapped on Olimero. It was like a person being born blind… or at least, that’s how I imagined it. I lacked sight—or mana, in this case—but didn’t know what I was missing. How could I?

	 

	Daria said, “I can sense air mana in him. And there is more there than what I put into him.”

	 

	I was struggling to maintain my focus, but managed to choke out, “Look again. It is the same amount of mana, but it has been condensed and purified.”

	 

	The hawkkin became quiet for a moment. Then she nodded vigorously. “By Sativa, he is right. I only thought it was more, because it is so much more potent.” Her eyes widened in awe. “It must be at least twice as dense as what I sent into him.”

	 

	The pressure started to build within me, but I knew I was only holding half of what I needed. “As much as I would like to discuss mana theory, now isn’t the time. Feed your mana into me, Josie, but try to match the amount that Daria put in.”

	 

	Immediately fire mana started to push into my channels. With a frown, Josie asked, “How? I can’t feel any mana in you. Other than the fire mana I am pushing into you, that is.”

	 

	I gritted my teeth. “Pay close attention to me, then.”

	 

	I let her fire mana continue to flow into my core. Each mana had its own distinct flavor, but when combined the complexity of the two jumped exponentially. The storm of fire and air mana inside me began to blend. I tried not to cultivate or take anything from the combination, using my ki to insulate and steer the blended flow.

	 

	I spun my core faster and faster until it felt like it was wobbling. I toned things back just a hair. I needed to remember that I may have had a D grade core, but was still only used to E grade processing. I had yet to figure out how to condense all of my ki all in one go. As I spun my core, I thought of some ideas which might help, but quickly pushed such thoughts aside. 

	 

	I needed to ensure all my focus was on containing the firestorm spinning and writhing within me. When I reached the point that I started to feel like I was burning up from the inside out, I decided I’d likely reached my maximum capacity. “That’s enough,” I gasped.

	 

	Both girls cut off their flows immediately.

	 

	Josie said, voice tinged with awe, “You were right. The mana is so much brighter inside him.”

	 

	“I can’t hold this blended mana for long,” I growled. “I need you two to do your thing—just use me like a battery.”

	 

	Both women looked confused, so I tried again. “Uh… think of me like a storage device for your mana, combined with a magnifying lens.”

	 

	“He really does speak oddly,” Daria muttered, “but I think I know what he means.”

	 

	Both girls squeezed my hands to let me know they were starting. If I’d thought I contained a storm of power in my core before, it now began to rage. The blended streams swirled and twisted around inside me, the two different types of mana compressed tightly together. 

	 

	They were still distinct, but so tightly wound together, that it was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began. The power raged up out of me like a massive eruption. Somehow, with a skill that I couldn’t begin to understand, the girls shaped it. 

	 

	The fire was so intense, that the very temperature of the air inside the warehouse began to climb sharply. Fortunately, having both girls physically connected to me seemed to protect us all. Then they truly cut loose and, in moments, blasted through the floor. A hole six feet wide was burned through the ceiling in an instant. 

	 

	I heard screams that cut off almost as quickly as they started as at least four people died. Mercifully, the intense heat of the fire quickly ended their terrible suffering. The column of flame didn’t stop after drilling through the ceiling above us, but shot all the way up and through the roof. It was more like a laser beam than actual flame, so condensed was the heat. 

	 

	The wood along the edge of the hole was cut cleanly, as the flame hadn’t had time to spread far. The effect must have been truly shocking, because the other two figures upstairs didn’t react before I was able to leap up into their midst. I made sure to clear the hole by a fair distance and didn’t land anywhere near the seared wood. I half expected it was going to burst into flame at any second. 

	 

	A blinking notification popped up at the corner of my vision, but I pushed it away as I took in the room. Getting distracted by messages from Sativa, or whoever it was that sent them, in the middle of combat was the last thing I needed. I saw a single wolfkin warrior—not the same one that I had disarmed earlier—and the elven mage who had escaped us before. 

	 

	The elf raised his hand, and it was like rainbows shot from the ends of his fingers. The air seemed to distort before me. I heard the girls shouting something, but I didn’t need their input to realize this must be the ghost mage. I wasn’t about to let him get away a second time, so I burst into action. 

	 

	Ki powered my legs as I practically flew across the room. I drove my shoulder into the wolfkin before he could react, and then pivoted on the ball of my foot off of the wall. My ki allowed me to control my body better than ever before, but at this speed, it was still a bit touch-and-go. 

	 

	I swung my short sword at the mage, but the slash was just slightly too high as I rotated back around. I trimmed some golden hairs from the elf’s head as well as taking off a corner of her cloak’s mantle. That was the first time that I realized the mage was a woman and not a man. I didn’t normally miss things like that, but the ghost mana was playing havoc with my senses. 

	 

	I saw her pull a dagger. At least she wasn’t going to curl up in defeat—I could respect someone who was willing to fight. My feelings of respect turned to anger and frustration, though, when she sliced my cheek quicker than I could react. Note to self, don’t underestimate mages. 

	 

	The elf was damn quick. The cut wasn’t a bad one, but it made me realize how close she’d come to my eye. Even if Lina could fix it, I didn’t want to find out what it felt like to have your eye popped by a dagger. 

	 

	“What the hell are you made of?” the mage asked me.

	 

	I shrugged, “Just a good ole fashioned red blooded male. If you weren’t such a bad girl, I might even have given you a closer look at what I’m made of.”

	

	She snickered. “As much as I’m curious about this new development, I have a job interview to run to, and I’d like to get there in one piece. They’d probably even be curious about some of my guesses regarding what you are.” She stood there briefly, defiant and much too smug. 

	 

	I growled. I definitely wanted a piece of this elf—but not in any way that she was going to like. I retrieved my dagger from my spatial storage and prepared to throw it at her. Before I could do so, though, my deputy arrived.

	 

	Josie shot a blast of flame over my shoulder which struck the blonde mage in the chest. She screeched, “Damn you to the pit of blood, Josephine. I’m leaving already, isn’t that enough?!”

	 

	“No, Kelsea,” the fire mage hissed. “Cobb gave you the chance to work with us, and you betrayed him. You are going to die for that.”

	 

	The elven mage shrugged. “Maybe,” she said, “but not today.” Then, she flung her hand at the floor and a silvery powder burst against it. Before I knew what was happening, everything went quiet. There was light, but I couldn’t see. There was sound, but it all felt distorted. I pumped ki into my nose to enhance my sense of smell, but even then, nothing made sense. 

	 

	Within seconds it had passed. When it did, I saw that Daria had finished off the wolfkin, but Josie was down on all fours, sniffing at the floor and looking for signs of the pretty elf mage who had clearly taken advantage of the distraction and disappeared. Josie seemed all worked up, judging by the number and creativity of the curses that spilled from her mouth. I would need to talk to her soon about what just happened, but for now, I needed to study the rest of what I quickly realized was a crime scene—and a grisly scene it was.

	 

	There were four bodies in the room. McLean sat in a central chair, with three of his guards sprawled on the floor around him. Two were cowkin, while the third I took to be a monkeykin mage—judging by her attire. A few trends were becoming apparent in the BSB’s selection of underlings. 

	 

	Cowkin, it seemed, were the gang’s main muscle. Josie explained that it was because most orcs were too honorable to become part of a criminal organization like this. Then there were wolfkin, who served as organizers and frontline supervisors, with catkin and monkeykin acting as back up muscle. Foxkin tended to be runners, scouts, and such. 

	 

	That was the set up as far as the male thugs went. Their mages were about a seventy-thirty ratio, females to males. Josie said it was obviously because there were far more magically talented women than men. The non-magical women who joined the organization were typically pickpockets, ran scams, served food, or—thankfully rarely— might be assassins. 

	 

	The swirling lights and vines in the hall below had been pretty creepy, but were nothing compared to what I now saw before me. The monkeykin’s bowels had been cut wide open. Her entrails had fallen over the face of one of the cowkin, who had been—for lack of a better term—petrified. The monkey girl’s hands were clutched around the handle of the knife that had spilled open her bowels. Her eyes were frozen wide in horror, though, and her mouth looked like it was stuck in the middle of a scream. It would be impossible to prove, but my instincts screamed that she had been the one who’d cut herself open—but it didn’t look like she’d done so willingly, as she had been anything but happy about it. 

	 

	The second cowkin’s death must have been swifter. He had a neat wound through his chest. Whatever had made the wound had most likely pierced his heart. There were a pair of defensive wounds on his arms. My best guess was that he had tried to block a couple of attacks. The cuts on both of his arms were so deep as to almost have severed them. Then, it seems a very sharp blade had been thrust through his chest. 

	 

	Possibly the worst off, was McLean himself. He was positioned in such a way that it appeared he had been forced to watch whatever had happened to his lackeys. His hands still gripped the arms of his chair. His nails had dug so deep into the wood, that splinters had scored the flesh under his fingernails. They were bleeding profusely, almost as though he had tried to tear his own claws out. 

	 

	The look on his face reminded me of one time when I’d responded to a medical call and found a woman who had just suffered a significant stroke. EMS tried to do what they could for her, but she looked like a vegetable. I wasn’t sure if they’d been able to save that woman, but McLean hadn’t been so lucky. The blood vessels in his eyes had burst, and a single tear of blood had dried in its path down his cheek. 

	 

	All in all, it was pretty gruesome.

	 

	When I asked the girls about what they thought, neither had any idea what could have caused something like this. As unflappable as Josie normally was, I could see that this shook her up a bit. We carefully investigated the crime scene, looking for any additional clues as to what had happened here, and I collected a few samples. I stored the samples, including some torn clothing and a couple of empty potion vials which were scattered about over the floor, in my spatial storage. 

	 

	My senses told me that those who’d been on the ground floor were long gone. That was fine with me, though. I had come here to take care of McLean. Realistically, I’d expected I’d have to kill him, but that didn’t make whatever had gone down in this upper room any better—at least not to me. It was one thing if the law killed you, and something completely different if some lunatic tortured you to death… likely with magic. 

	 

	The question that had me pacing back and forth around the edges of the crime scene, was whether or not these murders were the results of internal struggle amongst the heads of the BSB. As I understood it, one of their leaders had disappeared shortly after—or maybe slightly before—I had arrived in Yonderton. Might one of the other three still living leaders be making a play to consolidate all the power in their own hands? 

	 

	Why settle for being one of five, when you could be the big cheese yourself? I couldn’t have explained why, but that didn’t feel right. Then again, this might be a new group interfering with the status quo in Yonderton’s criminal element. 

	 

	Honestly, the latter option worried me far more than intra-gang fratricide. As the old adage said, ‘better the devil you know….’

	 

	 


Chapter 30 - The Price of a Daughter

	 

	 

	There was still plenty of daylight left when we walked out of the warehouse. I figured it was a miracle we hadn’t burned it down to the ground. Now, I just had to decide what my next step was.

	 

	Behind me, Josie coughed. “We shouldn’t just stand in the middle of the street, not in this part of Yonderton.”

	 

	I glanced around. We were definitely exposed here. It felt like the BSB had taken a real blow, though, so I doubted they were going to be able to muster any type of serious response, not any time soon. 

	 

	But better safe than sorry. “You’re right. I was just gathering my thoughts… trying to decide where to go next,” I admitted.

	 

	Josie got a big smile on her face and pressed herself up against me, while giving a significant look to Daria. The hawk girl immediately leapt up into the air, presumably to take up her patrol, once more. Meanwhile, I had a very warm fox girl snuggling me in the center of the street. Her tail wrapped up over my shoulder and caressed my neck and ear.

	 

	“I like it when you say that.”

	 

	I raised an eyebrow as I looked down at her. “What… that you’re right?”

	 

	She let out a low purr which never really left her throat. “Yeah. I don’t like it as much as the thing you said before, though, but it still has a nice ring to it.”

	 

	I snorted playfully. Women. “Well… you’re right, Jo Jo, I do love you.”

	 

	That prompted her to press herself up against me even tighter. “Oh, now you’re just teasing me. I feel positively like a bunny girl now. Too bad you can’t take me right here in the street.”

	 

	It was a sign of how living in Olimero was affecting me, that for just an instant, not just the image of what that might look like, but a rare ‘why not?’ ran through my head.

	 

	“Not sure that would send the proper message,” I chuckled, “but… yeah. Just need to decide where to next.”

	 

	Josie stood up on her tippy toes and kissed me tenderly. It left me wanting more when she pulled away. “Oh, I already know where you have to go.”

	 

	“You know where the other BSB leaders are?”

	 

	“No. But I know where you have to go next. You’re gonna break Lina’s heart if you don’t go interview the new clerk she selected,” Josie said.

	 

	“I don’t even know who they are… let alone where they live.”

	 

	Josie waved my concerns away, like it was no big deal. “Lucky for you, I do. Just follow me.” She pranced a few steps ahead of me and started to lead the way, with her full sway going on.

	 

	“As long as you’re wagging that fine tail of yours, I’ll follow you anywhere.”

	 

	She looked over her shoulder at me and gave me a look. It told me, in an instant, that she already knew and had been counting on that. I hurried to follow her. As we walked, my mind started to wander a bit, despite the magnificent view. There was just too much going on. 

	 

	I even remembered that a notification had popped up during the middle of the fight with the ghost mage. Now was as good a time as any to check it out.

	 

	You have gained a new skill: Mana Refinery. 

	 

	You may not be able to use mana yourself, but you have turned your body into the perfect refinery for various types of mana. The mages around you will be made stronger by working with you, and you can form powerful combinations by combining their mana within your core.

	 

	You have formed your first mana-combo: Flame Column. 

	 

	Description: Flame Column is a blend of refined fire and air mana, which becomes so hot it can cut through most substances. 

	 

	Your status sheet is being modified. Henceforth, you will have a magic stat—but instead of it representing your connection with and aptitude for magic, it will represent the total amount of mana which can be channeled through you. 

	 

	Warning: This skill is both unique and dangerous for you. The Sheriff is supposed to be the agent of Sativa, but many others will want you for themselves now… and most of them are nowhere nearly as nice as I am.

	 

	That notification was equal parts exciting, foreboding, and informative. My first takeaway was the confirmation that Sativa had been the source of these notifications. Normally, I would have been more interested in clarification of the question that had bugged me ever since I’d gotten my first notification. But now, my mind was racing along the razor’s edge between excitement and fear. 

	 

	There was so much potential with this new skill; and I was thrilled that I could finally contribute magically to a fight, even if it was only by enhancing those around me. It would take a great deal of practice and experimentation, but the payoff could be huge. At the same time, it worried me what unsavory types might do to gain access to such a unique ability. 

	 

	I tried to calm my mind by pulling up my stats. 

	 

	Strength: 88

	Agility: 59

	Durability: 63

	Magic: 102

	Cultivation Grade: D9 (error)

	 

	Skills: Alchemy +54

	Ranged Combat: +33

	Melee Combat: +27

	Telepathy: +11      

	Mana Refinery: +4

	 

	I only bothered to pull up my base stats and skills. Thanks to Josie’s torture—err… I mean training session—my Agility had gone up by two and my Durability by a total of six; most of that coming from when she’d tried to roast me. I had hardly been pushing the boundaries of my current Strength, so it remained the same. 

	 

	The most obvious change, was that I now had a magic stat. The message made it perfectly clear, though, that I still couldn’t use magic. In fact, my ability was more like a centrifuge and human wand to be used by other mages. They could use me to focus or enhance their own power. I chuckled like a middle schooler for a moment there, when I realized I knew a couple of beautiful mages who would be thrilled and were welcome to use my wand anytime they wanted. 

	 

	No, I had come to grips with the fact that I would never be a mage here. I had more than enough on my plate simply trying to improve my body. Still, a magic stat of over a hundred seemed rather high, but then I realized why that was—it represented the maximum mana capacity I could handle. Assuming I was doing a mana-combo, that effectively halved the amount of mana I could use from one source. 

	 

	It would need to get much higher if I hoped to be able to handle the combined power of two mages like Josie and Daria—let alone adding in a third mage. I was excited for the opportunities this opened up, but grimaced when I realized this was yet another stat that I was going to have to train. 

	 

	As for my skills, Melee Combat had grown by two and my Telepathy was up by a single point. My new skill of Magic Refinery started out at four. That probably meant the lower levels would be relatively easy to train up. I hoped that wasn’t just wishful thinking on my part. 

	 

	Lost in such thoughts, I heard a squeal and immediately went on high alert. My weapons appeared in my hand as I called them forth instinctively from my spatial storage. Only then did I have a chance to take in the situation. I quickly realized the sound had come from a little girl who was jumping up and down and pointing excitedly at Josie.

	 

	“Jo Jo, Momma,” she squealed, “it’s Jo Jo!”

	 

	I quickly put my weapons away and then noticed how furiously my stalwart deputy was blushing. I also realized we were now in a slightly better part of town. Although I’d had Josie with me, it probably wasn’t good that I’d gotten so wrapped up in my own thoughts.

	 

	The little bunnykin girl ran up to us, dragging her mother in tow. I recognized the mother from when she and her husband, along with his two other wives, had come to the Sheriff’s office to report their missing daughter. This girl must be one of the ones we had rescued.

	 

	The mother was blushing, “I’m so sorry, Sheriff, deputy Josephine. My daughter is easily excited and hasn’t stopped talking about you since you rescued her.” She ducked her head. “I don’t mean to take anything away from you, Sheriff, but she is fixated on your deputy.”

