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Chapter 1 - Why Is It Always the Quiet Ones?

 

“Don’t stop! You can do it. Just give me three more reps… you’re almost there… Push! What is it that you’re always saying? No pain, no gain!”

I struggled to lift my head to see her stunning green face. Or it would have been gorgeous, if Mursha hadn’t been screaming at me. Her tusks were right in my face, and she was barking orders at me like my old football coach during hell-week. I might have chuckled, comparing the normally meek and submissive orc beauty to that crusty old bastard, if I didn’t have a miniature mountain on my back as I tried to do push-ups.

At the moment, it didn’t matter how beautiful she was. She just looked sadistic, yelling at me like that. I wanted to ask what happened to the demure orc woman who’d barely look up from my feet while trying to speak with me. I wanted to curse whoever had transformed her into this cruel task mistress.

Except that would have been a waste of time—since in this case, I was the guilty party.

Better to focus on the work I was doing; the work I had been doing for hours every day for the past week and a half. The early part of my day was given over to resistance training with Mursha. Of course, resistance training took on an entirely new meaning when your personal trainer could control gravity.

The past ten days of working with the orc had paid huge dividends for me, of course, but just as much for Mursha. She clearly felt most at home when we were working out. Our personal relationship might still only have inched towards step one, and she might not like most of her duties as a clerk, but she took an almost perverse pleasure in seeing how hard she could push me. I only hoped I could get her to overcome her shyness and inferiority complex outside of training, too.

I think the others decided to have me train with Mursha first, because it wore me out and made me more pliable for them. Josie would sometimes join me for a little bit of the gravity enhanced training, but she preferred to spar or do cardio. I almost laughed out loud when she’d said she was worried about bulking up if she gained too much Strength.

That really surprised me. She might be happy for the ability to gain extra stat points, thanks to our soul bond, but in my opinion she wasn’t truly applying herself. At least not how I’d expected her to. It was actually out of character for my Jo Jo, but she was hesitant to talk about it, and I hadn’t pushed.

“You do realize that I can tell when you are daydreaming, right?” Mursha asked quietly. “You go all glassy eyed, and then you stop working as hard. Are you trying to waste my time, Rob?”

Her quiet voice during a workout was even more intimidating than her yelling. It didn’t help, that the only time she ever used my name, was moments like this.

“If this is too easy, I can up the gravity again.”

I shook my head as best I could.

Mursha had crafted a metal harness and shelf that lay across my back. With it on, I was doing push-ups with an extra two hundred pounds of rocks on my back. That might have been a challenge back on Earth, but Olimero had enhanced my Strength far beyond normal human standards. My muscle fibers just kept getting denser, while still maintaining their flexibility and without me bulking up or losing my definition, despite Josie’s concerns.

Now with gravity at ten times normal—thanks to Mursha’s power—it felt like I was being flattened. It wasn’t just because the two hundred pounds of rock on my back became a full ton; that, I could handle. I’d been squatting nearly six thousand pounds before Mursha came to live with us. The gravity didn’t just affect the rocks, though. My two-hundred-and-forty-pound frame became the equivalent of more than a ton.

Just as significant, was Mursha’s demand that we not just train for single max lifts to increase explosive power, but for what she called battle strength. Orc warriors hardly ever pumped iron, instead preferring to move massive tree logs, carry loads of rocks of big boulders, or perform other tasks which were supposedly more similar to real life activities in the field. The beautiful orc had insisted that if I wanted her help, then I had to train as an orc—at least with her. She’d still let me pump a little iron, but even then she was more interested in my doing compound exercises. She was right, though, I needed practical strength.

I pushed up again. My arms trembled. Even the twenty-two points of Strength I had added under her withering gaze and intense training didn’t make this easy. Sure, doing one push-up like this was a piece of cake, doing twenty such push-ups wasn’t too hard. But we were going for one hundred push-ups.

As I extended my arms again, despite their silent protests, Mursha counted out, “Ninety-seven. Just three more to go, but if you keep going this slow, I may fall asleep and lose count.” Her grin turned positively vicious. “You know what that means.”

It was one of her favorite and most sadistic games. I’d get close to the target she had set, and then she’d completely move the finish line by starting her count over again. When I’d complained that it wasn’t fair, she’d simply remind me that life wasn’t fair.

Now, my arms felt like rubber bands. I didn’t know if I could complete one more push up, let alone three. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. I sent a pulse of ki into my arms and suddenly the weight wasn’t nearly so bad. I popped off three more push-ups in as many seconds before collapsing to the ground with a groan. I’d come to think of this as my kaioken technique, based on that cartoon I used to love. Something made me think that as far as training went, even Goku might have met his match when it came to Mursha.

Suddenly she was barking in my face, “That’s cheating. You owe me three more push-ups.”

I struggled up to my hands and knees. She was right, of course. I had cheated; but damn if it hadn’t felt good. The initial shock on her face was even worth her screaming at me. My arms, legs, and back, all protested as I got ready to assume the start position—back ramrod straight, weight pushed forward on my toes, and arms locked out.

“Oh no. No. No. No.” Mursha shook her head. “You don’t get to act like that didn’t happen.”

“Mursha, you make the instructors at the academy look like wet nurses. There are limits to what I can do. There’s no way I can manage another hundred push-ups now.” I barely managed to wheeze the words out.

I would have probably been embarrassed at how pathetic I sounded if I wasn’t so exhausted. I was beyond caring about looking cool in front of the hot girl, even if she was a real gym rat herself. Her dad might not have let her be a full-time blacksmith, or to continue to train to be a warrior, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t put the work in. The fact that she could push herself so hard in the gym was part of what made taking this abuse at her hands manageable.

Well, that, and I could literally check my character sheet to see the results I was getting.

“Oh no. You are the one who raised the stakes. You want to show off that fancy ‘body cultivation’ that I’m always hearing so much about?” She leered at me. “Well, now is your chance to show it off.”

I groaned to myself, as the weight on my back—even with my arms fortified with ki—was nothing to sneeze at. Certainly not when I was as tired as I was at that moment. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know what evil she had in mind. Her face was still a grim mask of intense focus, but I’d started to get an idea of how her expressions worked. The slight curl of her lips around her small tusks was her form of a smirk. She thought she was gonna get one over on me.

“If you give me just three more push-ups. Real push-ups to my specifications, then our gravity training can be over for today,” Mursha said.