	 

	I smiled as I said, “I’m not offended at all. I completely understand getting fixated on Josie—she is rather amazing. Besides, we all need our heroes and heroines. If Josie can be a wonderful example of girl-power, then I’m all for it.”

	 

	The sly smile on the mother’s face told me she knew just how I was fixated on Josie, but instead of being bothered, she apparently thought my wording rather cute. 

	 

	“I believe your husband was a tailor,” I continued, “right? Barow was his name, I think.”

	 

	“Oh? I’m surprised you remember us. We can’t thank you enough for saving little Misty here. She says she is going to be a deputy when she grows up, but I don’t think she understands the types of danger that entails.”

	 

	I didn’t want to discourage anyone, even a bunnykin, for standing up for themselves or having a dream, but the girl couldn’t have been older than six. I definitely didn’t want to think of her as a future potential deputy—not with all that entailed. The words of Daria’s oath were still fresh in my ears. 

	 

	As if thinking about her summoned the hawkkin, Daria swooped down and landed next to us. Misty was scared by her sudden appearance, but instead of clinging to her mother, she practically leaped into Josie’s arms. The foxkin looked unsure what to do about the little figure clinging to her, but slowly patted the girls back as she buried her head in the redhead’s shoulder. 

	 

	“It’s okay, little one,” Josie soothed. “This is Daria. She is a deputy, too, just like me. We are both sworn to protect Yonderton.”

	 

	The girl immediately relaxed and tried to wriggle free from Josie’s embrace. I might add that it seemed Josie was reticent to let her go. Back on her feet, little Misty marched right over to Daria and bold as could be, asked, “Is that true? Are you a deputy like Jo Jo? Do you smash the bad guys, too? Do you have fire magic like she does?”

	 

	The questions came rapid fire, but Daria took it all in stride. She looked at the girl’s mother and immediately smiled. “Hatchlings are so cute,” she murmured, which seemed to put the mother at ease. 

	 

	The hawkkin looked down at the girl with a grin. “I’m brand new. Today is my first day as a deputy. I hope to learn to be as strong as Deputy Josephine… but yes, we have just come from ‘smashing some bad guys’, as you put it. As for magic, my talents lay in different areas.”

	 

	When Daria waved her hand, a gust of wind blew Misty’s hair back hard enough to make her floppy ears stand straight up. She squealed, “Oh! Oh! Air magic. That is so cool.”

	 

	I stepped back, leaving the conversation one between Daria, Josie, and little Misty. To my way of thinking, if my deputies could be positive role models for young women, that would only improve the morale and safety of the citizens of Yonderton. I didn’t want to bite the hand that fed me, so to speak, but an increase in the independence of the women here wouldn’t be remiss. 

	 

	I asked the mother for her name, since it was rather awkward thinking of her just as Barow’s wife. She said her name was Melia, but everyone just called her Moppet. 

	 

	“I so wish there was some way we could repay your kindness, Sheriff. My husband, I and my sister-wives have all spoken about it many times. Dresna, my husband’s foxkin wife, has a beautiful younger sister. I’m sure we could set her up with you, since you seem partial to foxkin.”

	 

	My head started spinning. This woman had just offered to hook me up with what was essentially her sister-in-law. It was bizarre. 

	 

	Rubbing the back of my neck, I replied, “I do adore Josie, but I’m partial to all types of beautiful women. That said, I find my hands are…” I coughed, “full at the moment.”

	 

	Moppet smirked.

	 

	“It isn’t smart to rush things like that,” I concluded, “or to get too much of a good thing too quickly.”

	 

	Moppet gave Josie and Daria an appraising look, then smiled. “Yes, I guess there is nothing wrong with taking a little time to adjust,” she said. “But a powerful man such as you, Sheriff, deserves much more attention than your two deputies can provide.” She tapped her cheek. “Although, come to think of it, your clerk is a bunnykin, so she will know the right of it. That still leaves me wondering what we can do to repay you.”

	 

	I cleared my throat. Apparently, all bunnykin were budding madams. “There is no need to repay us. I work for Sativa and the good of Yonderton.”

	 

	“You mean that Yonderton works for you. You are Sativa’s chosen, Sheriff. It would be inappropriate for us to place too many demands upon you. We are just lucky to have you to protect us,” Moppet said. 

	 

	For a woman who seemed so deferential, she sure was quick to correct me if I didn’t assert myself enough. I had to remember that social structure was important to these folks. 

	 

	“I can think of one thing you could do, which would make me very happy. That is, if your shop is nearby?” I smiled at her.

	 

	She got a confused look on her face, but said, “My husband’s shop is right around the corner.”

	 

	I didn’t know if she thought I had just propositioned her, which would have been a big no-no under the Law of Family—or if she’d been confused because I referred to the shop as belonging to her, when she seemed to think of it as her husband’s shop which she happened to work at. Oh well, when in Rome...

	 

	“What I meant to say, is that I saw one of the dolls that I believe your husband made. I’d very much like to get one of those Jo-Jo dolls, like the one he made for Misty.”

	 

	“Oh, you must be referring to the one that we lost when our home was destroyed. Yes, I understand.” She nodded. “And yes, Barow has made a number of them, and some others. They are quite popular. I’d be happy to take you to my husband’s shop,” Moppet said. 

	 

	“I’m sorry your home was destroyed.”

	 

	“It is nothing. Thanks to you, our lives were preserved; we are simply sleeping in the shop for now.”

	 

	Immediately, I set my mind to figuring out how we might be able to do something about that. I’d love to get a more comfortable place to sleep for Barow and his family than the shop’s floor. Maybe it was part of my job, and maybe it wasn’t, but I felt guilty about them being left without a home because some scum decided to attack me. 

	 

	Moppet continued, “If you can get Misty to stop haranguing your deputies with questions, we can go visit the shop.”

	 

	I grinned. My deputies, Josie especially, seemed to be eating up the girl’s admiration. She definitely didn’t look put out by it. 

	 

	“Misty?” I called out, “can you show us your poppa’s shop? I’d very much like to get a Jo-Jo doll to give to Deputy Josephine.”

	 

	The girl looked up at me and squeezed her little hands together; she literally shook with excitement. “Oh, that would be perfect! And…and… momma told me I should thank you, too. Thank you for saving me, Sheriff. It isn’t that I don’t appreciate you.”

	 

	I waved her off. “Don’t worry, little miss, it’s hard to compare to Jo Jo.”

	 

	The girl nodded and then, grabbing Josie’s hand, she said, “This way!” 

	 

	Sure enough, their shop was right around the corner—just as Moppet had said. Barow, his other wives, and a few more children were all crammed into the back of the shop. Up front, they had bolts of cloth, a few racks of clothing and a display with several dolls. Not only was there a Josie doll, but there was also one of me, and even one of Lina. It was clear, though, that the Josie doll was their best seller.

	 

	Barow confirmed this when he told me that he sold as many as a dozen of them each day and not just for little girls. The second biggest seller was the Sheriff doll, although he implied that most of those were bought by single women who were anything but little girls. It seemed his business was starting to grow and change into a rather specific field. 

	 

	I could also tell that he was nervous I might be upset that he was making dolls of me and my deputies. “Barow,” I grinned, “I think what you are doing here is great. Would it be possible for me to buy a complete set of the dolls? I’d also like it if you could make dolls of Daria and any other new deputies or clerks I hire.” I tilted my head to the side, considering the foxkin tailor. “Maybe you’d even consider letting me invest in your doll business.”

	 

	“I’m not sure that I follow what you mean, Sheriff. Are you taking over my business?” The question was followed by an awkward pause, before he hastily added, “It would, of course, be an honor to work for you.”

	 

	“No.” I chuckled. “I have my hands full being the Sheriff. What I meant, is that I would like to give you money so that you can expand your doll business. And, in turn, you will give me a percentage of your profits. How about we say 20% of your profits until my investment is repaid, and then 10% after that?”

	 

	My words seemed to help him relax, but he was clearly still nervous. Clasping his hands together in front of him, the man’s breathing came fast and shallow. Swallowing, he nodded. 

	 

	I fished out five platinum coins—which was the equivalent of $5000 dollars—not an insubstantial amount to these people. “How about we start with this? You’ll use it to build up your business’ capacity so that you can make more dolls, sell a variety of them, and increase your profits.”

	 

	He suddenly dropped to a knee, bowing. “My Lord Sheriff, this is too generous. You have already returned my little Misty to me. I couldn’t possibly accept this.”

	 

	I didn’t want to spend the day dithering back and forth, so I simply grunted, “I insist, as the Sheriff. You are to use the money wisely and grow a business which will support your family, buy yourself a new home, and make us all a decent profit.” 

	 

	He didn’t know what to say.

	 

	“You don’t need to start paying me back for one year. You’ll have some time to get back on your feet and to expand—but this isn’t a gift, it is an investment.” I looked over at the dolls in the window. “I think your dolls have the potential to bring happiness to Yonderton and that is something which has been in short supply of late, from what I’ve seen.”

	 

	It took a few more ‘I insists’, but I ended up getting a kiss on the cheek from each of his wives and a firm handshake from Barow himself; although they all insisted on bowing and curtsying as well. The hardest part was prying Josie away from Misty, but the little girl eventually let her go when she said she had official business to perform. 

	 

	It was cute, how much the girl doted on her.

	 

	As we walked out of the shop, I could have sworn I heard Josie mumble something about how a few kids might not be so bad. Daria took flight as Josie kept leading me through town. But now, I was more aware of where we were. 

	 

	Soon, we turned into the better side of the merchant district. I quickly realized where we were going and didn’t know if I should be excited, or if I should groan. I decided to keep my thoughts to myself.

	 

	Daria had flown ahead, because when we reached Mactosh’s shop, he was waiting out front for me. Normally, it was always a salesclerk I saw first, and they would routinely go get him for me, but now he was standing in front of his forge, rubbing his hands together nervously. 

	 

	Mactosh looked at all of us and nodded, “Deputy Josephine. Deputy Daria. I mean no disrespect, but might I have a moment of time alone with the Sheriff?”

	 

	Josie snorted, but Daria said, “We can help the girl pack her things.” Then she pulled Josie with her into the shop. 

	 

	Mactosh looked over at me again. I’d never seen him this nervous around me. I tried to put him at ease, but he proposed we go around the back of his shop for a smoke. It wasn’t really my thing, but the old orc loved his tabac and I will admit that a pipe wasn’t bad on occasion. He had some good stuff, with a rich flavor. 

	 

	I followed my friend around to the back of his shop where he’d set up an area for employees to take a break. Blacksmithing was hard work, after all. When they saw us, the two apprentices and a journeyman who were there rushed back into the shop and closed the door behind them, giving us some privacy.

	 

	He sat down, so I followed suit, and then waited while he lit his pipe. Finally, I decided to nip the problem in the bud.

	 

	“Look, Mactosh, you’re my friend. Heck, you and Tyler, the carpenter, are the only guy friends I have. Being around gorgeous women all the time doesn’t ever get old, but a man still likes to have friends who understand the way he thinks.”

	 

	That brought a smile to the orc’s face. If I hadn’t known him so well, the wide grin which showed off his prominent tusks would have been rather intimidating. Mactosh might not be in his prime any longer, but he was still a specimen of a man. A lifetime of pounding iron, along with the racial advantages of being an orc will do that for you, I guess. 

	 

	I continued, “If you are mad that I haven’t officially agreed to marry Mursha, then I apologize. And if you think me accepting her as a clerk is me trying to… well…” 

	 

	I paused, choosing my words carefully. “We have an expression where I come from that seems appropriate, trying to ‘get the milk without buying the cow’.”

	 

	Mactosh chuckled. 

	 

	“If that is what you are worried about, then I want to put your mind at ease. I promise to treat Mursha with respect. If Lina has decided she should be the new clerk, and she wants to do so, then I’d ask that you honor her choice.”

	 

	Now he really laughed. “Oh, head clerk Lina assured me that you have strange customs where you come from, but I never would have imagined that.”

	 


Chapter 31 - Five’s Company

	 

	 

	I bristled a bit while he laughed. I knew well enough that my view of the world was different from that of folks on Olimero. I wasn’t trying to force my perspective on them and was even trying to learn, but I was a bit confused now.

	 

	“To an orc, honor is everything. But as we have spread across Olimero, we have learned that honor requires many things. I slew a few monsters in my time back when Yonderton was wild, but most of my honor comes from excelling at my craft. I can say honestly, without boasting, that I am a damn good blacksmith. Some of it is my metal mana and some of it is hard work.”

	 

	Then he pulled out a belt knife he wore and handed it to me handle first. “See this. I made it with my own hands.”

	 

	I held it, balanced it in my hands, and inspected the blade. Even to my untrained eye there was no doubt that this weapon was a masterpiece. I could even swear that there was a tingle of mana in it, but my senses were still a bit unreliable. “Is it enchanted?”

	 

	“Yes, good eye. But the point is that honor requires that everything be done to the best of our capabilities. I would never make a weapon with less skill than I had. I would shame and turn my back on any warrior who fought with less vigor or skill than he possessed. We orcs often say to warriors, come back with your shield or upon it.”

	 

	“Yeah, there was a group on Earth who had a custom like that.”

	 

	Mactosh arched his eyebrow and said, “Oh really?”

	 

	“Yes, it was long ago; they were called Spartans.”

	 

	“You will have to tell me more about these Spartans, but another time. We can’t be distracted now. No, I genuinely like you, Rob, and I respect you as the Sheriff. But even more than that, I revere Sativa. She made us all and while nature may seem wild, it is always balanced. Everything has a purpose.”

	 

	I nodded but didn’t say anything, so he knew that I was following along.

	 

	“I have twenty-two children. Seventeen sons and five daughters. You have met three of my sons. They will inherit this shop from me because they have the skill for it. They will bring the most honor to our family by doing so. Two of their brothers will work for them because they have talent with finding customers and moving the necessary resources. A few others will work security from time to time, but most of my sons are either dead or off fighting battles with mercenary companies all over Olimero.”

	 

	I watched my friend closely. He seemed sad when he spoke of the death of his sons, but not in the way that I would have expected. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

	 

	“Bah, that is what I’m trying to say. There is no loss. I regret that those sons fell in battle. But they each died honorably and will be reborn as Sativa sees fit. They brought honor to our family, even in death. It is the same but different with daughters. Mursha is the youngest of my daughters and has perhaps been spoiled by me and her mothers more than we should have.”

	 

	I always felt that he was overly hard on Mursha but needed to respect that their way of life was different from what I was accustomed too. “I would hardly consider Mursha spoiled. She works harder than any two of your employees around the forge. She is a daughter a man could be proud of.”

	 

	“Oh, don’t mistake me. There isn’t a lazy bone in her head. No child of mine could ever be lazy, lest I have to beat it out of them. But I’ve never had to raise my hand to  Mursha. She excels at everything she puts her hand to.”

	 

	“Then why do you say she is spoiled?” I asked.

	 

	“I’ve allowed her to dream too much. Sativa created the bird and the fish. The fish brings honor to itself and its maker by swimming fast, creating more fish, and perhaps someday feeding the fisherman’s family. But if it tries to fly, then it strives for something for which it was not created. This is the way it is with Mursha. As a young child, before her magic manifested, she was convinced she would get metal mana and become a great smith like her father and older brothers.” 

	 

	He sighed deeply. “I spoiled her, and fed her delusions. Then, when she got whatever it is that she got, she didn’t want to accept that she could never be as good a smith as her brothers. She has all the makings of a great smith. In terms of fundamental skills, she could have been better than her brothers. Her skill is great enough that it could have overcome her shorter reach and weaker upper body. But what it can’t overcome is a lack of metal mana.”

	 

	I shook my head. “Is there only one way to craft, then?”

	 

	“No, but there is a best way. Life is not what we wish it were, it is what it is. Then, Mursha played at being a warrior. She is more agile than any orc I’ve ever seen. Her aim is true, and her blows powerful, even given her lesser reach and weight. It took years for her to see that her path to honor was different. Female orcs are not warriors, not unless they are battle mages. It simply isn’t done.”

	 

	“And what now? What does she want to do?”

	 

	“She very much wants to bring honor to herself and her family. It burns brightly within her, but she also chafes because her heart’s desire is still for smithing and fighting. I tell you this my friend in confidence. Don’t share these things with her or you will bring her shame. But I spoil her one last time. Her other sisters are already married. They have brought contracts with merchants, iron mines and the like to our family. Two of them are even married in the far east with prominent families.”

	 

	“So have you changed your mind about letting her become a clerk?”

	 

	“No, it is an honorable thing. And I still hold out hope that you will marry her. It would bring honor to our family to bear the children of Sativa’s chosen. I only tell you these things so you might know her heart. That is how I spoil her; I ask of you what I have no right to ask. I ask that you safeguard her heart and don’t be too hard on her.”

	 

	I sighed a breath of relief. “Lina will make her feel at home and we won’t ask anything of her that she can’t do. And don’t worry, I won’t force myself on your daughter or take advantage of her in anyway.”

	 

	Mactosh began to shake his head with a big grin. He took the sheath for his belt knife off his belt and held it up. “I am going to gift you that knife you are holding, along with this sheath.” 

	 

	He must have read something on my face as he added, “Don’t worry, it is simply a gift between friends, not some backward attempt at offering a bridal present.”

	 

	I nodded and took the sheath, but before I could put the blade in it, he grabbed both my wrists. He wasn’t forceful, but clasped my wrists firmly, though I was strong enough to easily pull my hands back, had I wanted to. 

	 

	Then he said, “Bear with me for just a moment. These gifts are yours. I wouldn’t give you anything but the best. Will you look at the sheath?”

	 

	I did, and saw it was very sturdy leather trimmed with silver. Ornate but functional would be a good away to describe it. “It looks to be of the highest quality.”

	 

	“Now what if I gave you that sheath but said, “Don’t put the knife in it?”

	 

	I chuckled, “I suppose I would think it was an odd request, but you are my friend and I would honor it.”

	 

	“And that is part of why we get along so well, but wouldn’t that diminish the value of the sheath?”

	 

	I thought about it for a second. Mactosh was often like this, trying to make a point with a complicated object lesson. “I suppose it would make the sheath worthless to me. Unless you allowed me to put another knife into it, but that would be a shame, as it seems to have been made specifically for this blade.”

	 

	“Exactly so. It was made just for this blade and perfectly fits it. It even has an enchantment on it which cleans the blade of any impurities on its surface. But let me ask you something else. If I demanded this of you, would it lessen the value of the knife as well?”

	 

	Again, I pondered his words. He was correct. The blade was very sharp. Some rogue types might be able to carry small blades on their person without a cover, but I couldn’t. I would cut myself easily. “Yes, the blade would be a sharp tool and a shame to leave it simply sitting on the counter in my home, but it would never be able to fulfill its purpose as a belt knife.”

	 

	“Very true, Lord Sheriff. I would never give you something and then ask you not to use it.”

	 

	Internally, I groaned as I realized where he was going with this.

	 

	Mactosh said, “Please feel free to sheath the blade.”

	 

	As he did, I pushed the knife into the sheath. It fit snuggly; I could tell they had literally been made for each other. 

	 

	Then he asked, “Have you dishonored the sheath by housing the blade in it?” He didn’t wait for me to answer but continued, “No, indeed, you have honored it in the greatest way a sheath can be honored. You have housed a noble and well-made blade in it. May I see your knife and sheath?”

	 

	I handed them over to him and he pulled the blade out and then sheathed it. He repeated this action three more times. Each time, he took a look at the blade after he pulled it out. 

	 

	Finally, he nodded and then said, “The sheath leaves the blade rested and ready to do what  a blade must do. That is its purpose, and it does it with honor. Do I need to explain what this means when it comes to the daughter of mine, who you are taking on as your clerk?”

	 

	I shook my head, not saying a word. 

	 

	He handed me the knife back with its sheath and slapped me on the back. “Thank you for that, there are limits to what a man wishes to say about his daughter.”

	 

	I didn’t bother to say that train had left the station a long time ago and just thought, when in Rome. 

	 

	When I didn’t say anything more, he slapped me on the back again and said, “Good talk. Now, let’s go check on those women of yours. Oh, and remember, I still want you to marry her and I’ll pay a hefty bride price for you to make her yours.”

	 

	“Let’s see how we get along first, shall we?”

	 

	“As you say, Sheriff. Far be it from me to lecture Sativa’s chosen,” Mactosh said and then strode into the back of his forge. 

	 

	I could only laugh, since he had just spent the last twenty minutes lecturing me.

	 

	Inside, there were three suitcases of varying sizes and a large chest. Next to them were Josie, Daria, and Mursha who were engaged in conversation. Mursha wasn’t wearing her normal halter top and forge gear, nor was she in armor like the first time I had seen her. 

	 

	She wore a blouse and skirt, much like Lina wore. It showed off her cleavage to advantage, and plenty of muscular leg, but it just didn’t suit her—at least not to my taste. It worked well for Lina, who was all soft curves and warmth. And Mursha was just as attractive as my blonde bunny girl, but hers was a muscular, athletic type of sexy. 

	 

	I didn’t know what to say, but didn’t want it to get awkward so I smiled and asked her, “Mursha do you wish to become my clerk in service to Sativa?”

	 

	She lowered her eyes and nodded her head, “I do, Lord Sheriff.”

	 

	Josie chuckled. “If you call him that all the time, then he is going to get a big fat head.”

	 

	Daria tilted to the side, looking confused as she said, “Wait… I thought you said one of the things you liked best about him was when his head got fat.”

	 

	Mactosh and I both burst out into laughter as Josie’s face got as red as her tail. 

	 

	“Daria!” she hissed. “That was girl talk.”

	 

	 Rather than let this turn into something uncomfortable, I slapped Daria’s firm backside and said, “Don’t worry, you’ll find out in due time.” Then I leaned in and kissed Josie’s cheek. “You know just how to make it fat.”

	 

	Without missing a beat, I then turned to Mursha and asked, “May I place your bags in my spatial storage?”

	 

	“As you wish, Lord Sheriff, but my sire purchased one for me. If it would please you, I know I haven’t taken my oath as a clerk yet, but I believe it is my duty to serve you—and not the other way around.”

	 

	Daria started laughing then, “Oh yeah, that’s what you said was the best part, how hard he works to service…” 

	 

	Josie interrupted her, clapping her hand firmly over the hawkkin’s mouth. “Deputy Daria, please go and patrol the skies to ensure that our route back to the office is clear.”

	 

	Daria was still grinning, but she followed the order, walking outside and leaping into the sky. By the time I finished watching her depart, Mursha had her bags stored, and was walking arm-in-arm with Josie towards the front door. 

	 

	Mactosh shook his head, “Oh to be a young man again. I think you are in for some crazy times, lad.”

	 

	I followed the girls outside, not saying anything for a while. Instead, I simply walked behind the two of them as they made small talk. I wasn’t really listening to what they were talking about, until something Josie said caught my attention. 

	 

	“What did you say?”

	 

	The foxkin giggled. Instead of answering me she looked at Mursha and gave her a wink. “See? I told you that would get his attention.” Then, turning back to me, she replied, “Oh, don’t worry, I just told her how much you like walking behind us, so you can stare at our asses.”

	 

	Rather than let her embarrass me I decided to lean into it. “Guilty as charged,” I admitted, “but can you really blame me?”

	 

	Josie made a show of leaning back and staring at Mursha’s backside before she shook her head and sighed. “Nope, can’t say that I do.”

	 

	I just rolled my eyes at the vixen’s antics. “Mursha, can you tell me a little bit about why you decided to accept Lina’s offer?” As I spoke, I stepped up beside her.

	 

	She didn’t make eye contact with me, but at least she answered without staring at my shoes. “I believe this is the best path open to me. As your clerk, I can serve Sativa and bring honor to my family.” 

	 

	I really hoped this was about more than her family’s honor.

	 

	Her deep blue eyes darted to my face and then dipped just as quickly away again. “And I have been watching you since you arrived. You work hard for the people of Yonderton. I’ve seen you risk your life and know about your efforts to free the kidnapped girls. You are Sativa’s chosen and, if my service can make you more effective, then I offer it gladly.”

	 

	I listened to her words, and studied her body language intently. Reading people was part of my job description. It was clear that she meant what she said, but also that there was more to it than this. It seemed she felt like she’d little to no choice in the matter, but wished she did. 

	 

	She was a good soldier going to war. 

	 

	“And what if I told you there was a way you could provide a great help to me—assistance far beyond cooking, cleaning, and whatever other duties you may think a clerk has?” I asked.

	 

	A glimmer of excitement sparked in her eyes for just a moment before it disappeared as she lowered them to stare at the ground again. “I would say that it is the duty of a clerk to handle any matters the Sheriff needs handling. We do our job, so that you can do your job better. You don’t have to worry about me. I won’t fail at this.”

	 

	I liked Mursha. Or at least I liked what I knew of her—which, to be frank, wasn’t all that much. My heart ached when I almost thought I could hear the echo of the word ‘again’ after her last statement. She had meant that she wouldn’t fail… again. Knowing a bit of her history, from Mactosh and the girls, I could see how that would be a particularly raw emotion for her.

	 

	“Well, the first thing you can do, is to look at me when we are speaking. I’m gonna get a crick in my neck, if you make me keep staring down to try and catch a glimpse of your pretty eyes.”

	 

	She visibly struggled to look up and meet my gaze. “This one… err… I’m not sure if it is appropriate for me to look you in the eyes, but I will try to do as you command.”

	 

	“Whoa,” I frowned. “It wasn’t a command, Mursha. I was just asking if you’d look at me when we are talking,” I replied.

	 

	“But your wish is my command, my Lord Sheriff. You can test me as you like.”

	 

	Damn, if that wasn’t just the sort of temptation I needed in my life. Before I could respond, I realized we had reached the rear of the Sheriff’s office. Daria landed in front of us and went inside. Right after she did, Lina burst out the kitchen door, and ran up to us. 

	 

	The blonde bombshell went straight up to Mursha, who she pulled in tight and hugged. “I’m so happy to have you here! Please tell me they were nice to you.” 

	 

	Mursha said we’d all been quite considerate, so Lina bounced right on over to me and gave me a full breasted hug. I call it that, because it was every bit as much about her full breasts embracing me as it was about her arms encircling my back. 

	 

	She smiled up at me. “Love you,” she chirped happily, “and I’m so happy you are all safe. Thank you for letting me know you all were well after the raid was over. I appreciate it more than you know.” 

	 

	I picked my Chief Clerk up off the ground and planted a passionate kiss on her lips. “Don’t worry, life is moving fast, but good times are coming.” I winked at her. “Not that it’s been so bad lately.”

	 

	“If good times are coming, does that mean…?” she started to ask, eyes lighting up. 

	 

	I nodded. “Soon, very soon. I promise.”

	 

	She looked at Mursha and said, “You heard him. He promised, and one thing you’ll come to love about Sheriff Rob, is that he always honors his word.” She was a burst of energy. “Now, why don’t you let me get you settled in? Daria is already inside setting up her room.”

	 

	The three women disappeared into the kitchen and I remained outside, surrounded by my weights and other exercise equipment. My life had just become an episode of an old television sitcom—except this time it wasn’t three of us, but five living under the same roof. 

	 

	Well, to be fair, there was a lot more sex going on than that old show had featured. Maybe five was company. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 32 – Getting Heavy

	 

	 

	I realized that the last thing I wanted to do, was to go inside while they were settling in. Olimero might not be Earth, but I’d had too many girlfriends who’d wanted me to hang pictures for them and move furniture around multiple times until they decided it was finally where they wanted it. 

	 

	Instead, I decided that since the sun wasn’t close to setting just yet, I might as well get in a good work out. I stripped down to just my pants, even taking my boots off. I’d found that there was something raw and grounded about having my bare feet touching the stones beneath me. As was my custom, I began going through some warmups. Of course, what it took to get me breathing hard these days, would have been physically impossible on Earth.

	 

	I could easily do jumping jacks which sent me fifteen feet into the air—and that was without pushing myself. I went through a series of sparring motions with rapid fire kicks flowing out of deep stances and pushed my body up to roughly 80% in terms of speed and explosiveness. 

	 

	Once I felt a sheen of sweat on my chest cool in the afternoon breeze, I began stretching. The more my Durability increased, the less I needed to stretch. I might soon be at the point where I would never need to stretch again, but it still felt like a good habit to keep. It also allowed me to focus on my cultivation. I began soaking in ambient mana around me as powerfully as I could. 

	 

	My core started to spin up, and I became a mana hoover—sucking it all into me. I knew that I was taking in all the pollutants, too, but right now it just felt right to stretch my muscles and my cultivation. My mana compression had dropped to 6%, but as I pulled more mana in, I thought it might be possible to increase it. It was just going to require a supreme effort, as all things worth doing on Olimero seemed to do. 

	 

	I felt almost hollow inside, as I began drawing in mana and spinning it in my core. That must be a result of the new skill I had gained, but I also saw that it was easier to shunt the contaminants off to the side. Within fifteen minutes of deep stretching and converting ki to mana, I gained another skill level in Mana Refinery. That encouraged me to push even harder. 

	 

	My body began to feel alive, and I stretched out with my senses, but something tickled at the back of my mind. I still dreamed of hurling lightning bolts or flying through the air, but I wasn’t a mana cultivator. I wasn’t even a ki cultivator. My power didn’t revolve around refining some invisible energy.

	 

	Yes, those were things that I could do—well, not flinging lightning bolts or flying, but the refining energy. But that was more an end result and not the cause or purpose of my cultivation. I thought again about Mactosh’s words. He hadn’t meant them for me, but maybe I could still gain something from them. 

	 

	Had I been spoiling myself? Was I avoiding reality while I dreamed about magic? The truth was, that I was a body cultivator. My path to honor and power lay in cultivating my body. 

	 

	I thought about what cultivation meant. If I’d had my phone, I might have gotten stuck down the rabbit hole in Google, looking up definitions, like some author with a search history full of the most bizarre series of searches. 

	 

	Instead, I only had myself to rely on to define this. The first thing that came to mind when I thought ab out cultivation, was farming. That was how I had tried to conceptualize this before. I’d considered my body to be the field and ki to be the crop I was raising. But that just didn’t sit right with me now for some reason. I knew it was both more, and yet simultaneously less than that. 

	 

	When I broke down mana, it formed ki and various mana specific byproducts. But what if ki was itself just a byproduct? Mana was the fuel I used to improve myself, but the concept of cultivating and cultivation wasn’t limited to agriculture. A person could cultivate relationships by spending the time and energy necessary to grow closer to the people that mattered to them. It took quite a bit of effort—something I was learning, having multiple women in my life. And I would probably continue to learn far more about cultivating relationships in the coming months. 

	 

	That type of cultivation could be broken down to the idea of building up resources. But I could also compare a relationship to a state of being—the way, for example, I was far more at ease with Lina than with Rava. There was something there. 

	 

	Another way to think about the act of cultivating, was improving a skill by hard work or study. The thing that all of these different analogies had in common, was taking something in a more basic form and then improving it. Yes, cultivation could be thought of as a way to grow food, but it was more about preparing the soil and improving the environment in which a crop would grow. 

	 

	This thought circled back to my original idea. That was when I realized that it wasn’t about the end result but rather the process. Body cultivation wasn’t about making more ki—or even making my ki even denser. It was about changing, improving myself… improving my body by making it into something more. I wanted to say ‘something more than human’, but that sounded both pretentious and creepy. 

	 

	I kept thinking in terms of how I could use this new understanding to improve my ki generation or to enhance my senses. That might be important, but I also needed to realize that at its most basic level, this was about changing my body—improving it over time through hard work and diligent study. 

	 

	Even my senses were a good way to think about this. I enhanced my sight, hearing, and even smell. Those were distinct senses—each of which were easier to think about separately. But the largest sensory organ I had, was my skin. Touch was the most pervasive way that my body interacted with the world around me. I could exist without being able to see, to hear, or to smell or taste—but if my body couldn’t touch the world around me, I couldn’t live. 

	 

	Touch was basic, but essential. Maybe I should be trying to cultivate something beyond that. It wasn’t just skin deep, either. 

	 

	Yes, most touch was done with the skin, but apply enough pressure and muscle, connective tissue, bone, and even organs could feel pressure. It was something my entire body had in common. There was another important bit of understanding buried in this clue, which was telling me that this was more significant than I had originally thought. Even my ability to interact with my core, my ki, or with mana had a lot to do with being able to feel them. 

	 

	What I needed, was to free my mind. Not just the intellectual concept of thought, but the tangible organ which was my brain. It was part of my body, after all. Awareness and perception starts inside my body. How my body felt, was how I feel: tired, hungry, like I need to take a crap. Only then did my awareness transition to how my body reacted to—how it felt interacting with—what is around me, be that the ground, the air, or the touch of another. 

	 

	Awareness expanded from my body; it wasn’t just from my mind, because my brain was a part of my body. Perception was about so much more than the inputs of any single organ; it was not just sensory feedback from my eyes, my ears, or my skin. Perception was an intrinsic part of body cultivation, and I had to increase my ability to perceive all of it. 

	 

	I needed to make myself… more. Yes, I needed to condense ki. Yes, I needed to absorb mana, but those were not the purpose for which, or reason why, I cultivated. The purpose of cultivating was to have a better body. I was a body cultivator. Let the world hear me roar!

	 

	A feeling of warmth and energy suffused me, and I felt more in touch with my body than ever before. It wasn’t something I could do without interacting with outside forces, but I now had a much clearer idea about my purpose. Consciously focusing on it, I could feel the subtle vibrations in the air around me. It was a hell of a lot to take in all at once. I didn’t believe I was yet at a point where I could monitor all of my senses simultaneously, all of the time, but maybe I could improve how aware my body was of everything around me, building up the number of simultaneous senses I could focus with, as well as the depth to which I could perceive things. Maybe, with practice, I could extend the time I could hold onto this grand awareness.

	 

	I could feel the four women watching me. They were all in the courtyard and without opening my eyes to see them, I formed an image in my head of each of them. I knew their posture, positioning, how much of their weight they had on their back foot as compared to the front foot. All of that, by simply allowing my body to open itself up and become one large sensory device. It was beyond enlightening. 

	 

	When I opened my eyes, I turned towards Mursha. “Just the woman, I was hoping to see.”