“So, this is a challenge, then? Never let it be said that Robert Case backed down from a challenge. But we should have a bet, to make it interesting.” I squinted up at her. “If I win, then not only do you have to stop the training session for today, but you have to give me a kiss. A real kiss, too; not one of those kisses you might give your father.”

The faintest hint of red showed on her cheeks as I made the powerful orc blush. She rolled her eyes to regain her composure. “You know you can insist on a kiss and much, much more. I am Mactosh’s daughter, never let it be said I shirk my duty. As your clerk, my body is yours for the taking.”

“I already told you that I would never force you; and, to be blunt, that feels too much like forcing you. Besides, no guy wants to have a hot girl bring up their father’s name when he is trying to sweettalk her.”

She guffawed at that and, as rough as it seemed, there was a certain appeal to it. Mursha was real. She didn’t lie. She called things exactly the way she saw them. I expected she would keep me honest—or at least help Josie to do so.

Her eyebrows shot up then and she asked, “Is that what you are trying to do?”

“Nope, this is completely different. This is the time-honored tradition of a wager. You can’t tell me that orcs don’t bet.”

She slapped her thigh. It was a sign I’d come to associate with a playful challenge. “Hardly. The children of the tusk are the boldest of all Sativa’s children, so of course, we are also the best gamblers.”

I just squinted up at her and arched my eyebrow.

She clearly took that as a challenge, because her next words were, “Fine, I accept your proposed terms for a reward—but what do I get when you can’t do three push-ups to my specifications?”

I did my best to laugh with sweat dripping into my eyes as my arms shook. I was beginning to think that she was stalling, just to try and tire me out in the front leaning rest. Unfortunately, for her, since I could call upon my ki for the challenge, I would be able to perform three of whatever type of push-ups she demanded. I’d been around too many defense attorneys not to recognize how carefully she’d worded the challenge. She had something up her sleeve, or at least she might, if her cut off top hadn’t been sleeveless.

“Name it. What do you want? I’m not gonna lose, though, so it hardly matters what reward you pick.”

Mursha rocked back on her heels and barked out a laugh. “Love the confidence—misplaced though it is. I have to admit it brings out the competitive streak in me.” She grinned around her tusks. “You should know something about orcs, though. We’re REALLY poor losers.”

She tapped her tusk. “Now, hmm… what do I want when I win the bet? Ah, I know. Josie and Lina are always going on and on about how good you are at giving shoulder and back rubs. So, when you lose, you have to give me the best shoulder and back rub ever.”

Despite the crushing weight on me, I couldn’t help but snort. Staring at her muscled frame each day while we worked out didn’t make me feel like the prospect of giving her a good rub down would be a bad thing. “Fine, deal. I’d shake on it, but my hands are a little busy here.”

“Okay,” she nodded, “give me three more push-ups, then. But, I don’t want to know that just your arms are strong. You need to show me that all of you is strong. I want you to give me three of those jack knife push-ups you always do for warmups before we start training.”

Mursha could barely hold back her laughter as she made her pronouncement. Seriously, where had the shy, quiet Mursha gone? I know I’d been trying to get her to come out of her shell, but this was just crazy.

I braced myself for this. She had come up with an idea that might actually be a real challenge. But with ki, I should be able to manage it. No longer did I think this was going to be easy, though.

Everyone has their own names for various exercises. Much of what I’d seen people call jackknife push-ups were cheap imitations of what my old coach had insisted we do. Some people thought it was all about putting their feet up on a bench with the hands and head down and pushing up like that. Others strapped contraptions like an ab wheel to their feet and then exploded upwards while pulling their knees inward at the same time they pushed up.

But none of those would satisfy Mursha. She’d see me doing the real deal, and I’m sure expected nothing less than that now. The gist of it, though, was that I would go down into the push up in a regular plank, with my back straight until my chest was no more than three inches from the ground. Then I would explode up, but not with just my arms. No, I would push with arms and legs so that my entire body lifted off the ground.

The trick was to gain enough air to perform the jack knife portion of the exercise. That was where I rapidly shot my knees forward till they came up flat against my chest while wrapping my arms around my legs. Then I would blast them back quickly enough so that I could land on my open hands and the balls of my feet. It was an exercise that worked strength, coordination, and speed. And one that had caused plenty of faceplants as those of us who’d been tortured by our crusty old linebacker coach tried again and again to do it right.

All I could do was grin at Mursha. I honestly didn’t mind the prospect of getting my hands on her, but when I did, it was gonna be because she begged me for a massage, not because I’d lost a bet. I determined, then and there, that I would not fail.

The difference, of course, was that I had two hundred pounds of rocks on my back and gravity was ten times normal, making it equivalent to a ton. This was going to put real stress on my tendons, my wrists, and my toes. Most guys back home couldn’t even manage a single jack-knife. Now I had to pull off three of them in a row with all this extra weight.

I spun my core up as fast as I could, and sent ki streaming into my weary muscles. The extra energy was like water to a man in the desert. My body had been conditioned to accept it. The more I practiced, the more natural it became, and I was starting to get a better feel for this whole cultivation thing—even if I hadn’t made any more breakthroughs.

I lowered myself down and pushed. As I did, I felt something odd about how I pushed. The ki within me seemed to extend out. Not like some separate force, but more like a tiny extension of my body. There was no time to think about it as I pulled my legs in and shot them back out, landing with my legs extended and palms down with a loud whump.

My impact with the stone tiles of the courtyard was jarring. I swear I felt the stone crack beneath my palms. Pain shot up my arms all the way to my shoulders, and I thought for sure I’d just broken a toe or three. What was even worse, was that the effort had drained more of my ki than I had expected.

But I’d done it; one down and two to go. I would not be defeated. When I looked up, I saw the scowl on Mursha’s face.

She was baring her small tusks and looked positively fearsome. This was neither the quiet, stare at the ground Mursha, nor the new, harsh task mistress Mursha. This was an infuriated orc warrior. She wasn’t kidding when she’d said that orcs don’t like losing.

She barked out, “Fine you can do one, but can you do it again? I can see how badly your arms are shaking.”

She wanted to play the taunting game, apparently. Well, two could play at that game.

“Is your lip quivering because you’re upset,” I snarked back, “or is it that you just can’t wait for my kiss?” It took everything I had to pop off that taunt without gasping for breath, but it was so worth it.