	 

	Josie laughed, “What, don’t want to go another training round with me?”

	 

	I was too much at peace inside myself to worry about her teasing. My eyes were on the prize, so to speak, now. “Yes, but not now. I think that Mursha is the one best able to take my training to the next level.”

	 

	Everyone seemed surprised by this pronouncement. 

	 

	Josie snorted and said, “Oh, you just want to spar with her because she is more your speed.”

	 

	“Maybe, but that is not why I want her to help me train. It is her very special mana that I am interested in, now.”

	 

	Mursha looked at the ground. “But… but, my mana is worthless. I only make things heavy.”

	 

	“But heavy isn’t the type of mana you have, is it?”

	 

	She stumbled over her words a bit, before finally answering. “No, it’s called gravity mana.”

	 

	I shouted “Yes!” and pumped my arm in the air, jumping a good six feet off the ground. 

	 

	“Okay, Josie, I need you to scorch a circle in the stone, right here in the middle of the courtyard. It should be about ten feet in diameter. Can you do that?”

	 

	“Sure, but why…” She shook her head. “Sorry, never mind. Yes, Sheriff.” 

	 

	I watched as a flame sprang to life in her hand and as she sent it out in a stream of fire, burning a shallow mark into the stone. When she was done, I asked Daria to cool it off with her air mana before jumping into the circle. 

	 

	“Okay, Mursha, I need you to increase gravity, but only within this circle.” I paused. “Wait, I guess I should ask you how much control you have, first.”

	 

	“I used to practice a fair bit, but then my father said it was without honor, and that I should focus on things which are more practical,” Mursha replied.

	 

	“I don’t believe that for one second.” I shook my head. “Mactosh is my friend, but he was wrong about this. If I’m right, then you are going to be the key to saving my life.” I said this solemnly while maintaining eye contact with her. 

	 

	“Uh… but I’m not supposed to use it.” The green skin of Mursha’s cheeks took on a ruddy hue. “Father told me to be good for you. I will cook, clean, and make sure you are well taken care of. If you like, I can drop to my knees and service you now. My mothers explained the particulars to me.”

	 

	I couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “Wow, that was just about the least sexy proposition I’ve ever heard.”

	 

	Mursha’s blush grew to light up her curved, pointed ears and extended down her neck to her chest. 

	 

	I suddenly realized how rude my comment must have sounded. “I am sorry, Mursha, that was a dumb thing for me to say.” I winced at my stupidity. “Thank you for your offer, but that isn’t what I need from you, now. I need your mana. I need you to use it every day, and to learn to control it.”

	 

	“Uh, I just don’t…”

	 

	I held up a hand to cut her off. I didn’t want her uncertainty to ruin something which I felt so positively about. “Are you my clerk, or not?”

	 

	Lina piped up, “Technically, she isn’t… not yet. She has been hired, but she hasn’t said the oath yet.”

	 

	I smiled. That was actually a relief. “Good, she shouldn’t say the oath for a few days, not until she knows what the job entails, and is ready to make a real commitment. I was wrong to let Daria speak her oath so soon.”

	 

	“You don’t want me to be a clerk?” Mursha asked. 

	 

	“First and foremost, I want you to be my friend. But niceties aside, what I need from you most right now is your power. I am not exaggerating, when I say that it could save my life.”

	 

	I could see the conflict on her face, but I had laid it out for her as clearly as I could. If she refused, I might push again later, but for now, I was hoping she would come to the right conclusion on her own. She stared at the ground for a long moment. 

	 

	“I will serve, Sheriff. What is it you want of me? Oh, and my control is decent enough to constrain my mana’s influence to the circle you had Josie make.” She looked up, “I learned enough before my father forbade me to practice more to do that much.”

	 

	“First off, I need you to practice with your mana every day.” I fixed each of the women with my gaze. “The same goes for all my deputies and clerks. You all need to be constantly improving. Even if your Magic stat reaches your racial cap, you can still practice to learn better ways to use it. But for now, I need you to increase gravity within the circle Josie marked off by several time, and I need you to do it while I am within the circle.”

	 

	“But… but, I could hurt you,” Mursha protested. 

	 

	“Not unless you increase it by a hundred times.” Then I smiled, images of a Capsule Corps spaceship in my head. “Can you do that?” 

	 

	“Maybe for a short time,” Mursha admitted as she shifted her feet uncomfortably. 

	 

	“Lina is an amazing healer, so you don’t have to worry about hurting me. Just start by trying to double the gravity in the circle, and then double it again.”

	 

	The green beauty nodded, and I began to feel mana shift in the area around me. There was a drag on my body, as if Olimero was calling to me. The planet itself wanted to pull me down into its embrace. My arms, my head, my entire body felt heavier; but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. When Mursha doubled gravity again, my body was suddenly the equivalent of more than a thousand pounds. I felt incredibly alive, as I let the entirety of my body experience it all. 

	 

	I pulled my weapons out from my spatial pouch and began to slowly go through the drills that Josie had put me through the day before. They were considerably harder, but I pushed my body. At first, I didn’t use any ki and simply let my enhanced Durability protect me. It was a struggle unlike any I had faced before. With a weight, you only face resistance when you act on it to move it. Now, every breath was a challenge. I loved it.

	 

	A light seemed to go off in the eyes of the other girls. Lina was the first to gasp and say, “This should really help him improve faster!” She walked over, reached out, and hugged Mursha. “Oh, thank you, this really could save his life.”

	 

	The hug must have distracted the muscular woman, because gravity shot up again. I won’t say it doubled, but it probably shot up to six times greater than normal. Each of my movements was still possible, but the parts of the kata where I swung the blade far out from my body became truly difficult. The strain threatened to pull the sword to the ground, but I resisted it with all my might. 

	 

	Mursha started to apologize, but I grunted, “No!… keep… it… up.” It was hard to speak, and I probably sounded like I was panting, but it was worth it. I took a tiny leap, but came crashing back down onto the stone. Yep, I’d been right—this would most definitely increase more than just my Strength. It would increase my Durability for sure, and with a bit of creativity, I expected I’d be able to find ways to use it to increase my Agility, too. 

	 

	Because I continued to focus on my holistic awareness, I made one other observation. The ambient mana surrounding me felt denser. I didn’t know if that was possible, but if so, it seemed like a dream come true. I stopped the kata and returned my sword to my spatial storage. 

	 

	Mursha stopped her mana and I suddenly felt as light as a feather—like if I wasn’t holding on to something, I might blow away. I shifted my stance, hunkering down unconsciously. 

	 

	“I need you all to do something for me,” I said. “I’m going to sit down, then ask Mursha to try to increase gravity within the circle to about ten times normal. After that, I need Lina, Josie, and Daria to send your mana into me. I will absorb it as quickly as possible. This time, though, I’m going to try and condense my ki.” 

	 

	I had spoken to Josie and Lina about my cultivation, so they immediately understood what I was talking about. Fortunately, the other two kept their questions to themselves. When I sat down, my elbows propped on my knees and my ankles crossed, I nodded and Mursha started to increase gravity again. Ten times normal gravity, or ten G’s, was nothing to sneeze at. Every breath was laborious, and blinking became a challenge. My body was being forced to respond in ways that no other training could prepare me for. Even the beating of my heart or the digestion of food in my stomach was being affected. 

	 

	Then three different streams of mana hit me. I began soaking them in. They were already so much more condensed than usual, that it made this exponentially easier. I don’t know how long we kept at it, but I felt the power start to fill me. I spun my core and wove the energy together. 

	 

	My channels were quickly getting clogged with byproducts, but I released the fire mana waste as heat into the air and used the byproduct of life mana to enhance my body. Only air mana waste started building up within me. I didn’t really know what to do with it, though, so I bundled it up in pockets of condensed ki. 

	 

	After what may only have been minutes, but felt like hours or even days, the girls started to pass out from mana exhaustion, one by one. Mursha slumped over first, then Daria, Lina, and finally Josie. But they had done what I needed. I had a mass of ki vapor in me that was pressed tightly together. I felt like I could take things a step beyond this, but remembered I needed to walk before I ran. 

	 

	A notification popped up.

	 

	You have successfully condensed the ki in your core to the mist stage. It now permeates you and will enable you to use it more quickly and with greater impact. You have officially reached D9 grade. Next, you must begin the process again and take your body to the next step. 

	 

	You gain +2 to all physical stats as a result of your cultivation increase.

	 

	You have gained the following stat increases from training:

	Strength +2

	Durability +1

	You have gained the following increases to your skills:

	Mana Refining: +4

	Telepathy: +2

	 

	I didn’t argue about any of it. I was a bit baffled by the Telepathy gain, but I assumed it had something to do with my increased understanding of perception and awareness. 

	 

	I was tired—weary down to my bones—but it had been well worth it. The sun had already set, and the moon was up in the sky, so the process must have taken several hours. But the future of gravity training looked bright. I was so fatigued, that all I could manage was a pitifully slow crawl. I inched my way over to Lina’s sleeping form, where I cuddled up with the warm bunnykin, resting my head against the world’s best pillows.

	 

	 


Chapter 33 - Tailgating

	 

	 

	Somewhere in the middle of the night, Lina had woken up and coaxed me into our bedroom. We woke Josie and took her with us. Apparently, the foxkin could be rather grumpy when someone disturbed her from a sound sleep, but she relaxed immediately when I picked her up and carried her inside. Lina must have gotten Mursha and Daria in the house while I did so, because when I came back out, I was pleasantly surprised to learn I wouldn’t need to carry them to bed, too. 

	 

	The smartest thing for me to do at that point, would undoubtedly have been to crash in bed and get a few hours of sleep but, in my defense, I was young, and Lina was rather fetching. Josie may have fallen right back to sleep, but the effervescent bunny girl insisted that she needed me to rock her to sleep. I gladly obliged her as she sat astride my lap, but this time we were at least quiet enough not to awaken anyone else. 

	 

	When I finally awoke the next morning, I was cuddled up in bed with Josie, but Lina was already up and in the kitchen. I enhanced my sense of smell and immediately got a whiff of coffee and bacon. Gods, it was good to be alive, and even better to be me. 

	 

	Josie woke as I was pulling a pair of clean pants out of my dresser. As much as I wanted a cup of coffee, she made a convincing argument as to why it could wait for another ten minutes, or maybe half-an-hour, but certainly not more than an hour. 

	 

	Daria and Mursha were already up, with the deputy sitting at the table when Josie and I finally reached the kitchen. Lina was showing Mursha where different things were kept in the pantry. I looked at the two clerks, both beautiful women. They were polar opposites, in many ways, but they seemed to get along well. Maybe this would work after all. 

	 

	The thing that perplexed me, was that Lina was the greatest healer in Yonderton and Mursha had an amazing talent with gravity magic—which made either of them spending time cooking or cleaning a real waste. I passionately disagreed with Mactosh about what the most honorable path was for his daughter, but I also knew it would take some time and plenty of convincing to get her there. As for getting Lina out of the kitchen, I would likely have more luck shifting Mount Turmoil, the peak we could see off in the distance, with my bare hands. 

	 

	I determined then and there to get them some help around the house. “Good morning, lovely ladies.”

	 

	Lina giggled and then smirked at me. “I see that you and Josie must have tripped over each other this morning. It looks like you’ve both got the same rash on your necks.”

	 

	When I started to laugh, Daria muttered, “I would have been happy to get marks like that on my neck.”

	 

	“In time, dear,” Lina said. “Just be patient.”

	 

	The hawkkin crossed her arms but didn’t say anything more. 

	 

	I looked over at Mursha. “Weren’t you going to say, hello?”

	 

	“Oh? I thought you were talking to them,” she replied. 

	 

	“Rest assured, when I say ‘lovely ladies’, you are most definitely included in that greeting.”

	 

	She blushed slightly and turned to Lina. “I still can’t tell if he is having fun with me, or is being serious.”

	 

	Josie shook her head. “You are gonna end up being even more stubborn than he was. Trust me, Rob likes the way you look.”

	 

	Before this degenerated any further, I explained to them about the gains I had made yesterday. That required me to fill Daria and Mursha in on my cultivation. They both seemed intrigued, but didn’t make a complete spectacle of it, like Rava did. 

	 

	After we finished eating, I asked who wanted to train with me. Truthfully, now that the initial practice was out of the way, I was very excited to see how far I could push gravity training. 

	 

	Daria spoke up at that point, saying, “Sorry, Sheriff, but today is the new exhibition match at the stadium. Since you technically own it, don’t you think we should go?”

	 

	Lina echoed, “Yes! It would be good for you to be seen there. And we can make a day of it, and bring some food with us to have a picnic near the stadium.”

	 

	“What… like tailgating?” I asked before remembering that no one here would get the reference. 

	 

	Josie snickered. “See? I told you he is enamored with our backsides.”

	 

	I didn’t bother to correct her, but just laughed. The morning turned out to be exactly what I needed. I relaxed and talked with the girls while Lina, with a bit of help from Mursha, packed up some food for us. Then the girls went and cleaned up, getting changed. 

	 

	Lina insisted that they put on their best attire, even if Josie and Daria had to wear armor over top it. 

	 

	I paid special attention to what Mursha did. She fit right in, with how she helped the girls adjust their armor. She had a good eye, not only for the armor, but how it fit best. 

	 

	When she didn’t think anyone was looking, I noted a wistful look in her eyes. I really didn’t want to lose her as a clerk. Her gravity power was going to be a game changer for me, but I also didn’t want to trap her in something she was ill-suited for. 

	 

	It had surprised me when Lina didn’t object to Mursha’s oath being delayed, but it was definitely the right call. The young orc woman needed time to decide if this position was right for her. I didn’t want her to make a decision solely to fulfill a sense of honor that she might later regret. I just needed to find the right way to make her feel welcome.

	 

	I felt a little guilty about the fact that I was spending so much time worrying about Mursha. I wanted to think it was because, technically, I had known her far longer than I had Daria, and that it wasn’t just because of her gravity magic, but I knew that definitely played a part. I was also really attracted to the orc. If I could only pick one type of woman, it would have been Lina, hands down. But the good thing was, that this was Olimero, and I wasn’t limited to my favorite flavor. 

	 

	It was like walking into a Baskin Robbins’ 31 flavors, and simply saying yes to all of them. What can I say? Her athletic and ripped frame really did it for me. 

	 

	So, when I could do so discretely, I knocked on the door to her room. She invited me in, but acted embarrassed. As far as I could tell, she was fully dressed and seemed just to be doing her hair. The punk rocker style mohawk look would not have been my thing on Earth, but she pulled it off. 

	 

	“Are you settling in okay?”

	 

	“Yes, Sheriff. Lina has been more than accommodating, and both Josie and Daria are nice, too.”

	 

	“You know, you don’t have to call me Sheriff all the time, certainly not when we are here at home.” No sooner had the words left my mouth, than I was struck by a feeling of déjà vu. 

	 

	Mursha’s face crinkled up in confusion, and she asked, “You prefer to be called M’lord?”

	 

	“Stars above, woman, no!” I shook my head. “Call me Rob. My name is Rob. I want us to be friends—and maybe more—but I won’t force anything on you.”

	 

	Without warning she dropped to her knees. “You don’t have to force me to do anything; I am willing. I would serve Sativa, no matter what, but serving you in that way will, I think, be a joy.” She looked away, blushing furiously. “I just don’t… uh… I don’t have any experience, is all.”

	 

	I smiled down at her. “Stop trying so hard. You are beautiful. If we get to know each other it will happen in its own time, trust me. But this brings up another concern. You father offered you to me as a wife.” I studied her reaction closely. “Would you prefer that I had accepted his offer? You wouldn’t have to be a clerk, then.”

	 

	She paused and I allowed the silence to stretch in the room. 

	 

	“I don’t love you,” Mursha admitted. “I like you. I… I’m attracted to you.” She swallowed. “I find my heart racing whenever I’m around you, but I don’t know you well enough to be able to honestly say that I love you.” 

	 

	She sighed. “I know that I’m spoiled, but I always hoped to love the one I married. My father would probably call me an idealistic fool. He says marriage is nothing more than a contract, and that love is a conscious choice, backed up by hard work.” It must have suddenly occurred to her what she had said, because she blushed to the tips of her curved and delicately pointed ears. 

	 

	But before she could apologize, I grinned. “I’m so glad to hear you say that. I like you and I’m definitely attracted to you. I think you have a great deal to offer—and I’m not just talking about your gravity magic—but there is no way that I know you well enough to say that I love you.” I smiled to take the sting from my words and squatted down so that we were eye to eye.

	 

	Then I said the thought which had been festering since this morning in the back of my mind. I knew it might complicate things, but she had already given me what I considered an honest answer, and I didn’t want this thought to occur to her later and corrupt our relationship. “There is one other thing, though, and I want to get it out in the open.”

	 

	She nodded, to show me she was listening, so I continued. “Correct me if I’m wrong at any point but, if you had your way, you would prefer to work as a blacksmith or, failing that, you’d rather train as a warrior.”

	 

	Mursha swallowed, staring at the floor, but slowly nodded. 

	 

	I snapped, perhaps a bit more harshly than I meant to, “Don’t look at the floor. Be bold. I am not bothered one whit by your preferences.”

	 

	Her eyes met mine and, when I saw she was okay, I kept going. “But you cannot do those things because you are still a part of your father’s household, is that also correct?”