Her green skin took on a ruddy hue, and not the faint rose of embarrassment. No, this was full blown righteous fury. Whether this outburst of temper was a racial trait, or a more personal character flaw, I didn’t know. I was definitely glad to have learned about it before we took things too far.

Right now, it didn’t matter; I had two more push-ups to do and a bet to win. I gathered my ki again and spun it out from my core to empower my body. Then I pushed off the ground with explosive force. I’d show her. I used more force than was strictly necessary.

The result being that I shot up nearly six feet off the ground. I even impressed myself. As I whipped my legs in, I spared the briefest of glances at Mursha and the look on her face was positively wicked. Not like ‘I drown kittens’ evil, but more like a ‘ha, I got you now’ look.

Then without warning I felt her Gravity mana swirl around me and the pull of the ground on me doubled from ten times normal to twice that. Twenty times normal gravity was positively crushing. I had just finished exploding out into position for the landing, when I was sucked down to the ground by the irresistible pull of a fundamental force of nature gone haywire.

If I’d only thought the stone had cracked before, I was absolutely certain this time. Or maybe that was my bones cracking. The pain felt like the bones in my arms were being driven up into my shoulders and my toes had been smashed into pieces.

I lost my balance and collapsed, allowing my chest to hit the ground. It was only for a second, as I struggled to get back into a proper position, but her laughter told me that she knew that disqualified this push-up. Shit! She was right, too.

“Oops, so close. I really thought you had it, too. Wanna give up?” Mursha asked. She schooled her face to be perfectly flat in its expression, though the glee that danced in her eyes was impossible to miss.

I felt the gravity drain away back to ten times normal. Mursha must have been content to have beaten me soundly enough—that time. She wasn’t far from the truth. My head had smashed into the ground when I fell, and I was sure a goose egg was forming on my forehead.

But I was far from defeated; I decided to catch her off guard.

Without any warning, I pushed up again. It drained much of my remaining ki to do so. This time, I only propelled myself a mere two feet off the ground. That way, there would not only be less of a fall, but also less time for her to crank up the gravity mid fall. I channeled excess ki into toughening the impact points in my toes, fingers, and hands. I also reinforced my tendons and my joints so they could survive another brutal impact with the ground.

Once again, though, I was impressed by Mursha’s dedication. I hadn’t been the only one diligently practicing. Freed from the restraints her father, Mactosh, had placed on her, she practiced her mana control almost every waking moment—that is when she wasn’t performing her duties as a clerk. Since Lina still insisted on doing most things herself, that gave Mursha hours upon hours to practice.

She showed off the results of all that practice, as she increased the gravity back up to 20x in a fraction of the time she had required before. Unfortunately for her, though, I had spent the extra ki on toughening myself and so managed to maintain proper form when I landed.

I say ‘landed,’ but it was more like crashing somewhat gracefully back to the stones. It was still jarring. There was no way such an impact couldn’t be. This time, I definitely saw spidery cracks spreading across the stone tiles of the courtyard. But I’d managed to perform the second push up.

When Mursha didn’t say a word, I managed to pant out, “That’s two.”

She growled and said, “Fine, but the third one is the only one that matters.”

This time, gravity didn’t lessen. I kept expecting her to drop it back to 10x, but she didn’t. Our training had almost exclusively been in 10x gravity, or less. But she refused to budge, though the constant pull downwards threatened to crush me. This level of gravity made the rocks stacked on my back weigh a full two tons, and my body close to two and a half more.

I was just able to hold myself up, but staying up was not the same as being able to push myself several feet off the ground and do a jack-knife. The longer I strained against this level of gravity, the more I felt the strain on even simple things. My breathing had become labored, and my insides felt compressed. It was like there was one fist around my heart, and another squeezing my lungs. I suddenly noticed the bacon, eggs, and bits of biscuit in my digestive tract as everything in my intestines ground to a halt under immense pressure.

My bladder felt squished and, for the briefest of moments, I wondered if this is what pregnant women felt like. Even my blood was pumping sluggishly through my body. I was positive, that if I was not already significantly enhanced—both by the rules of Olimero’s stat system and by my D grade body cultivation—that I would have long since passed out. The same was probably true at 10x gravity, but I’d been slowly adjusting to that over the past week plus of training. Now, though, 20x normal gravity was more than I could handle—at least for more than a few seconds at a time.

As my enhanced body began to fade and my vision tunneled, I felt nausea swell up inside me. Part of it was a physiological response to the massive strain Mursha had put my body under, and part of it was me wanting to die before I lost. My core was running on fumes, but then I realized how the weapon she was using against me could be turned back on her.

I began to open myself up to the Gravity mana surrounding me. I concentrated on pulling the mana in through my gloves, which I always wore. That gift from Sativa was paying off, and I thought it would likely give me an essential advantage in the future.

Mursha’s Gravity mana reacted a bit differently than what I was accustomed to. Lina’s Life mana always seemed to leap into me. It was like it wanted nothing more than to merge with me; and it seemed to always want to fill me up to overflowing. Fire mana wanted to consume me; it was a living beast that I had to forcibly tame. Fire and Air mana were each different, but they both flowed into me easily. The residue Fire left inside me was a bit more damaging, but I never had any trouble absorbing either of them.

Earth mana had been more challenging at first, but once I had realized the minerals that made up my body were very much a part of the ground, which was essentially the substance of Earth mana, it had been easy enough. Even Mind mana had flowed into me fairly easily. It was intangible, sort of like the Ghost mana I had absorbed a small amount of. The residual effects were odder for those two, as well. More experiments would be required before I could figure them out.

Gravity mana, however, was in a league of its own. I couldn’t find an anchor for it in my body. Drawing it into my core was a constant effort and right now I was struggling just to stay conscious. Maybe it was just too much a fundamental force of the universe to be cultivated. But since my increasingly foggy thoughts couldn’t come up with another way not to lose, I doubled down on pulling it into my core.

The flood gates suddenly opened, and I sucked it in quickly. The gravity field around me lessened and my core started to wobble like an unbalanced load of laundry in the washer. This stuff was just so incredibly heavy inside me. I knew that wasn’t a very technical term, but I could relate to Mactosh calling her mana ‘heavy mana.’

It spun out and produced more ki, even as its polluting byproducts filled and then threatened to clog my ki channels. That was a problem for after I had won this contest. Instead of worrying about it, I continued to pull.

The trick, I knew, was going to be to lessen the effects as much as possible, without alerting Mursha and causing her to do anything radical. Seeing her power on display, made me feel small again. Without proper focus, I was afraid she could crush me like a pancake. If 20x gravity was doing this to me… then what about 30x? or 50x? I had no idea what her limits were.

I felt when she started to pour more mana into our training circle. It appeared the jig was up. She’d recognized the drain on her field and was responding by reinforcing it with more mana. I pulled harder, no longer worrying about the side effects. I just drained as much mana as I could and then channeled the refined ki into my limbs. I pushed my wobbly core until my body was suffused with the stuff, making my breathing easier and my heart stop skipping beats.

I launched myself up into the air. Pulling my legs in, I fought to beat the power seeking to crush me. I felt gravity shoot up even higher. She had to know this could kill me. A flash of panic surged through me. Did orcs really hate losing so much that she would risk killing me to win?

Gravity passed 30x and was still climbing as I slammed back down to the cracked stone tiles. The paver stones were being ground into dust beneath the weight of more than ten tons. The ground settled beneath me. As my body impacted with the stone, it was more like a meteorite slamming into the planet, than a guy falling a mere two feet.

The ground caved under me, and I felt the ground crater beneath me. All I could do was maintain a single thought as my blood vessels clamped shut under the intense pressure—my body on auto pilot.

“Stay up. Stay up. Stay up.” Conscious thought fled me, but my body still did as commanded. A body cultivator was more than just their thoughts, after all.

My eyes felt funny. I couldn’t see. I hurt all over, but I didn’t know how much I should be worried about that. Agony was everywhere. Maybe this was just the way I was supposed to feel? It was like I had never known anything else.

My telepathy told me that Mursha had panicked. It was like she was screaming at me, but apparently, I couldn’t hear what she was saying with ruptured eardrums. Then that all too familiar blackness claimed me.

This time, it felt like a comforting release, like a huge weight had just been pulled off me.

 



Chapter 2 - The Weight of Cultivation

 

I heard voices, but couldn’t make sense of any of the sounds. Except, I don’t think I was actually hearing sounds. I was hearing whatever it was that sounds were actually composed of.

I knew it meant something. Maybe something I should know about, but right now my thoughts were incredibly sluggish. It was like I was simply picking up the vibrations in the air and my body translated those vibrations into words, complete with tone, intensity, and feeling.

There was a great deal of shouting going on. Were they angry at me? I sensed that I didn’t seem to be the target of all the anger. I could feel a great concern from all of them. Sorrow, to the point of death, was buried deep in one of them. One of them seemed to be more closely connected to me than the others. She—at least I think whoever it was… was female—was terrified for me, but masked her fear with anger.

“What in all the hells were you thinking? By all rights, I could invoke the law of blood against you.”

“I… I…”

“That’s right, you don’t have anything to say for yourself, do you? You sicken me. You have no idea how far he was willing to go for you. I hope he boots you out on your muscular green ass.”

“Shut up! Shut-up both of you. You know that isn’t how Rob will feel about it, at all. You should know better than the rest of us, Josie. Rob will not only forgive Mursha, but will use it as a teachable moment. But now, I have to keep him alive. Something is interfering with my healing. It’s like my Life mana is being blocked.”

“Daria, go get Rava,” the one who had been called Josie commanded.

“Why do I have to go? I don’t want to leave. I care about him too, even if he hasn’t… um, you know.”

That was odd. When that one spoke, I got a sense of something more than just concern. It was like there was a rush of desire underneath her words.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get laid soon enough,” the one I seemed to be most closely connected to snarled.

“Josie, stop it. Don’t speak to Daria like that. You know she is just worried about Rob.”

“We all are. You have to save him, Lina. This is all my fault. I never should have let him train without me. I swear this man is going to be the end of me.”

“I know you are feeling some of what he is feeling. Judging by what I’m sensing in his body that must be…”

The fiery one interrupted the soft, warm one at that point. I was starting to get a sense of their individuality, even if I didn’t understand the meaning of everything they were saying.

“It’s hell. I hurt so badly that it’s all I can do not to curl up in a ball and cry, and I’m only feeling a fraction of what he is feeling. So, sorry, if I’m a bit tense and urgent, but if you can’t heal him, then we’ll need to find another solution.”

Then the light, airy one said, “No, I’m sorry. You’re the boss. I’ll go get the alchemist.”

“Thank you. She might have some ideas. Don’t take no for an answer; just haul her here as fast as you can.”

Then it was like the air got disturbed and rushed over me. It hurt. Why should the air brushing over me hurt so much? And what was that odd, coppery taste in my mouth? I couldn’t seem to get rid of it.

Around me, I heard three elevated heartbeats. No… there was a fourth, but it was much fainter—almost like it was behind a barrier, a trilling patter under one of the other heartbeats. Some tears were being shed, but I wasn’t sure if it was just one of them crying, or all of them.

I felt warm energy flickering around the edges of my body. Life mana! That was what it was. It felt like a victory, being able to make that connection. But something was wrong. It only brushed against the surface of my body, and my skin was absorbing it—cuts and abrasions were healing. Even some of my bruises were disappearing, but something was blocking the Life mana from being able to sink deeper into my body where it was critically needed.

That didn’t seem right. I wasn’t sure why, but it felt like I should easily be able to absorb mana. My entire body seemed designed for that purpose. It was like some architect had designed a complex, beautiful structure… but then hidden a secret purpose for all the ornate fixtures. It was a purpose that you couldn’t see at first glance, something that had to be pointed out to you. It spoke of patterns within patterns built into me, most of which escaped my understanding.

Yet, the more I turned my focus inward, the better I could see a host of blockages. It was like my body was stuffed full of some foreign substance. It was a substance which seemed to only have one purpose—namely, to crush me.

No. That wasn’t right… or, at least, that was an oversimplification. These were the byproducts of cultivating Gravity mana. That thought came to me with great clarity. Each of the mana byproducts had a specific result.

They generally seemed negative at first, but with repeated exposures, I had been able to determine a use for them. Even the byproducts of Earth mana had served a purpose. I had died and it had been integrated by the Phoenix potion to reinvigorate my body. More than that, it had made my body stronger.

My awareness was increasing, but I still couldn’t move. Something had happened to my body, when I’d pushed through whatever had made absorbing Gravity mana so difficult. As a result, I’d absorbed a glut of Gravity mana all at once.

Sure, I’d managed to finish all three push-ups. I’d won the bet, so there was that. In retrospect, I wasn’t sure that it had been worth it, though.