	 

	“Yes, Sheriff. An orc would never put themselves before their family.” She paused. “At least no honorable orc would do such a thing.”

	 

	“But, if you were to marry me, then you would become part of my household and not that of your father. At least this is the way I understand the Law of Family.”

	 

	Her eyes suddenly got very wide. 

	 

	Good. Either she was a great actress, or that thought had genuinely never occurred to her. 

	 

	“Uh, that is right, Sheriff. But what difference would that make? I would be your wife, and duty bound to bring you honor. The only real difference would be that I could bear your children. Is that what you wish from me? I had come to believe you didn’t desire me… like that.”

	 

	“No, I think my Chief Clerk and I both explained that. And I do want children— maybe not right away, like tomorrow or anything.” I snorted. “Though I doubt Lina is going to give me much choice in the matter.”

	 

	That at least got Mursha to crack a smile. “Yes, bunny girls can be rather… uh… amorous.”

	 

	“That’s a good way to put it, and 99% of the time it’s a great thing. But we aren’t talking about Lina, we are talking about you. I want you to understand that if you decide you don’t want to be my clerk, but still want to be here—that I would marry you. Right now, it would be more of an agreement between friends, rather than a romantic match, but who knows what might come later?”

	 

	“Why would you do such a thing?” Shock was written all over her face.

	 

	“Because I’ve been watching you since I got here to Yonderton,” I replied. “You are kind, gentle, and strong. Those are rare combinations. You have drive, skill, and passion—but unfortunately have not been allowed to follow them. If you were a part of my house, though, you would be allowed to be a blacksmith or a warrior—or both—in addition to anything else that you wanted to be.”

	 

	I shrugged. “I wouldn’t insist you have children, unless you wanted them. Probably the only thing I would expect of a wife, is that she protected my interests and worked for our mutual advancement. That would mean using everything you have, from your skills to your mana, to protect and advance our house. Because at that point, it would be our household, not just mine. And, of course, you would have to understand that Lina and Josie are also my wives, or the equivalent. And someday, Daria may be as well, since it seems she wants an egg from me.”

	 

	The green skinned beauty was silent for a long minute. “You have given me much to think about… uh.. Rob. Please give me some time to ponder your offer.”

	 

	“Of course, there is no pressure. I would be happy to have you become a clerk, but I am more concerned with what will make you happy. I would be sad if you left, but I will respect your decision, either way.” 

	 

	Then I left the orc’s room and went out to the kitchen to grab a drink. I was remarkably thirsty after such a conversation. I knew that Lina kept chilled ale in the kitchen. I usually wouldn’t drink so early in the day, but it was a holiday, and I had just proposed to a woman I barely knew, just so she could be a blacksmith, or a warrior, or both—along with being my personal gravity well. 

	 

	When I reached the kitchen, I was surprised to find Rava there. I stepped to the side, to walk past her, but she stood and quickly blocked my way. A playful smile lit up her delicate features. 

	 

	With a growl, I said, “I’m thirsty, can you please let me by?”

	 

	“Oh? Let me get you a drink. It will be good practice, in case another clerk position opens up,” Rava said with a wink.

	 

	I wasn’t sure what game she was playing today, but I sat down heavily in a seat at the table and told her that would be fine. 

	 

	She made a great show of looking all around and struggling to find anything to drink, even though there was water, juice, milk, and ale all within a couple feet of her. 

	 

	Finally, I could take the farce no more. I asked her, “What’s up?”

	 

	“Oh, I was just thinking that last night I realized what one of your problems was, and how it might partially be my fault. Since I am your mistress,” she dragged out that last word before continuing to speak, “of alchemy, it behooves me to teach you about this.”

	 

	She was always poking and prodding at me. It was actually fun, in a quirky way, like an ongoing game of wits. 

	 

	“And what is that, oh great mistress?”

	 

	“Now don’t start calling me that, or I may get ideas.” She bounced her eyebrows at me. “But I didn’t know if you realized that women can take infertility potions just as easily as men. So, if only one of your women wants to become a mother, you simply need to have the others take them instead of taking one yourself. It might be three times more expensive than you taking one each week, but we both know that really isn’t a problem.”

	 

	I facepalmed. That should have been an obvious solution to keeping all my women happy. But now, I really was thirsty, thinking about the fact that my excuses for putting Lina off were getting thin. “Thank you, but I’m dying over here. I need a drink.”

	 

	“Oh, I think I’ve found a couple of things. What do you want?”

	 

	“At this point, anything wet.”

	 

	She turned and handed me a mug of ale with a wink. Licking her lips, she said, “You know what else is wet?”

	 

	I didn’t get a chance to continue the banter as the rest of the girls came into the kitchen at that point. Apparently, everyone knew who Rava was, by reputation at least, so introductions were easy. Then, we were off to the new stadium. 

	 

	It had been built next to the obstacle course. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to use the obstacle course as often as I would have liked, because Josie kept insisting it wasn’t safe. She might have had a point, but I hoped to become strong enough to lay such concerns to rest.

	 

	Mactosh and Tyler had convinced me that a stadium would be a good thing. At this stage, it was just a few stacks of benches along one side of the course, mirrored by a similar layout on the far side of an open field. I had described football and soccer from  back home to my friends, and they had come up with a game of their own. 

	 

	As I understood it, it was call Tosh-ball after Mactosh, and the rules were still in flux. But it was encouraging that groups of young Beastkin had formed teams and there was the framework of a rough league that was going to start up for the entertainment of the town. 

	 

	It seemed the stadium was packed. We had to walk through a crowd, which became rather interesting, because just about everyone wanted to talk to the Sheriff. Josie and Daria did their best to keep the press of people back, but there was a great deal of enthusiasm in the crowd today. In some ways, Rava seemed to intimidate people even more than either of my deputies did. 

	 

	It was probably inevitable, with this many people but I suddenly felt a shift around me. I was doing my best to keep my awareness amplified. Suddenly, a hand darted for my belt, and I reacted immediately, spinning on them far faster than I could have just a few days ago, I grabbed the culprit’s wrist. 

	 

	A young cat girl with matted hair and scruffy triangular ears yelped, “Hey! Let me go.”

	 

	Instantly, Josie’s swords were at her neck. 

	 

	Lina cried out, “Oh, don’t hurt her, Josie—she’s hardly more than a child.” 

	 

	Mursha stepped back and Daria began clearing an area around us. Meanwhile, Rava stared at the girl like she was going to pierce her with her eyes. I never let go of the girl’s wrist. 

	 

	“I should be the one complaining,” I growled, pulling her up to my eye level. “You just tried to pick my pocket.”

	 

	The girl feigned outrage and protested that she had done no such thing, but still I didn’t let go of her wrist. I could sense her heart nearly pounding out of her chest. She must be new to this, because she was clearly terrified. 

	 

	Still there was something odd here. She had a mysterious air of confidence about her, even though she was clearly scared. 

	 

	“Are you working for the BSB?” I snarled.

	 

	She glared at me defiantly. “As if! I’d never work for those scum. They kidnap young girls and rob from those who can’t afford it. I just need a way to pay my bills and don’t want to have to marry some old geezer.” She lowered her head. “I’m sorry. I figured you looked rich and that you could probably spare a few coppers.”

	 

	Josie blurted out, “Did you not know this is the Sheriff that you tried to rob?”

	 

	Her face went white as a sheet and her tail went straight as a broom behind her. “Oh… moons above, I’m so screwed. Please don’t take me to the Hall of Justice. I promise to do better. I’ll…” She licked her lips. “I’ll find a job, even if I have to go to the Lotus.”

	 

	Daria scoffed, “You think they’d take in a scruffy little thing like you?”

	 

	I let go of her wrist then; I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. There was something about her which all but begged for me to protect her. 

	 

	“As long as you aren’t part of the Back Street Boys, I might be able to provide you with a better option than starvation… or the Lotus.” I studied her. “Are you willing to do an honest day’s work?”

	 

	She looked from face to face before peering back up at me. “Is this some kind of trap?”

	 

	“No, child,” Lina said. “He’s the sheriff. What’s your name?”

	 

	“Nimeera. That’s what mum called me before she died. My parents and I were traveling here from our old home, but they were killed before we reached Yonderton. A caravan let me ride with them into town but took everything I owned except the clothes on my back. I’ve been scavenging for food for a few weeks, but I’m so hungry.” She cringed. “I swear, I didn’t know he was the Sheriff. If you just let me go, I promise I’ll be good. I swear it.” She rambled on, her words tumbling over one another.

	 

	“Well, Nimeera, perhaps you and I can help each other out,” I said.

	 

	Her eyes got really wide, and she started looking me up and down. “Uh… okay. Um… I don’t really have any experience. But… um, you are the Sheriff. If you say I have to, I’ll…” Then she burst into tears. 

	 

	I loved Olimero. It had provided me a life I could never have dreamed of back home, but I hated the way it treated young women like this, making them think they only had one thing of value. 

	 

	I tried to speak soothingly. “I’m not talking about taking advantage of you. You need a job, and I need someone to do some cleaning around my office.”

	 

	Lina protested, “What?! That’s what your clerks are for.”

	 

	“True,” I admitted, “but my clerks are going to be busy improving their magic, so while I can’t live without your cooking, I think you could use some help with simple menial stuff like tidying up and keeping the place neat.”

	 

	Lina didn’t seem too happy about it, but she didn’t protest again. 

	 

	I spoke to the girl for a bit longer, and we agreed that she would come to the office in two days’ time. If she didn’t show up, then the offer would be rescinded. I was going to talk to her a bit more about the job, but suddenly a trio of explosions rocked the morning sky. 

	 

	Huge clouds of smoke rose above downtown. 

	 

	 


Interlude 6 – Kitty Kitty 

	 

	 

	Nimeera sat waiting in the front room. She licked her hands as she waited. One could never be too clean, after all. The rest of the team slowly started to filter into the building they’d rented out. Their leader had been handpicked by Fatone, himself, one of Nisync’s founding members. 

	 

	Even Nimeera knew better than to cross Fatone.

	 

	Jager was a powerful water mage, and wouldn’t hesitate to drown you where you stood. She might be able to escape, but didn’t think she could take him down. So, she served without complaint. Besides, working for Nisync was imminently more profitable and stable than scrounging around for odd jobs. The gangs held too much power, and options were limited—even for an assassin and seductress as skilled as Nimeera. 

	 

	Once all twelve of them were present, Jager gathered reports from each of his team’s members. Some had staked out the Sheriff’s office but Sativa hadn’t made that easy. Her power protected the office and all those inside it. Their reports indicated that  there was a walled courtyard around the entire rear of the Sheriff’s office, and that there appeared to now be two deputies and two clerks. All reasonably qualified, with the foxkin deputy being a topnotch swordswoman and a fire mage powerful enough to garner attention, even back in the East. 

	 

	Of the others, only the bunnykin clerk could be dealt with without causing significant repercussions. The hawkkin deputy’s family was a rising force in the mountains, and had ties—albeit rather loose ones—with each of the major gangs. They were clearly placing themselves to become a power in this part of Olimero. And, for that matter, hawkkin were too rare a resource to spoil the opportunities working with her aerie provided. 

	 

	The orc girl would be easier to deal with, but no one wanted her death tied directly to them. Her father was an esteemed craftsman; many gangs had tried to recruit him, but he was too fond of his freedom here on the frontier. If he ever moved back East, though, he and his family would live in splendor. 

	 

	After taking the reports of the others, Jager said something unexpected. “None of them are to be killed—or even taken hostage. We will split you into pairs; our mission is to guard all of them.” He glared at the catkin who had noted the bunny girl might be expendable. “Even the bunny girl, because she is clearly one of his favorites, and thus a liability for the Sheriff.”

	 

	The water mage turned to her. “Nimeera, you may continue to act independently, but will support the team that is guarding the Sheriff. Our orders are to ensure that One Direction doesn’t gain influence or control over him.” He paused, letting that sink in. “Now, what have you learned, Nimeera?”

	 

	She pushed down her shock as she stood to give her report. “He seems capable enough. I’ve never been allowed near any others of his kind, but he is at least as strong as an orc, and nearly as fast as an elf.” She grinned at the looks of shock on some of the others’ faces. “There are others who have more skill, to be sure, but he isn’t a push over. His key weakness seems to be that of all humans—he has no mana.” She frowned. “Yet there is something odd about him, which I haven’t been able to pin down yet.”

	 

	“Have you made contact?”

	 

	“Yes.” She shrugged. “It was simple, really.”

	 

	“And has he bedded you yet?” Jager demanded. 

	 

	Nimeera wanted to slit his throat right then and there. He acted like all she ever did was spread her legs. There was so much more to her arts of seduction.

	 

	“Hardly.” She snorted. “That didn’t seem to be the best approach, seeing as how he is surrounded by competent, beautiful women already. Instead, I’m playing on his sympathy. He seems willing enough to kill, but also goes out of his way to help those less fortunate than himself.” 

	 

	Nimeera smiled, remembering one particular incident she had witnessed from the deep shadows of an alley. “You should have seen him interacting with the tailor’s daughter, but never mind that. To make contact, I tried to pick his pocket.”

	 

	The room filled with laughter and a monkeykin on the other side of the room snorted, “What happened little pussy cat, did the big mean Sheriff catch your hand in his purse?”

	 

	Nimeera simply nodded. “Of course he caught me—that was the point.”

	 

	An orc laughed, “Ha! I thought you were supposed to be some sorta prodigy, but a lowly human caught you.”

	 

	A pair of throwing knives suddenly materialized in Nimeera’s hands. As fast as lightning she had flung both of them across the room. The blades embedded themselves in the walls behind the monkey and the orc. Neither missed by more than an inch, though. 

	 

	The monkey started to shiver, while the orc stood up and roared.

	 

	Jager spoked quietly as he said, “Shut up and sit down, Kragmon, unless you want her to embarrass you again.”

	 

	“She missed me!” the orc protested. “I’m gonna pound her into the ground. Then we’ll see how well she can throw tiny blades.”

	 

	Jager didn’t even look at the orc, instead staring up at the ceiling and shaking his head. “Do you honestly think the famed Nightblade missed you from just fifteen feet? Just shut your pie-hole, or I’ll send you home and ask Fatone to send me some competent muscle.”

	 

	The orc choked back his retort, but the glare he gave Nimeera said this wasn’t over. That suited her find. She loved to bicker, but preferred to end of arguments the way she liked. 

	 

	“As I was saying,” she continued, “I led him to think I was trying to pick his pocket,” she smirked at the monkeykin, “and let him catch me. From there I played on his sympathies, and he offered to help me find something ‘more meaningful and productive’ to do with my life than stealing or whoring. He hired me to clean the Sheriff’s office, so that his pet clerks won’t have to do so much mundane housework.”

	 

	 A woman in the back snickered and said, “I’ve seen the bunny girl. He probably wants her on her knees for things other than scrubbing the floors.”

	 

	Nimeera didn’t pay any attention to the quip, and it seemed that Jager hadn’t either, as he said, “Fine. I won’t tell you how to do your job; you know your craft best, but get close to him, and don’t let anything happen to him. We need to protect him and learn his secrets.”

	 

	Nimeera smiled. Sometimes she truly loved her job. And after looking at the handsome Sheriff’s wide shoulders and tight backside, she just knew this would turn out to be one of those times. 

	 

	 


Chapter 34 - Good Riddance

	 

	 

	I hadn’t thought anything could keep me from training, and definitely not from attending to the amazing ladies in my life, but I’d been wrong. It turns out, that all it took was some fool setting off three magical bombs in my city. And it was my city. I was the Sheriff, but that meant so much more here, than it did back home. 

	 

	The people, at least the decent law-abiding citizens, viewed me as their ruler, their protector, and the chosen of their goddess and creator, Sativa. I still had a bit of the protect and serve mindset, but day by day I was coming to see Yonderton and the people in it as mine. It needed to be protected but it also needed a firm hand to rule it. 

	 

	So, for the better part of two days, I worked tirelessly with others to put out fires. The few water mages who came forward helped immensely, but some type of accelerant had been added to whatever caused the fires which made it difficult to put them out. At one point, we’d even had to cave in the ground under a building just to keep the flames from spreading to nearby houses. 

	 

	I worked tirelessly beside orcs, elves, and beastkin as the good people of Yonderton showed their grit. I’d worried that the hold criminal organizations had on the town had choked off the goodness in them, but it shined forth now. They might turn a blind eye to crime, or even live in fear, but I’d seen a wolfkin rush into a burning building to save bunnykin children, and a cowkin lift a veritable mountain of debris in order to allow an elf trapped beneath it to be pulled free. 

	 

	Everyday heroes stepped forward in the midst of this terrible tragedy. Initial counts had the loss of life at over three hundred. Yonderton was growing all the time, but that was still a huge blow, a staggering loss to the town in one fell swoop. 

	 

	Lina and other healers were soon taxed to their capacity, and beyond, dealing with the many wounded. I was even grateful, when the little would-be pickpocket from the stadium simply showed up the next morning, and wordlessly began following me around and performing any little task that I needed her to do. It said something good about her, that she helped without complaint and without looking for recognition. We would have to get her some clean clothes and a bath though. 

	 

	People looked to me for answers, but I had few to give. I knew the timing was more than suspicious. A full third of the town had been at or on its way to the stadium when this had happened. Then there was the fact that each of the explosions was centered on a known or suspected BSB hideout. 