Clarity of thought brought with it an increasing panic. Was I in a coma or something? TV shows always debated if people in a coma were aware of their surroundings. I most certainly was aware. In fact, I was able to expand my awareness beyond my own body, even without functional eyes or ears. This was definitely a body cultivator thing.

I could sense my core. It was wobbly, but still spinning. There were only the dregs of ki left in me, though, after I’d overcome that bone crushing gravity. The thing that stood out most, was all the thick, heavy residue left from the Gravity mana that clogged my channels.

I had to force myself not to panic and then turned my awareness inward. This was my body, and I was a body cultivator, so it was my domain. I could still sense the concern radiating from the three worried gazes that fixated on my labored breathing.

There was also a sense of being watched, and not just by the girls. But no matter how far I expanded my awareness out, I wasn’t able to discern who might be watching me. Worse, I got the feeling that they’d let me know they were observing, but wouldn’t allow me anything beyond that. Maybe that was just my overactive imagination, but trapped like I was inside my own body, it didn’t take a lot for my imagination to go wild.

Once I truly began to focus, I found the damage wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d expected it to be. Certainly, it shouldn’t be bad enough to keep me from moving. There was at least one fracture in each of my limbs. Most had multiple breaks in them, as did all my toes and fingers. My skull appeared to be intact—except for that nasty spiderweb of hairline fractures which covered almost every inch of bone beneath my scalp.

My skin seemed to be the most intact part of me, as whatever Lina was doing had worked to heal my exterior. So far, it hadn’t been able to work its way into my ears, eyes, or deeper in. My muscles were shredded, but that was to be expected. In fact, I did that to myself all the time. It might not ever have been this bad, but I regularly pushed my body to the breaking point—again and again. That was how I got stronger.

It was deep inside where the real troubles began. This type of awareness wasn’t the same as seeing, but somehow I had a clear understanding of what was happening. Every significant organ—from my heart and lungs to my kidneys and bladder—had been crushed. Presumably, that was a side effect of trying to survive in greater than 30x gravity, or whatever it ended up being.

There were small tears in my heart valves which were causing blood to leak out where it shouldn’t. My lungs were incrementally filling with fluid. Even my stomach had been crushed, to the point that it couldn’t finish digesting what I’d had for breakfast. Bile and stomach acid were leaking out into my body cavity. It was gruesome, and a good reminder of why I hadn’t gone to medical school like my mother had wanted me to.

The question was what could I do about it? Moving was out of the question, but that didn’t mean I was ready to surrender to fate or give up. In fact, that surge of indomitable will made me realize something. My mobility was being limited by more than the massive damage to my body. If that was all it was, I could simply channel a bit of ki into my broken body and force it to move, even if by doing so I injured myself further in the process.

No, it was like I was being pinned down by some overwhelming, nearly smothering, force. Ultimately, that thought was what did it for me. Gravity wasn’t simply a matter of making things heavy, like Mactosh had implied. I didn’t expect there to be any experts in physics on Olimero—and I was far from one myself. But, I did recall that gravity was the attraction of one body on another. Heck, I’m sure I was butchering the appropriate theoretical concepts almost beyond recognition. I’d been far more interested in Shelly Herman and her sweater puppies while I’d  been in my high school science classes than in what was being taught.

I knew, or I thought I knew, that mass affected the pull of gravity. If my body had more mass, then it would be pulled on more strongly. All that was well and good, but it missed one key element—the thing which made Olimero so different from Earth. The existence of magic here made everything unnatural.

If I hadn’t been in my current predicament, I doubt I would have taken the time to study it closely, but it soon became obvious that Mursha’s Gravity mana hadn’t actually changed my mass. No, it directly affected the pull or effect of gravity.

That was both a staggering insight and cool at the same time. I would have grinned if I could.

Now, I just had to figure out what had gone wrong. I wasn’t feeling the same crushing pain as before. It seemed Mursha had released her Gravity mana. No matter how badly orcs hated to lose, I couldn’t imagine that she would purposefully try to kill me.

Even if she still wasn’t sure about how to respond to me, her honor meant too much to her. It would to any daughter of Mactosh—of that much, I was certain. So, this must be something else.

The conclusion I eventually came to was obvious in retrospect. I didn’t know anything about mana, and they didn’t know anything about cultivation. Mursha wouldn’t have considered my ability to absorb her mana. In fact, that absorption was probably part of what had made her push so hard.

She couldn’t have planned for me to flood my body with contaminants. That had to be it. The sludge in my ki channels was the byproduct of converting Gravity mana into ki. I hadn’t known what impact it would have on my body, but now I did.

It seemed to be creating some type of gravitational field connecting my body with the greater mass of Olimero. It wasn’t as simple as increasing the pull of gravity on me. If that were the case, I would be dead, crushed under the continued strain. No, this was causing my body to merge with the field of gravity that extended from the planet.

For all intents and purposes, I was one with the planet—at least in a gravitational sense. With that figured out, unraveling the problem should have been simple; except that I didn’t know if it was. I had to assume that the sludge in my channels was what was creating the gravitational anomaly. If not, I was good and truly screwed.

If that was the case, I would be stuck here until I died. If my body was permanently part of the planet, well I guess I wouldn’t have to worry about figuring out who the new gang in town was. That would become someone else’s problem—not that I was looking for a way out.

I had come to love my new life on Olimero—difficulties and all. That meant I couldn’t consider this as anything other than a problem related to the sludge clogging my ki channels. Which, in turn, simply required that I expel said sludge from my body. The how still escaped me, but there had to be a way. I should be able to excrete it through the pours in my skin, but that would require me figuring out how to move it, first.

Then my attention was drawn back to the conversations going on around me. And with my mind being a bit clearer, I could now recognize the speakers.

Josie said, “That was fast.”

“I’d like to take credit, but she was already halfway here. Apparently, she felt something happening to the Sheriff and felt compelled to come here.”

“Compelled, might be too strong of a word, but I definitely felt a tug.” The new speaker was my alchemy instructor—or mistress—as she preferred to be called. Rava was a long drink of water, who would have turned heads on any fashion runway on Earth, but I suspected she had a list of secrets longer than her never ending legs.

Lina snapped, “The particulars can wait for later. Can you do something for him?”

“I don’t know. I certainly hope so. But it would help if I knew what happened to him, first.”

Josie snapped, “This bitch tried to crush him.”

I could feel her so much more clearly than the rest. Then it dawned on me, it was the soul bond with her that I was feeling. Her concern for me was practically sobbing across the bond.

For a second, I felt something stir within the other person who I took to be Mursha. “I didn’t… uh… no, the deputy is correct. This one is without excuse. This one lost control of her power. It was like it was being drained out of me and then, when the drain stopped, gravity leaped up to 50x normal. The Lord Sheriff was crushed to the stone before I could drop it.”

“And what about now?”

No one answered Rava’s question. I imagined the perplexed expressions on all their faces, even if I couldn’t see them.

“What do you mean, esteemed alchemist?”

“Cut that shit out, you weren’t bashful just a few minutes ago when you tried to kill Rob. Just speak clearly—you owe him that much.”

“You may kill this one for my failure if you deem it necessary, but I would never intentionally cause harm to the Lord Sheriff. I swore my oath as a clerk, even if he has yet to take me to his bed. My body is his, and I would sooner die than fail.”

I was pretty sure that Daria mumbled something about Mursha not being the only one I hadn’t bedded, but no one seemed to pay attention to her. I kept my focus on the main discussion.

“What I want to know,” Rava tried again, “is why he isn’t getting up. I’m not nearly as strong as some of you, but I can’t even budge him. It’s like he is fused to the ground.”

“This one is not doing anything to him. This one swears it.” There was a pause, and Mursha seemed more hesitant when she spoke again. “Although, it feels like there is a type of Gravity mana still within him—but it isn’t Gravity mana. This one has never felt anything like it.”

That launched Josie, Lina, and Rava into a discussion about byproducts and the little bit they knew about my cultivation.

At one point Lina exploded, “This isn’t fair. If I was soul bonded with him, I might be able to heal him. I just need to know where and how to apply my Life mana.”

“It isn’t like we are hoarding him or keeping him from you,” Josie said. “No one knows how the soul bond happened—not even him.”

I sensed Rava shifting from foot to foot in an uncharacteristically nervous gesture. Something was off.

“Ahh…” She cleared her throat. “That may not be entirely true.”

It was then that another presence popped out into the courtyard from the kitchen. When I didn’t recognize it at first, my mind began to race. I was afraid that this was an attack. That fear ignited a protective instinct inside of me.

No one was going to hurt my family! Even though Daria, Mursha, and Rava might not be officially part of my family, they were still people I was going to protect. And the very thought of someone coming after Josie or Lina, in her condition, awoke a monster within me.

I began spinning my core. It wobbled crazily, but I locked it down with my will. This was my body, dammit, and I was taking charge of it. The residue within me was an invading force, but I was master of this domain—and I wanted nothing to do with it. I should have been able to do this before. It was silly that I hadn’t, but I was learning that body cultivating was done more by feel, than by logic.

As I built up pressure within my core, I scoured my channels free of the residue. Some of it I sucked back into my center. A quiet voice in the back of my mind worried about it damaging my core, but I pushed such thoughts away—they would have to wait.

I needed to deal with this new presence. Never mind how capable my women were. I knew each of them were powerful, in their own right, but knowledge was not what was driving me—pure emotion fueled my reaction.

I calculated what I needed and sucked the dense residue of Gravity mana into my core, spinning it for a second time as I sought to pull out every last bit of ki from it. I felt the mist of ki within my core become denser. It was just like before, when I had intentionally condensed it, but that wasn’t my purpose this time. This time, it simply happened as I sought to gather enough power to make it to my feet.

The rest of the byproduct sludge I began pushing out through my skin. I think I opened up gaping wounds in my body as gouts of the waste erupted from me. The pain was terrible—but compared to my fear for my girls, it was nothing. I was up on my feet and moving towards the threat before I realized it.

Mana swirled in a dense cloud around the creature. I could feel vibes of danger coming from… it? Her? Him? I wasn’t sure of the creature’s identity. This way of sensing through my body was a great breakthrough, but it had its limitations and couldn’t completely replicate sight or hearing.

I reasoned that anything tangled up with that much mana had to be a threat. And I didn’t need to see a threat, I only needed to squash it. Lunging forward, I drove my fist straight at it with all the power I could find in my still broken body.



Chapter 3 - Talk It Out

 

Everything started happening at once. I burst forward, just as this new person fully stepped outside, but no one reacted like I expected them to. Mursha stood still, staring at the ground. She barely seemed to budge. Lina looked up, and then relaxed, as did Daria. That probably should have told me something. Rava’s hand still went to her belt knife and didn’t let go.

Josie shouted, “No, Rob!”

Pain exploded through me once again, as Josie knocked me off course so that I didn’t smash into this new arrival. All the ki I had expended to empower my attack recoiled back into me, and the numbness I had found was no longer a sufficient shield against the agony which shot through every part of my extremities. My awareness became a jumble again, as I stumbled to keep myself from falling.

I sensed the wave of pain which roared through Josie, and felt bad for her, even though I knew it was only a reflection of what was going on inside my own body.

The new figure jumped back.

I felt her—yes, I’m fairly certain this new figure was female—hand pull out of a pouch on her waist. Apparently, this new arrival wasn’t a threat, judging from everyone’s reaction. That was the last I sensed for the next few moments, until I brought the increased pain under control.

I had to focus to find that place of numbness again. This was my body, dammit. And while my shattered limbs shrieked in agony, I cultivated it—but I certainly wasn’t growing a crop of pain.

“How is he even standing up?” Daria gasped.

Josie groaned under her breath. “The pain is overwhelming, but it’s like he has found some way to block it out. Rob?” She held a hand up hesitantly, like she was afraid to touch me. “Rob? Are you in there? Tell us what we can do for you.”

The new person asked, “What is that black junk all over him?”

My awareness finally told me who it was—Nimeera. She must have arrived to do her daily cleaning. She didn’t live here in the office, though, insisting that she didn’t want to impose on us. But, good to her word, she had shown up each day to help Lina with cleaning and such.

She was a scrappy little thing, and only had some very worn clothing to her name, or at least that’s all she had until Lina got her hands on the girl. Lina made sure that Nimeera was dressed in proper clothing. Judging from the girl’s reaction, when Lina had presented the new set to her as a gift, it might have been the first time she had ever owned new clothing.

Lina was still fighting with the girl over proper grooming, though. The catgirl just didn’t seem to want to style her tawny hair or learn how to put make up on. I couldn’t blame her for that, however, and refused to insist that she do so. If she had been living on the streets, and likely still was, then being pretty might be dangerous.