	 

	Stories were starting to surface that all three of the remaining leaders of the gang had gone missing. That, of course, quickly morphed into rumors that they were dead, which evolved into a morbid celebration as people dared to hope that their lives might be free of the BSB’s dark influence. 

	 

	I wasn’t one of those celebrating, though. My first thought when I’d heard the rumor of their deaths, was to say good riddance. I certainly wouldn’t shed a tear, but there had to be more to it than that. I realized that if someone was organized and powerful enough to take out all the heads of a rival gang at once, then they would likely end up being more trouble than the BSB had ever been. 

	 

	This suspicion was confirmed, when I was walking from site to site to confirm that all the fires were finally out. I came around a corner and was greeted by a squad of four men. I called out to them, asking if there was any sign of the fire’s resurgence. No sooner had the words left my mouth, then I realized that something was wrong. 

	 

	None of the four had ash or soot on them. They all looked fresh and were armed and armored for battle. Well, three of them were wearing armor; the fourth was tall, slender, and wearing a set of robes with a deep cowl that hid their face. 

	 

	Josie had refused to allow me to ‘wander around town alone’ as she called it, so she was walking beside me. She must have sensed something was off, too, because her blades were out in a second. 

	 

	I looked back over my shoulder and hollered for Nimeera to run. She might have been doing her penance for attempted theft by but she didn’t deserve to be killed by accident in a fight. I had to assume that whoever had orchestrated the bombs, had decided to make their move against me. 

	 

	What better way to take over Yonderton could there be than to remove both the BSB and the Sheriff? But I wasn’t going to go down easily. 

	 

	The armored men were an orc and two catkin. The orc stood back to guard what I assumed must be a mage, while both catkin leapt forward. I had thought that Josie was fast, but they were blurs. My deputy was the focus of their attacks, and it was clear in an instant that she had her hands full. 

	 

	The clash of steel was sharp in the air but, just as I turned to help her, a familiar voice called out, “We can finally continue our previous conversation.”

	 

	I cringed inside. I recognized that voice. The mage lowered his hood and grinned. “I don’t know that we were ever properly introduced before. My name is An’kesh, and I represent certain parties who are quite interested in you.”

	 

	It was the mind mage who had kidnapped Josie. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. Flames were blasting off her swords and she was just managing to stay ahead of the two catkin. I realized I wouldn’t be able to count on her for any help, knowing this mage was perhaps the deadliest opponent I had ever faced. His mind magic was powerful. It had dropped me before, and that was when he was handicapped by trying to capture me.

	 

	Then again, I had come a long way since then. I immediately began spinning my core faster and faster. I let the ki within me expand to coat my skin and tried to imagine it as an impervious seal. My idea was that, while I might not be able to make my skin strong enough to stop a sharp blade, I could hopefully seal my body to make it impermeable to outside influences like An’kesh’s mind mana. 

	 

	I noticed the orc next to him wasn’t the same warrior I had encountered before. “What happened? Did you have to find a different orc to stand beside you? Was the other one upset at you for running away? I hear they can get rather testy when it comes to perceived slights to their honor.”

	 

	An’kesh sneered at me. “Don’t play childish games with me. I have been instructed to ask you to come with me. You will be treated with all due respect and live a pleasant, comfortable life if you agree to work with those I represent.”

	 

	I inched forward a bit more and shifted the way I’d  spread ki over my body to create openings under the soles of my feet. I needed to be able to suck up any and all ambient mana in the area before I ran out of ki. The bottoms of my feet seemed like the place least likely to provide an opening to the mind mage. 

	 

	I shrugged, holding my arms out palms up. “But haven’t told me who you represent.”

	 

	The smile on the elven mage’s face was not reflected in his eyes when he admitted, “No, I haven’t.”

	 

	“And what am I to do about Yonderton if I leave? You may not have heard, but I’m kinda in charge here and have my responsibilities and duty to these fine people to consider.”

	 

	That got him to chuckle. “You are only Sativa’s show pony. You are in charge of nothing. The pathetic backwater gang which was running this town has been removed; One Direction controls Yonderton now.”

	 

	I burst out in genuine laughter. “One Direction? What is it about the scum suckers of Olimero and boy bands? Or maybe Sativa is a secret lover of ‘90s boy bands, and it somehow leaked over to the rest of you.”

	 

	For the first time, confusion darkened An’kesh’s face. “Boy bands?”

	 

	I started to explain what they were, but then thought better of it. “You know what, never mind. It isn’t relevant. The real question, is how are we going to do this.” I was hoping he would attack first. I thought there was a chance, if I was prepared, that I could resist his power.

	 

	My back up plan, was hoping that Josie would win her fight. Sadly, their acrobatic battle had taken them further and further away from the mage and me. Although on second thought, I realized that was probably intentional on her part. If I knew my Jo Jo,, things were about to get very hot for those two catkin—and she probably wanted to ensure I didn’t get hurt from any associated collateral damage. I had to let my deputy fight her own battle, just like I’d have to fight my own.

	 

	Tired of waiting for an attack which hadn’t come, I surged forward at the orc. My Strength had now surpassed the orcs’ racial cap, so I knew with absolute certainty that I was stronger than him. That was even before my ki was factored in. Equally, I had no doubt that he was the more skilled fighter between the two of us. I would have to see if what Josie had drilled into me about blocking and parrying had stuck. 

	 

	I came right at the mage, but he was never my target. The orc swung a mace down at me I passed by him. I was prepared for that, though. With a burst of ki enhanced strength, I not only shook off the blow, but repelled it up and to the side. The sudden shock raised his guard just enough for me to pivot into him. 

	 

	The orc was a professional, though, and he managed to get his shield up in time. There was no way I could get a sword blow past his defense. But fortunately, that wasn’t what I had in mind. I shouted out, trying further to disorient him, “Sweep the leg!”

	 

	Then I dropped to the ground, spinning, and using my momentum to do exactly that. All of the orc’s armor didn’t keep me from blasting his legs out from under him. He went up, and then came crashing down. I didn’t give him a second to recover but instead shoved my dagger into his face, having pulled it from my spatial pouch as I’d darted forward. He managed to block the blow with the metal bracer on his forearm, but all I needed was contact as I willed the electrical power in the enchanted blade to go off.

	 

	Orcish durability may be highest of all the races, but that didn’t stop his muscles from seizing up. That gave me an opening and I thrust my short sword into his now exposed throat. My blade slide in smoothly and I went to twist it to rip out the orc’s throat, but it felt like a sledgehammer cratered my mind. 

	 

	My barrier of ki crumbled and I was sent reeling. My hands shot up to my temples involuntarily. It felt like there was a ton of weight settling directly on my brain. A compulsion to sleep fell over me and it was all I could do to resist it. Then, I stopped resisting and simply absorbed the mind mana directly into my core. 

	 

	I probably couldn’t beat the elf in a mental contest of wills. I was a body cultivator, after all. But my mastery of my own body was much greater than his mana fed powers. And I wasn’t going to let anyone else seize control of it. 

	 

	An explosion of flame behind me told me that Josie had just gone nova, so to speak. The blast of heat sent out a shockwave of force that buffeted the mage, weakening his hold on me for the brief moment that I needed. 

	 

	I pushed ki into my body with the intent of killing. I didn’t need to over think this. My body just needed to respond at an instinctual level.

	 

	When I struggled to my feet, An’kesh shrieked, “Stay down, damn you. Stay down!”

	 

	I forced a thin smile to my lips and that seemed to be all it took to enrage the elf.

	 

	He sent another wave of mental force at me. Up became down, and down was up as vertigo took me. I stumbled backwards away from the critically wounded orc, falling to my backside. 

	 

	The mage came forward several paces, glancing from me to the orc. He produced a small vial of red liquid which he poured into the orc’s grievous throat wound. 

	 

	“Be glad that trained orc warriors are too valuable to waste,” the mage growled at his companion. Then he helped the orc to his feet. The wound in the warrior’s throat was still there, but looked to be closing. 

	 

	I couldn’t say for sure, though, because my vision and world were spinning in wild circles. The two of them started moving away, with the orc leaning heavily on the smaller elf. 

	 

	A second later, Josie was kneeling beside me. I couldn’t get the spinning to stop and was afraid I was about to vomit. The silliest thought crossed my mind, when I realized I really didn’t want to toss my cookies in front of Josie. What would she think of me? That provided me the motivation I needed to send a surge of ki through my body. I stopped trying to resist the effect of An’kesh’s attack and instead focused on centering my awareness through my body and not my vision or inner ear. 

	 

	My body wasn’t spinning. That was simply the effect the mind mana had on my sight and sense of balance. I began to recalibrate my body’s sense of location relative to everything around it. I felt the stability of my body and knew without a doubt, that I was sitting completely still. 

	 

	Then, as if a curtain had suddenly been drawn, the wave of vertigo passed. My body was my own once more, and I alone controlled it. I blinked, swallowing the bile that had risen in the back of my throat. “Damn,” I muttered, “that sucked.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 35 - Going to the Ground

	 

	 

	As I sat up, I felt Josie’s hand on my back. Part of me wanted to yell at her for not going after the mage, but I would have done the same thing, if she had been the one lying here hurt. More than that, it would have been dangerous for her to go after An’kesh on her own. 

	 

	We really were going to have to come up with a way to deal with the mind mage once and for all. But we were the good guys. We didn’t prioritize killing the baddies over saving the innocent.

	 

	That was part of what separated good men from evil ones. I was just as willing to kill as most of these criminals, but it had to be for a good purpose. I would never put killing evil above saving good. That way lay a short path to tyranny. Being better than the baddies, meant I had not only to do the unpleasant things which needed to be done, but I had to do them—even the nasty, unpleasant stuff—the right way.

	 

	“Glad to see you burned those pussies up,” I said. Sometimes a joke, lame as it might be, is all that I needed to get going again. 

	 

	Josie understood me, because she gave a weak laugh and didn’t let me know how flat my juvenile joke fell. “How are you doing?” she asked.

	 

	I explained about the vertigo and how I had defeated it. She paused, staring into the distance for a moment, before saying, “I want you to absorb some of my mana.”

	 

	“What? Why?”

	 

	“We can’t have you running out of ki and I’m strong enough. You saw what I just did. I can spare some of my mana if it will make you safer. Just don’t drain me dry—I’m supposed to do that to you.” She winked at me as she said this last bit. 

	 

	I grinned. My sense of humor was starting to rub off on the girls, if even Josie was sharing lame innuendos. 

	 

	I telepathically alerted the others to what had happened, emphasizing that Josie and I were both okay. They got angry with me, though, when I explained that she and I were going to investigate further. Eventually, they accepted that pursuing the matter was just how I was built. I simply couldn’t leave it alone, not when there was a chance we could bring to justice those who had killed so many innocents in Yonderton. 

	 

	I did have to order Daria to stay and protect Lina and Mursha. She didn’t seem to understand that the easiest way to get to me, would have been to go through them. Someday, the girls would understand just how much they meant to me. 

	 

	Then, I expanded my senses and we started to chase after the mage and his wounded orc companion. Josie pointed to a warehouse down the street which she said An’kesh and the orc had gone into. The building was half rubble, so I hoped that meant this was more about them fleeing, than them setting up another trap. 

	 

	As we ran up, I continued to send my awareness out. There was some type of interference inside the warehouse, but I could say with a fair degree of certainty that there was a single orc standing in the middle of a large, open room. What I couldn’t speak to, was what traps there might be around the edges of the room—because for some reason, the edges of the room were all fuzzy to my senses. 

	 

	When I was about to open the door, Josie stopped me. “You realize this is probably a trap, right?”

	 

	I nodded at her, and grinned. 

	 

	She shook her head. “And for some reason, that excites you?”

	 

	I shrugged. “I am what I am. But if it makes you feel any better, I already told the others the location of this building.”

	 

	“It doesn’t,” Josie sighed. “But I’ve got your back,” 

	 

	“Hey, I thought that was my line.”

	 

	This time she growled at me. “It’s adult time, now. Be serious, or so help me, I’ll tie you up and take you home.”

	 

	I didn’t respond, and instead kicked the door in with all my strength. The hinges crumpled under the force of my boot, and the door went flying inward. As I walked into the building, sure enough, it was a large open warehouse. Oddly enough, it had a dirt floor. 

	 

	Standing in the middle of the room was a single orc. He was the largest of his kind that I’d ever seen. I recognized him, though. This was the orc who had originally been with An’kesh when they’d kidnapped Josie.

	 

	“Oh? So you didn’t leave the mind mage, after all.”

	 

	“Nope,” he grunted. “You should understand that some bonds are thicker than tradition. Besides, the only reason we fled last time was because our instructions were to capture you and not to kill you.”

	 

	“An’kesh said just about the same thing.” I frowned at the big orc. What was his name again? It was on the tip of my tongue. I sighed, giving up trying to recall what An’kesh had called him. 

	 

	“Sadly,” I continued, “he wouldn’t give me any good reasons to come with him willingly. Maybe you should tell me your name now, too. I don’t like thinking of you as An’kesh’s big orc.”

	 

	He chuckled. “You humans always seem to have such an odd sense of humor. It’s a shame you won’t come along willingly, I think I could like you. If it helps any, my name is Lucas.”

	 

	Josie groaned and said, “Don’t encourage his bad jokes.”

	 

	Lucas looked at Josie intently for a moment. It was almost to the point that I was about to snap at him to take his eyes off my girl. “You wouldn’t have any reason to know this, but I once saw your father fight a duel when I was young. This was probably before you were even born. Before he was forced to head out here to the fringes of civilization.”

	 

	Josie didn’t say anything, but I could tell she was hanging on the orc’s every word as he continued. 

	 

	“Your father was one of the very best swordsmen I have ever seen—and trust me, I’ve seen plenty of warriors. He was the reason that I decided to go with a sword and shield, over more traditional orcish weapons like the axe or warhammer.”

	 

	“Is this stroll down nostalgia lane supposed to make you more likeable?” Josie asked. 

	 

	“No, but honor is due where honor is due. From what I have seen, he would be proud of you. Even with your might as a mage, you haven’t abandoned the art of the blade.” He grinned, his tusks jutting out cruelly. “Trust me, I know how tempting that can be.”

	 

	“So how do you want to do this?” I asked.

	 

	“What I want, is to fight you into submission, proving my superiority as a warrior and testing this strange new power you supposedly possess, but what I’ve been ordered to do, is to offer you wealth and honor if you will come with me willingly,” Lucas replied in an even tone.

	 

	“Honesty, I appreciate it. There is a great line from my homeland which seems appropriate here. It goes something like, ‘we are men of action, lies do not become us’.” 

	 

	He nodded his massive head at that. “Well said. Whichever bard came up with that line should be congratulated and his play never rewritten.” Squaring his shoulders, the massive orc drew his sword. “Now, shall we begin? I’ll do my best not to cause you any permanent injury.”

	 

	“Sadly, I can’t promise the same.”

	 

	He nodded and then rushed forward. He was fast, but not almost impossibly hard to follow like Josie or those catkin earlier. It was more the precision of his movements than his actual speed that impressed me. There was no wasted motion in anything he did. 

	 

	With his initial attack, he slammed his shield into me while spinning his blade around to catch Josie in the side. Even though his sword didn’t penetrate her armor, she yelped in pain and danced back. The blow that he landed on me would have driven the wind from the old me, but I was made of sterner stuff nowadays. 

	 

	I pivoted with the blow and then drove right back at him. My plan was to take him to the ground, where his superior skill with a blade wouldn’t be the deciding factor in our fight. 

	 

	He was ready for me, though, and slid smoothly out of the way, neatly separating Josie and me. His moves were all made with precision, sliding back and forth while keeping us both on our toes. When Josie scored a slice along the back of his hand, he chuckled. 

	 

	Rather than getting upset, he roared with enthusiasm. “First blood to you. You do honor to the memory of Jacobin.”

	 

	I rushed in again and caught his blade in my thigh for my trouble. My dense, ki enhanced skin saved me from a crippling wound, but my mobility was going be impaired for the rest of the fight. 

	 

	“As much fun as this would be, I am being paid to do a job. And paid handsomely to keep you alive, too. But I’m afraid the same doesn’t apply to your lovely deputy.” 

	 

	With that, he launched himself at Josie. The orc’s sword seemed to come alive. Josie fought valiantly and I felt oddly paralyzed by the beauty of it all. I could see that she wanted to beat him with just her blades.

	 

	They traded blows back and forth. When I started to move in, she snarled at me, “No, Rob, I need this.”

	 

	The world was going crazy around me, but I stayed back. She was faster than he was, but he was better. I might not have said as much to Josie, but it was obvious, even to my untrained eye. The way he moved his sword the least amount possible with each block, parry, thrust, and slash conveyed his absolute mastery of the blade.

	 

	“It’s a shame really, Lucas snorted. “Given time and proper training, I think you might even have been better than him—your father, I mean.”

	 

	Josie’s face scrunched up, but she didn’t bother to respond. All her attention and focus was on keeping his blade at bay. Then, she stumbled. I had seen her uncanny grace all to many times to believe what I was seeing. It was as though the ground had reached up and grabbed her heel. It was enough to throw her completely off balance. 