Rava was the one who answered Nimeera’s question. “I believe that ‘black junk,’ as you called it, is a waste product created by whatever is happening inside his body. A better question is, what can we do to help him?”

“Isn’t that what you are here for?” Lina snapped. “You are supposed to be some kind of ancient…”

I still couldn’t see or hear, but my awareness told me that Lina’s words cut off when Rava glared at her. I had told Lina and Josie about how old Rava was, and that she used to be some big wig in the alchemy guild back East. I wasn’t about to keep secrets from my family—that was a recipe for disaster.

Lina must have gotten the message because she quickly switched gears. “Well, can you help him or not?”

“I think I know what is going on here. His body is damaged… but that is the secondary problem.” She paused, and I could almost see her frowning at the girls in the courtyard. “Actually, we should talk about this privately.”

Josie spoke up. “Daria, would you and Nimeera help Mursha out? She seems to be in shock. Perhaps take her inside, or for a walk out in the street? But please try to comfort her.”

Nimeera whined, “But, shouldn’t I stay here to clean up this mess. Isn’t that what the Sheriff asked me to do?”

Josie started to say something else, but Rava cut her off with some decisive motion or other of her hand. The impression I got, through my awareness, was that Rava was acting rather imperious. She could be a strange combination of hot and infuriating. Eventually, Josie asked Daria to keep an eye on the two of them from the sky and for Nimeera to help Mursha. The monkeygirl clearly wasn’t happy to be excluded, but I had other things to worry about now.

Once those three had departed, Josie asked, “Before we go any further, I need to know what that was about.”

Rava hesitated, before sighing. “Maybe nothing. Just call me suspicious. You have my word, though, that when I know something for sure, I will pass it on.”

“What I want to know, was what you meant about knowing how to soul bond with Rob,” Lina said.

Rava made a noise that I took to be a chuckle. “Oh my… are you feeling left out, little bunnygirl? You’ve already got the best proof in the world of his affection for you growing within you.”

Josie seemed to grow angry. “Look, I’ll let the other issue go, but if you know something that can help Rob, you better not hold back—and if you know anything about soul bonding, then spill.”

“I have some ideas for how to help Rob, but do you really want me to take time now to talk about soul bonding with him?”

I could sense a pulse of excitement in Lina as she squealed, “Yes!”

Even without eyes, I could picture the thin smile on Rava’s perfect face. “And what will you give me for that information?”

I could feel the Fire mana rise up within Josie. “You sure as hell better not be bargaining with Rob’s life.”

If I was reading the situation correctly, Rava raised her hands up and replied, “Not at all. I will readily give my aid in helping to heal him. What I am bargaining with, is not something to heal his injuries,” she paused, “at least it isn’t the best way.”

“What do you want?” Lina asked hesitantly.

“I’d think that would be fairly obvious, Mistress of the Sheets.”

“You just want him to bed you?” Josie blurted out.

“I wouldn’t say to ‘just bed me’.” She snorted. “I want more access to Rob. I want more time with him. And yes, I want some of that time to be of the pleasurable sort. Surely, you have realized by now that Rob is something new… maybe even unique?”

“I won’t bump you up on the list ahead of Daria, but both Josie and I will make it clear to Rob that it’s okay with us if he enjoys you.”

“Oh, he’ll enjoy it alright. But I need a promise that you will push him to come work with me more often. He needs to work on is alchemy, and I want to conduct some experiments that I need his help with.” She turned, probably to meet Josie’s glare. “He will definitely gain something from this, too.”

I didn’t know if I should be turned on, or upset, to have the three of them talking about me like I wasn’t even there. Though in some ways, I guess I wasn’t. As far as they knew, I couldn’t see them or hear a word that they were saying. Which, while technical true, didn’t seem to be hindering me; it seemed that I had figured out a way around that minor inconvenience.

Body cultivation gave me more options than they knew about. What it didn’t do, was provide me a way to communicate with them. Suddenly, I felt like a dumbass. Maybe it could be excused, because of my broken body and all the pain I was ignoring through little more than sheer force of will, but I’d had a way to communicate with them all along.

Sativa had provided me with telepathy from the very beginning. I projected my thoughts out to the three of them all at once. I just wished I could make a network, where they could hear each other. That goal was getting bumped up the priority list.

“You all know I’m standing right here, don’t you?”

Their startled reactions were priceless, in part because they confirmed I wasn’t the only one who had forgotten about telepathy. They all tried speaking in my head at the same time. Which, to say the least, was not pleasant.

I projected outward, “I can’t understand you, when you all project your thoughts at the same time. Please speak out loud. I can hear you.”

Lina followed my instructions but asked, “How? Your ear drums are completely ruptured.”

“It’s a new trick I learned, but can we talk about it later?”

Josie and Lina both quickly agreed, while Rava didn’t say a word.

I continued, “This is all related to the Gravity mana I absorbed. The byproduct is somehow increasing my connection to Olimero’s gravitational field. I think I might be able to use it to enhance myself, but I’m too injured to do so at the moment.”

“I can provide you with a potion which I think will help to purify your system. It is meant to cleanse a body from poison, but it is my hope that it will do the same with this byproduct for you,” Rava said.

I knew I was going to regret it. With all the pain I was in, I almost didn’t mention it, but I knew how important it was to Lina. And frankly, the more I understood about it, the better.

“Did you say something about knowing how soul bonds work?”

Rava didn’t miss a beat. “Yes, I did. It is only a theory, but the evidence suggests that I’m correct. Lina and I were just negotiating an exchange.”

I felt Josie getting ready to snap again, but before she did, I sent to all of them, “Is that how you really want this to be? Is everything going to be a business deal between us, Rava? Or would you rather be friends?”

If I had been relying upon my eyes, I might not have noticed, but these injuries had pushed me to a new understanding of my senses. And, with my heightened awareness, I could tell that she was carefully weighing my words. Her heart rate fluctuated wildly. No matter how calm and cool she may have looked on the outside, on the inside, she was a mess.

I took the opportunity to send her a private telepathic message. “I know your past may lead you to believe that you can only trust people if you are in control of the situation, Rava—but I’m not like that. If you are my friend or, even better, if you become part of my family, I will never stop giving everything I have to you and for you.”

Everything I felt fluttering around wildly inside of her went crazy for a second, and then just stopped.