	 

	Lucas drove his sword forward. The tip of his blade shimmered and took on the image of a striking snake to my eyes. Then it drove into her stomach. Leather armor and flesh alike were pierced as the blade punched all the way through her. It was a gruesome gut wound, which had to be both fatal and painful beyond measure. 

	 

	I roared in rage and rushed to attack. This couldn’t be happening. At the edge of my awareness, I sensed a flicker of movement behind me. The air displaced as someone moved. Shit, I’d been set up. This had all been done simply to catch me off guard. I desperately spun, knowing I’d never be fast enough. 

	 

	As I spun, from the corner of my eye I saw a wolfkin leaping forward. In his outstretched hands was a shimmering net. Then suddenly, a blade bloomed through the side of his neck and he went down gurgling wetly. The net flew from his hands, but his aim had been thrown off by his sudden death. I batted my short sword out and swept the net aside, but electricity exploded from it down my arm. 

	 

	I dropped the blade with a gasp, my arm already going numb. Not caring who had thrown the blade, I turned and rushed at Lucas. I had my fighting stick in my good arm while the other hung limp at my side. 

	 

	Lucas snarled, “Fine, let’s do this the hard way, then.”

	 

	His sword knocked my baton aside and pierced my shoulder. By all rights, I should have pulled back, but I no longer cared. I was prepared to sheath his sword in my own flesh if it would let me get close enough to crush him. I just kept pushing forward, taking the steel of his blade through my shoulder, and not stopping. My fury couldn’t be checked. I tackled the orc, taking him to the ground. 

	 

	Ki surged through my body, pushing my strength to new heights. We wrapped up, shifting back and forth for position. If my arms hadn’t both been impaired, I would have crushed him in seconds. It wasn’t that he was a bad grappler, but this was one thing I was better at than he was, and my fury was overwhelming. My vision was tinged with red.

	 

	The sounds of Josie whimpering only a few feet away drove me to ignore my own injuries as I pushed my body beyond its limits. But I was a body cultivator, and my body was the canvas of my art that I now used against him. I scissored the orc around, flipping our positions before he realized what was happening. Then, my legs around his neck, one foot under it and the other leg hooked over top.

	 

	His arm was locked between my legs and I pulled it tight to my chest, ignoring my own pain. I pulled until I felt his arm give. The shoulder dislocated first, and then I broke a bone while he struggled impotently with his free arm to keep me from crushing his throat. 

	 

	Everything suddenly shifted, as dirt flowed up from the ground and under my legs. It formed a guard over his neck and pushed me back. Earth mana swirled around me and wrapped me up. 

	 

	Lucas’ arm was a shattered mess, hanging limply at his side, but his damn magic was saving him. I should have realized from his earlier comment, that he was a mage. The dirt that swirled up around me solidified into solid stone a foot thick, and even my ki enhanced muscles couldn’t break free. I screamed in rage, not thinking straight as I stared at Josie, as she bled out on the ground.

	 

	Lucas stumbled to his feet and spat out a mouthful of blood. “Dammit,” he growled, “you forced me to use magic. Damn this fucking job to the seven hells. Honor demands recompense.” 

	 

	He pulled out a vile of green liquid from beneath his armor and tossed it at the foot of the column of stone holding me. “My blade is enchanted. Jacobin’s daughter is poisoned and, even if you get a healer, the venom will consume her from within, liquifying her organs. At your feet lies the antidote. If you can free yourself, you can give it to her. With luck, it may not be too late.” 

	 

	Then he snapped a small ceramic disc. As he disappeared into a circle of light, I heard him mutter, “Damn this job.”

	 


Chapter 36 - Big Fish, Bigger Pond

	 

	 

	I strained with all my might against the stone. The instrument to save Josie’s life was at hand, but I couldn’t budge as much as an inch. Then, I remembered my elemental pendant. With a thought, I activated it and stepped through the earthen trap. No elemental power could affect me for six seconds. 

	 

	I immediately knelt down and grabbed the potion, popping the cork off of it. For an instant I had to ask myself if I trusted what Lucas had said. I didn’t trust him further than I could throw the huge orc, but there was no choice. She was clearly dying. I poured the contents of the vial and then one of my healing potions down her throat. 

	 

	It wasn’t going to be enough; I could see it. 

	 

	Telepathically, I screamed out, “Josie needs you, Lina. I need you. She’s… she’s dying.” My anguish went out with my words. 

	 

	The wound in my foxkin’s gut was closing, but not quickly enough. Faintly glowing green veins had already spread up her torso. When they reached her neck, I heard her gasp. 

	 

	Her back arched as she spasmed. 

	 

	Holding her to me, I shouted, “Burn, Josie. Burn bright! Just do it. Burn the poison out of you.”

	 

	She was incredibly weak, but I sensed her trying to ignite her fire. If it wasn’t going to catch, then all I could do was sit here and hold her; I felt helpless. But no, there was something I could do for her, I realized. I could refine her mana for her. 

	 

	I laid down next to her, pulling her close to me. I felt her body trembling. She coughed up some blood as she tried to say something. I ignored her words and closed my eyes. 

	 

	I could feel the spark of her mana as she tried to form it. Then I pulled. I pulled with a might born of desperation. What the hell good was my body cultivation if I couldn’t save her? Why give me Mana Refining as a skill, if not for this? I blocked out the world around us. My awareness pulled back and centered on just the two of us. 

	 

	I extended my awareness into Josie. I felt the warmth of her skin—warmer even than normal, as she burned up from within. I felt tears on her face, and wet blood sticky against her armor. Still, I pushed ever deeper into her. This was far more intimate than any sexual penetration could be, as I strove to know her body as well as I knew my own. 

	 

	My awareness filled her and I sensed the venom inside her. The antidote was dissolving it, but too much damage had already been done. There was a wrongness inside her very cells, as if her living tissues had been turned to necrotic flesh. 

	 

	She was completely out of balance. I could see what wasn’t right, comparing what I sensed in her body to how my own body was. The problem was that her damaged body was not mine. 

	 

	If I could have pulled the poison into my own body, I would gladly have done so. I could will my body to make the necessary changes to overcome the effects of the necrosis. But I couldn’t will the changes inside her body that were necessary. 

	 

	I needed an even deeper connection. I continued to absorb her fire mana, but instead of converting it to ki, I refined it and then pushed it back into her. For an instant, she began to warm up and I felt life fill her, but it wasn’t enough. 

	 

	There had to be some way for me to be able to work directly inside her. I pulled even harder on her magic. I pulled more and more of her fire mana into myself, so much so that she could die. And Josie was far too weak to stop me. I was either going to hasten her death or find a way to save her. I trembled with fear, but didn’t let it stop or even slow me. 

	 

	Her magic raged like a wildfire within her, but I drained it all into me. I spun my core faster and faster, refining her mana. It was so much easier to do than before—now that I had officially broken into the D grade ranks. When I felt I had purified enough of her mana, I laced my own ki into it. Ki mist met mana flame and the two merged. 

	 

	Intent was everything when it came to magic. Though I could use no mana myself, that principle had beaten into me by Rava, Josie, and even Lina. I wanted to be one with Josie more than I had ever wanted anything in my life. Unshed tears stung my eyes because I didn’t have the energy to let them fall. The entirety of my being was focused on this singular effort. 

	 

	Then I released the torrent of energy back into my love. Josie opened herself up completely to me, holding nothing back. I could sense her fatigue, how close she was to slipping away, but still she welcomed me into her very soul. My awareness spread throughout her entire body and suddenly, I found I could fight on her behalf. 

	 

	Though I had no fire mana of my own, in this moment, Josie and I were one. I ignited her flame mana, laced through with my ki. Suddenly, silver flames engulfed both of us. I lost all sense of time as I worked organ by organ to fix my weakened body… err, no… her weakened body. 

	 

	I was fixing Josie, but it felt like I was repairing my own body; so tightly were we bound together. She smiled weakly and I felt it, even with my eyes closed. Her strength was returning, if ever so slowly. How long that went on, I had no clue. Time had no meaning.

	 

	Then suddenly, there was an infusion of energy into both of us. I felt the familiar caress of Lina’s life mana. For once, instead of losing consciousness, I felt more alive than ever. My connection with Josie was solid. I could feel her coming back to me. 

	 

	A notification opened before me, though my eyes remained closed. 

	 

	You have formed a permanent soul bond with Josephine Case. This level of connection can only be considered a marriage in the eyes of Sativa, so you have gained both a soul bond and a wife. 

	 

	The soul bond does not give you one another’s abilities, but alters your potential based upon your other half.

	 

	Permanent gains for Rob Case: Aptitude with melee combat increased by 25%. Innate understanding and ability to gain levels in this skill have increased accordingly. 

	 

	Permanent gains for Josephine Case: All racial stat caps increased by 25%. 

	 

	Grow and prosper together. What affects one of you, now affects the other. 

	 

	Josie must have gotten the same notification because she sat up with a start. She squealed and then gasped, “Did you see that? Did you see it?” Unfortunately, she tugged on the arm which Lina was still healing, closing up the wound where Lucas had shoved several inches of steel through my shoulder. 

	 

	I winced. 

	 

	“Oops, sorry. But that is so cool.”

	 

	“What?” Lina demanded. “What is so cool.”

	 

	For the first time I looked around and realized that not only was my favorite bunny girl here, but Rava, Daria, and Mursha hovered around us, as well.

	 

	“Rob and I are soul bonded and Sativa herself declared us married,” Josie cried out with an extreme amount of enthusiasm. “I’m Rob’s wife. Sativa declared my name is now Josephine Case.” 

	 

	Lina put her hands on Josie’s shoulders and squeezed. “Oh , Goddess Sativa, I’m so happy for you.”

	 

	If I hadn’t known Lina so well, I would have missed the slight hesitation in her words. Apparently, Josie was too caught up in her own elation to notice it, though. She grinned, “I know it’s not what we talked about. But now, you’re next.”

	 

	After that we discussed the soul bond. Everyone paid close attention. Rava had a dozen questions, most of which neither of us could answer, and there was a clear hunger in her eyes. At some point, Nimeera appeared and Mursha thanked her for coming to get them. Apparently, the catkin had run to get them even before I telepathically shouted for Lina’s aid—which was why they’d gotten here so quickly. 

	 

	My mind raced about An’kesh and Lucas. They were going to be a bigger thorn in my side than the Back Street Boys had ever been. And that reminded me that they clearly worked for this other boy-band named gang—one which was apparently organized and presumably much more powerful. 

	 

	And just when I’d started to feel like a big fish in a small pond, I realized that the water got a whole lot deeper. That would have to wait for later, though. For now, I just wanted to surround myself with my girls. 

	 

	There was still plenty of clean up to do around town, but after making sure that the fires were truly out, we retreated to the office for some well-earned rest. Nimeera disappeared somewhere along the way, but that was fine with me. I didn’t expect her to feel comfortable living with us. I just hoped she had a safe place to stay out on the street. 

	 

	I ordered Lina NOT to cook for us. We could all eat some dry rations and be happy with it. She had worked as hard, or harder, than any of us and needed to recover. I sensed that Josie’s declaration had been hard for her to take, but I sensed there was something more to it than friendly rivalry under the surface. 

	 

	When I cornered her about it, though, she denied it. I had to be blunt. “I didn’t plan to soul bond Josie, Lina, but I don’t regret doing so, either. You need to know and accept both of those facts. More importantly, you need to know that it doesn’t change how I feel about you.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “And from the little bits I’m starting to be able to decipher of Josie’s feeling, she cares about you very, very much. You are our family.”

	 

	Lina pressed her head against my chest, hunched shoulders, and all. She muttered, “I just wanted to be your first wife.”

	 

	I stroked her hair and spoke soothingly. “You are the Mistress of my Sheets and the keeper of my heart, love. No one will come before you. You and Josie are irreplaceable in my eyes.”

	 

	She pulled back sharply, staring up at me, her bottom lip quivering. “Then I want you to soul bond me, too.”

	 

	I cupped her chin and looked down at her. “I’m sorry, love, I don’t know how to do that. But I promise I’ll give you something you want just as much, though it can’t be tonight.” I pulled her against my chest and wrapped her up in my arms. “I feel the need to sleep for days, and I want both you and Josie beside me.”

	 

	She nodded. “I don’t like it, but I understand. Everyone has had a hard couple of days. We should probably let Daria and Mursha cuddle with us tonight if they want, too. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure they both know it will be limited to tokens of affection only, and no hanky panky.”

	 

	I grinned at her. “That is exactly what I need and want, but don’t be shocked if little Rob has different ideas about what constitutes ‘tokens of affection’.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 37 – ‘F’ is for Family

	 

	 

	The three days since our recent battle with One Direction had been the quietest we'd had at any point since I had arrived. The removal of the Back Street Boys’ leadership had cut most criminal activity in town in half. What remained, was relatively easy for me and my deputies to rein in. 

	 

	It almost felt like things were too quiet. There hadn’t been any sign of An’kesh or that bastard of an orc, Lucas. I owed him big time for what he’d done to Josie. Even if that had turned out for the best, it didn’t mean I was letting him off easy. I intended to turn him into food for the crows. Sadly, I had to find him first. 

	 

	Now, though, I wasn’t worrying about problems beyond the office. But my office was also my home, and that fact presented some challenges of its own. In some ways, I felt like I was living every college guy’s dream. My home and office had become more like a sorority house. 

	 

	Mursha and Daria still slept in their own bedrooms. I was building up to bringing them into my bed, though. I knew both were willing. Daria was even eager. I couldn’t be as sure about how Mursha felt, but the orcish woman opened up more and more with every day that we spent time together.

	 

	Sometimes, I caught her staring at me when she didn’t think I’d notice. She definitely paid a great deal of attention to me when I was shirtless and training. If I had to make a guess, the quiet, green-skinned beauty was physically attracted to me and interested in seeing where that might lead, but things were more complicated for her.

	 

	Her race and family were extremely honor oriented. Structure was important to her. This was further complicated by the fact that I was sure she wasn’t being entirely honest with me, or herself, about what she really wanted out of life. At least she was no longer fighting me about using her gravity magic for training. 

	 

	It was a godsend. I had started making rapid progress again, just like I had in the early days. My stats physical stats had grown by leaps and bounds. The pressure of increased gravity also helped me with conditioning my body, so it was a complete win for me. Heck, now that Josie could raise her stats a bit higher, thanks to our soul bond, she benefited from it, too. 

	 

	Mursha couldn’t seem to get over the negative conditioning her father’s words had pounded into her psyche—that her mana was inferior. As much as I liked and respected Mactosh, I felt like shoving my fist down his throat for giving her such an inferiority complex. 

	 

	More than once, I had to remind myself that just because their ways were different from mine, didn’t make them wrong—except I couldn’t help but think they were, at least this time. 

	 

	But, Mursha wasn’t the woman on my mind the most, of late. The past few days, the woman I couldn’t get out of my thoughts was Lina. Normally, the bunny girl was the one who was most easy going. She was like a best friend and lover, all tied up into one. I couldn’t help but love her, and knowing that she loved me back only made our relationship sweeter. 

	 

	Her impatience had been mounting with me, and it was starting to come through in our daily interactions. I knew exactly what she wanted. That I continued to resist her efforts to have me plant a bun in her oven once the war with the Back Street Boys was over, frustrated her. 

	 

	My last infertility potion had worn out this morning. That left me in a precarious position. Looking at the vial in my hand, I had a decision to make… and it was a big one. Lina—and for that matter, the other girls—made my choice seem obvious. I’d even come from a big family, but I hadn’t expected to start having children—just one or two kids—once I was stable and in my 30’s. 

	 

	My life on Olimero was not what I would call ‘stable.’ But I didn’t know if it ever  could reasonably be called stable. A line from one of my favorite movies came to mind: ‘It was time for me to get busy living… or get busy dying.’ That was what it was all about, right? 

	 

	Lina, whom I loved more than my own life, wanted something from me. And it would be oh-so-easy—hells, it would be fun to give her what she wanted most in this world. Heck, if I was lucky, it might not take the first time and then we’d just have to try again and again—for science, and all that. 

	 

	Seriously though, I was the Sheriff of a border town filled with orcs, elves, and a variety of beastkin. The untamed lands were close and full of monsters and it seemed there was a mysterious criminal organization from back East with unknown plans for my town. There was never going to be a perfect time. 

	 

	Eventually, those two things together made it all click for me. I either enjoyed life and lived it or I was simply counting days till I died, waiting for a perfect moment that would most likely never arrive. I eyed the vial of infertility potion and then slipped it back into my spatial storage. It was time to get lost down my favorite rabbit hole. 

	 

	Once the decision was made, there was no point to waiting any longer. I walked into the kitchen. I knew she heard me, those long floppy ears of hers weren’t just oddly sexy, they were also very keen, but she didn’t turn towards me—intently studying a cookbook. Dinner had wrapped up two hours ago, but Lina had been finding reasons to avoid coming to our bedroom until late at night these past two days. 

	 

	It was but another expression of her impatience with me. She was going to push me take matters in hand. That was fine by me, though, I was a long way from getting bored with putting my hands on her. I strode up behind her and settled my hands on her hips, pulling her back into my chest. 

	 

	She was more than a foot shorter than me, but I bent down and whispered in her ear, “I seem to have forgotten to take my infertility potion. Does that give you any ideas about what we could do?”

	 

	She tensed for a moment before slowly turning and looking over her shoulder up at me. “Are you messing with me?” 

	 

	It almost looked like she was going to cry, and that cut me to the quick. “Gods, no. I love you, Lina. I only just came to the decision—but I came to find you immediately.” I tried to hold her tight, but she was still stiff in my arms, and it felt awkward.

	 

	“You are just saying that so I will stop whining,” Lina mumbled.

	 

	I bit my tongue before replying. Women were the same on any world. They made my head spin. Just when I thought I had one figured out, she said or did something that reinforced the fact that I had no clue about them. 

	 

	At least I recognized this particular problem. She didn’t want me just to do something because she wanted me to, she wanted me to do it because I wanted to. That, of course, was where things got a bit more complicated. 

	 

	I’d had a girlfriend once who always got upset because I didn’t enjoy doing the dishes, or laundry, or whatever the chore was on her mind at the moment. I always pulled my own weight around the house, and did my fair share of the chores, but that didn’t mean I liked doing the dishes. 

	 

	I mean, what kind of masochist actually likes doing dishes? 

	 

	But the point remained, that it wasn’t enough that I was willing to have a baby with her, she wanted me to want to have a baby with her. Wanting to knock her up was easy—that part was fun. No, it was divine. 

	 

	It was the thing that I thanked Sativa daily for. The way that she’d made bunny girls in general, and Lina in particular, was evidence that I must be on her nice list. Lina could squeeze my cock so hard with her pussy that it made my toes curl. No man could hate bedding a woman who could do that! 

	 

	I also knew that I wanted her to be happy. I knew having a child would do that, and so I was willing to give her one. But her softly spoken accusation forced me to come to grips with whether or not I truly wanted a child. 

	 

	Yes, was the obvious answer. I did. Was I ready to be a father, though? That was much more complicated.

	 

	Sure, I had just argued this very point with myself, but accepting the risk and even knocking her up was not the same thing as thinking about being a father and raising a child. My dad had made it seem easy, with how he spent time with each of his kids, but I wasn’t sure I was built like he was. I liked getting my hands dirty and doing things too much just to be my kids’ cheerleader, like my own dad had been—though I would always support them. 

	 

	Lina turned around in my arms without pulling back from me, staring up at me with the brilliant blues of hers. She was soft, warm, and curvy in all the right places. Her eyes pierced me. “You’re over thinking this, my love.”

	 

	I smiled back. “Oh? And you can read my mind now?”

	 

	She stood up on her toes and pressed her nose against mine, before doing that nose wiggling thing she did. It was personal, intimate, and entirely non-sexual, but I loved it. 

	 

	“I don’t need to read your mind.” She snorted softly. “You always overthink things, Rob. And it’s written all over your face.”

	 

	I stayed quiet, so she continued, “It really comes down to only two things. First, what does family mean to you?”

	 

	“You are my family,” I mumbled into her blonde hair.

	 

	“Yes, I am, but I’m not letting you off that easily. What does family mean to you, my love?”

	 

	I thought about my memories of childhood. Big family dinners, a loud house, and so many things which I had gotten away from as soon as I could—but somehow missed terribly, even if I wouldn’t have admitted it publicly.

	 

	“Stop it, love. You’re still overthinking it.” She slapped me lightly on the chest. “You know the answer. I know you do. I see it in your eyes.” She shook her head. “Don’t try to formulate a theory or pick apart every memory you associate with the word. It’s a simple question, and it deserves a simple answer.” Her hand stroked my cheek as she spoke.

	 

	“I guess I always envisioned that me and my wife would have kids, someday. Family, to me, means a sense of belonging that doesn’t come from anything else.”

	 

	“And the second part, is… do you want that with me?”

	 

	For the first time, I didn’t screw up. There was no hesitation in my answer. I knew the answer and didn’t hold back. 

	 

	“Yes.” I answered immediately, looking down at Lina with a smile. “Yes, I do.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if I’m good enough, though, or that I deserve you. And I don’t know the right way to go about this.” 

	 

	I shook my head sadly. “We aren’t even married. Is… is that important to you?”

	 

	“Beat of my heart, you don’t listen, do you.” The blonde gave me a sad smile. “Orcs and elves each have their own types of ceremony. Such ceremonies serve different purposes for different races, but beastkin men declare any woman they put their child in, their wife. Up to that point, it is just sex. A man and a woman can be lovers and care for each other very much, but in the moment that she starts to nurture his seed within herself a growing, living part of him—and he uses her to make himself immortal—they are wed.”

	 

	The way she spoke about it made is seem perfectly logical. It sounded almost magical. No matter how different it sounded from how I conceived of being wed, I couldn’t help but marvel at the simplicity of it. If two people cared enough for each other that they made a child together, then they were a family. If they fooled around and didn’t take the appropriate precautions and made a child, they still became a family. 

	 

	My understanding of the Law of Family grew in that moment. When it said that the ‘bonds of family may never be broken,’ that included the family itself. It may have been considered a rather broken view of marriage back on Earth, but Sativa obviously placed greater value on the unit, which was the family, than on the individual. 

	 

	I was intimidated by this prospect—scared even. A family was forever. Once two people had a child together, their lives were forever entangled. Facing this future with Lina at my side was perhaps even more intense than facing down a room full of thugs with Josie—but just as fighting side-by-side made me feel connected to the foxkin, in this moment I felt connected to my bunnykin.

	 

	Still, I was a man of Earth—and not from Utah—so I had to ask one more time. “And you are okay if I make families with the other deputies and clerks?”

	 

	Lina wiggled her nose again and nodded. “I expect to be involved in the discussion but, of course Rob, you can stick your cock in any unmarried woman that you want to.” 

	 

	Her brilliant blue eyes peered directly into my soul. “But making a family with them is different—I’m glad you understand that, now.” 

	 

	I nodded.

	 

	She smiled softly at me. “And yes, I expect that you will have several more wives, and plenty of children. Given your importance and power, I have to assume I will have at least half-a-dozen, or more, sister-wives… in time.”

	 

	When I started to protest, she pressed a finger to my lips. “Shhh, let me finish, my love. I understand this is all well beyond your comfort zone. But that, too, is good. We aren’t in a rush. You can take your time building out our family and it won’t be separate families, but all your family.” 

	 

	Her sudden smile lit up her gorgeous face. “But I am thrilled to be your first.” She cupped my cheek in her hand. “I want nothing more than to bring a piece of you into the world. I want your seed to bear fruit, within me.”

	 

	I leaned down and kissed her. Our mouths met and we shared passion just as much as we shared each other’s tongue. I knew from experience not to kiss her too long, though. When she got really worked up, she’d sucked on my tongue so hard that I’d barely been able to speak the next day until she healed me. It was still pleasant to remember what she had told me that first time we’d been intimate: ‘Bunny girls don’t make love, bunny girls fuck!.’ 

	 

	And now, she wanted me to fuck my child into her and I couldn’t think of anything else that I wanted more.

	 

	“I love you, Lina; you are my precious bunny girl. But you do know that I also love Josie, right?”

	 

	“Of course, I love her too. But you are the beat of my heart, Rob. You are the hub of the wheel which will be our family. Besides, baby foxkin are so cute. You haven’t seen cute, until you watch them trying not to trip over their own tails.”

	 

	I groaned, as my need threatened to overwhelm me. “Where, then?” 

	 

	Lina started to pant as she ground against my thigh. We were still fully dressed, but that wasn’t stopping her. “Normally, I’d tell you to take me right here, but that doesn’t seem fair, since you have yet to touch either Daria or Mursha. And no,” she smirked, “making out with Daria doesn’t count. I remember when you did that with me, and how it drove me so crazy. But enough about her. You are just going to have to carry me to our bedroom.”

	 

	“Josie may be in there,” I warned.

	 

	“Even better. I want her to hold my hand as I take your seed. I want to see the look in her eyes when she knows what we are making together. I know she isn’t ready--not yet—but I’m gonna make her so jealous…” Lina shivered with excitement. “And she can make sure you keep using me till you’re entirely spent.”

	 

	I swept the bunnykin up in my arms and carried her to our bed. Unfortunately—or fortunately—Josie wasn’t there. I wasn’t sure if that disappointed me or not. But I was so busy kissing Lina, that didn’t matter. I buried my face in Lina’s generous cleavage. Once I’d kicked the door shut behind us, I set her on her feet and nearly ripped her blouse off. 

	 

	“Gods,” I husked, “I want you so badly.”

	 

	“I’m yours. Just take me, but I want all of your seed in my womb.”

	 

	With Lina, it wasn’t making love—it was more of furious, passionate tumble. Not only did she not need foreplay, she didn’t want any. The bunny girl wanted my cock stuffed inside her as soon as possible, and she wanted me to pound her as hard as I could manage. Somehow, she always adapted to accept it. Despite our difference in size, or the fact that my cock had become slightly larger with the phoenix rebirth, she’d continued to take little Rob into her petite frame without complaint. 

	 

	I pushed her skirt off her hips, then dropped my trousers. I ran my hands over her breasts, kneading them like large lumps of dough. Then I pulled her panties down in a single motion. 

	 

	She giggled at that. 

	 

	“Ooh,” I murmured, seeing the trail of juices that already trickled down her thigh, “is someone anxious to be filled?”

	 

	She answered by pulling me up to my feet. As I rose from pulling off her panties, she thrusting her hips forward and ground her sopping wet pussy against the tip of my cock. 

	 

	I didn’t want to wait any longer and surged up into her, sinking more than half of my length deeply into her velvety, snug channel. Staying connected at the hip, I lowered her to the mattress so that I was standing at the side of our massive bed while she lay  with her legs spread wide in front of me. 

	 

	She arched her hips, pulling her legs back and opened herself to me and I thrust in to the hilt. Lina always made this feel so good. It was more than how wonderfully slick and tight her special rabbit hole was. It was about how eager she was for me to use her body. 

	 

	I pulled back until little Rob threatened to escape her pussy’s embrace before thrusting forward again, hard. Building up a rhythm, I kept one hand under her ass, lifting her hips up and pulling her onto me as our hips slammed together hard enough to make my balls bounce off her ass. My other hand I kept between us. 

	 

	I used my thumb to brush up and down over her clit. The combination of stimulation and fullness quickly pushed her up to and over the edge, but I didn’t slow down. With each thrust of my hips, I filled her and we made the bed frame shake. 

	 

	So much for being quiet around the other girls, I thought to myself. There was no way they wouldn’t hear and know exactly what this thunderous pounding was coming from. 

	 

	My rhythm was truly furious, and I felt the crescendo of pleasure building rapidly inside my balls. I was only holding back just enough to ensure she orgasmed first. Fortunately, she didn’t make me wait long. Lina always lost herself in the passion between us. Despite the fact that she always begged me just to use her, I’m pretty sure  she was well ahead of me, if we were tallying orgasms. I trailed the voracious bunny girl by a factor of at least 3:1. 

	 

	As her magical pussy clenched and writhed on my cock, I exalted in the power I felt as I fucked her from one orgasm into another, and then beyond. Her body twitched as she rode a constant high at the top of multiple waves of orgasm. She began to moan deep in her throat as her hands wrapped around my neck and she dug her nails in. This, in turn, pushed me to the very pinnacle of my climax. 

	 

	I couldn’t hold back any longer—nor did I want to. 

	 

	I grabbed Lina’s chin and forced her to stare up into my eyes. “I’m going to put my child in you now.” It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t an offer. I was merely communicating my will to her. “Your belly is going to swell with the fruit of my seed. Now thank me for it.”

	 

	She locked her legs behind my back, the force of my pounding lifting her up off the bed. “Yessss… Gods, yes, Mmmake mmme your wife. Thank you, Rob!… Ugh… ahh…Put your baby in me.” Her eyes sparkled, even as her tummy clenched with another powerful orgasm. “I want to possess a piece of you.”

	 

	When I finally let go, some things just couldn’t get any better. I felt my ki surge out of the meridian in my groin and into Lina’s womb; my seed was laced with it. This was entirely new, something I hadn’t yet experienced. 

	 

	Lina must have felt it, too, because she screamed out, “Fuck me! Put your baby in my womb. Mark me. Make me yours. Make me a Mommy!”

	 

	Her words sent me over the edge a second time. My passion was so great, I couldn’t stop filling her womb with my seed. I kept thrusting into her and cumming; I lost track of how long it lasted, but when I finally collapsed, it was onto Lina’s peacefully breathing, still form. I had fucked her unconscious. 

	 

	I didn’t know yet if she was pregnant, but I knew she would be eventually. I wasn’t going to let up until she carried my child. And I certainly wasn’t going to complain if one time wasn’t enough to do the deed. 

	 

	The gorgeous blonde bunny girl was my woman. And she was going to be my wife; we would be a family. That was the Law of Family, after all, and I was going to live it. 

	 

	Fuck, what an amazing life!

	 

	 


Epilogue - Lining Up the Pieces

	 

	 

	Old Scratch was watching as the pieces all fell into place. For all the trouble that Korkanis was being, his little Cult of the Raven was at least protecting Rob. It would be a true annoyance if he had to start over with another candidate—not that there weren’t some equally promising ones on Earth. No, even from captivity, he had been sowing the seeds for thousands of years which were only now beginning to yield their fruit. 

	 

	It didn’t serve his purposes for Rob to be taken to the East, though, not yet at least. But if that happened, he had contingencies in place. No, Old Scratch was much more interested in the development of soul bonds. For that matter, the ability to manipulate mana with ki was also equally interesting. It was best, at least for now, that Rob stayed where he was. 

	 

	Letting the petty gangs of mortals on Olimero compete with one another was entertaining, but now it was time for a little push. Old Scratch knew how to twist the hearts of mortals better than just about any other god. He had been corrupting mortals since the beginning of time, after all. 

	 

	Now, though, he was trying to build something. It was an odd position he found himself in—creating, and not just corrupting. 

	 

	He wrote a few more carefully worded passages in his journal. The entire time, he closely monitored the shadows. It was as he had expected. An uninvited guest had entered his current home in Tophet. That was to be expected. He made sure to turn the journal in such a way that it might be read in the mirror, but without making it seem too obvious.

	 

	Old Scratch didn’t care if Korkanis learned he was stirring up a bit of trouble in the Untamed Lands. He’d decided it was time for the Sheriff of Yonderton to go on safari. The greatest advances in his grand experiment had come with first the production, and then the consumption, of that Phoenix potion. 

	 

	And it was worth expending a little more effort, now, to encourage the production of more such wonders. Yes, things just needed to be lined up correctly for the dominoes to fall exactly how he wanted them to. And if Korkanis got out of line… well, even gods could be killed. It would hardly be the first time.
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	Cast
 

	Josephine (Josie)-  foxkin, deputy, fire mage

Rolina (Lina)- bunnykin, clerk, life mage

	 

	Daria- hawkkin, deputy, air mage

Rava- elf, alchemist

Mactosh- orc, blacksmith, metal mage

Mursha- orc, daughter of Mactosh, gravity mage

Colton and Wey- wolfkin, thugs in the backstreet boys’ gang

Barow- wolfkin, tailor (wife: Moppet, daughter: Misty)

An'kesh- elf, mercenary, mind mage

	
Lucas- orc, mercenary, earth mage 

Tyler- cowkin, carpenter

	
Sativa- nature goddess, architect of Olimero

Nimeera- cat girl, spy for Nisync and Cult of the Raven

	 

	Jager- elf, water mage, leader of team from Nisync

	 

	Kragmon- orc, part of team from Nisync

	 

	

Racial Caps
      
Fox: AGI: 100, Magic: 90, Str: 60, Dura: 40

	Josie: AGI: 125, Magic: 113, STR: 75, Dura: 50

	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
Personal: Mind, Emotion, Ghost
Fundamental: Gravity

	 

	 

	 

	Rob’s Stats at the beginning of book 2

	 

	Strength: 84
Agility: 55
Durability: 49
Magic: N/A
Cultivation Grade: E2

	 

	Skills: Alchemy +49

	Ranged Combat: +33

	Melee Combat: +25
Telepathy: +10      

	 

	E-Rank Body Fortification: complete

	E-Rank Mind Fortification: 83%

	 

	Progression to cultivation rank E1: 83%

	

Rob’s Stats at the end of book 2

Strength: 93
Agility: 61
Durability: 66
Magic: 102 (variant)
Cultivation Grade: D9 

	 

	Skills: Alchemy +54  (+25%)

	Ranged Combat: +33

	Melee Combat: +31 (+25%)
Telepathy: +13      

	Mana Refinery: +10

	 

	Progression to cultivation rank D8: 3%

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Cultivation Ranks

Ranks E9 - 0

	Open 7 meridians

	Body, Mind, Core Boosts
+1 to a single stat at each level

	
To move to D Ranks - must condense ki from vapor into mist 

	Same process of acclimation
      +2 to a stat at each level

To move to C Ranks - must condense ki from mist into liquid

	Same process of acclimation
      +1 to each stat at each level

	 

	To move to B Ranks - must reform both body core and physical form

	New body subsists on Ki not normal biological processes
      +2 to each stat at each level

	 

	To move to A Ranks - must form a mind core and identify with a universal concept

	+5 to each stat at each level

	 

	To move to S Ranks - must form a spirit core and transcend mortality

	+10 to each stat at each level
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