“Rob is right,” the elf sighed. “I will tell you this freely…” she paused, nodding to what was likely Lina’s wild hopes. “What I’ve observed so far, as well as what you told me about how this happened with Josie, indicates that soul bonding only comes at a moment of deep connection.”

Lina patted her tummy which was already showing a slight bump and said, “I’m about as connected with Rob as anyone could be.”

“Yes, but there is a second element. Both times a soul bond was formed, Rob’s life was on the line. He was on the verge of death, only to be pulled back from the brink. My hypothesis is that if you were to injure him again so that he is brought to the very brink of death, and then threw all your power into healing him, you might be able to form a soul bond. Of course, there could be variables and factors which I haven’t accounted for,” Rava said.

Josie growled deep in her throat before snarling, “That’s nuts!”

“I would never do that to him,” Lina hissed.

“That is between you and Rob. I’m not saying it is safe, or even a good idea, but I think that is the only way a soul bond can happen.”

I kept quiet, but was grateful that Lina hadn’t hesitated to turn this idea down. She wanted to be soul bonded to me, but she cared about me even more. That made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside—or it would have if my body wasn’t so busted up.

“If that’s decided, then Rob should lay down. I will feed you these potions as you do whatever it is that you do to push the gunk out of your body. If this doesn’t work, then there is only one other thing I can think of,” Rava said.

“And that is?”

“A phoenix potion.” She shrugged. “But that would require you to die, so…”

I almost asked why she was so blasé about me risking my life. I knew, however, that she wasn’t simply being cruel. Maybe she was a bit more curious about how all this worked than was strictly necessary, but I didn’t believe she actually wished me harm.

I was grateful when Josie helped ease me down to the ground. Only then did I realize I was only holding the pain at bay by a hair’s breadth, and the sooner we could do this, the better.

“I’m also going to give Lina some mana potions to restore the mana she used trying to heal you,” Rava continued. “From what you’ve told me, you can use excess healing mana to strengthen your body. Hopefully, that will be the case here, too.”

I braced myself. This was going to hurt like a mother bear, but so far all the best achievements in my body cultivation had come with a significant amount of pain. Speaking of pains, I decided I’d better clear that annoying red blinking notification light in the corner of my vision.

You have gained the following stat increases from training:

Strength +6

Durability +5

I glanced at my character sheet to see where I now stood, in terms of progress.

Strength: 121

Agility: 65

Durability: 78

Magic: 102 (variant)

Cultivation Grade: D9

Skills:

Alchemy +57 (+25%)

Ranged Combat: +34

Melee Combat: +36 (+25%)

Telepathy: +14

Mana Refinery: +13

D-Rank Body Fortification:

Left upper region fortification progress to D rank: 19%

Right upper region fortification progress to D rank: 28%

Left lower region fortification progress to D rank: 14%

Right lower region fortification progress to D rank: 15%

Heart region fortification progress to D rank: 0%

Groin region fortification progress to D rank: 0%

Mind region fortification progress to D Rank: 0%

Progression to cultivation rank D8: 16%

I had been working hard these past ten days. My Strength stat had definitely improved the most. Before this gravity training session, it had gone up by twenty-two and now another six. Agility only went up four, but given the growth that represented, saying ‘only’ just seemed like sour grapes. The same could be said for the six points my Durability had shot up.

My Magic score hadn’t budged, and with the variant that it was, I wasn’t sure of the proper method to raise it. Alchemy and Melee Combat, my two boosted skills, had gone up three and five points, respectively. That made sense, given that Melee Combat had been much lower, so it should be easier to increase the levels.

Ranged Combat was up by a single point, as were Telepathy and Mana Refinery. Those were not skills I had been focusing on lately, but I realized I needed to apply myself to all my abilities. Right now, it just seemed to make sense, focusing on the ones which were easiest and most likely to make solid gains—like Strength and Durability.

What I really beat myself up about, was the slow rate at which my cultivation had progressed. I had made a bit of progress at toughening up my arms and legs, but even after ten days of spending a great deal of effort working on them, they had barely budged. At this rate, it was going to take me months—or even years!—to fortify all my regions to D grade, since the ones I was working on now were the easiest and most intuitive for me to increase.

And that wasn’t saying anything about what tiers existed beyond D-grade. Maybe it would be worth taking a risk now? I could tell that I was already doing better, with the waste I had pushed out so far. I knew, because I felt Rava’s hands on me as she stroked my hair and worked to get me to open my jaw. I hadn’t even realized I was clenching it.

As she massaged my jaw so she could get it open, I let out a low groan. It was almost impossible to hold the excruciating pain back. There was an opportunity here, however, but it came with plenty of risk. I should probably just do as she asked and push the waste out. It would be better to experiment another time when I wasn’t in so much pain. Then I felt Lina’s mana rush into me at the same time Rava poured a chalky tasting potion down my throat.

I would have gagged, but was pretty sure coughing would tear me up even worse. Afraid of that possibility, I simply swallowed the thick elixir. The taste would be gone soon enough.

 



Chapter 4 - Not So Fast

 

I felt the power pouring into me as I began absorbing Lina’s mana. I heard her gasp as I started draining it from her faster than she could push it into me on her own. Now was a chance to grow. There were risks, of course, but only the feeble never took risks.

I pulled harder on her mana. I let it fill up my core as I spun it ever faster. Most of the wobble was gone now that I had pushed out much of the waste. Of all the mana I absorbed, I only converted a small portion of it into ki. Now I needed that ki to power my ability to push the remaining waste out. As the energy built up within my channels, I felt the sludge begin to move.

Once inertia had been overcome, it started to flow more quickly. I could only imagine how filthy my body was at this point. The progress was going quickly, as whatever was in that chalky tasting potion improved my body’s ability to expel the Gravity mana byproduct’s contaminants. That left me with the rest of the mana she was pouring into me.

I felt my body starting to heal under Lina’s ministrations. Bruises faded, muscle fibers began to knit themselves back together, and shattered bones became whole once more. Even my ear drums were repaired. The power of Lina’s amazing Life mana washed through me and repaired my grievous injuries, but that was just a starting point.

I needed even more if this was going to provide the benefit that I wanted. I began to refine the rest of the excess mana I was sucking in. I compressed it and purified it. Every three parts of mana became one, but that one was so much more potent.

A moment later, my throat had healed enough for me to speak. I croaked out, “Give me a mana potion.”

There was a moment of hesitation, as Rava must not have been expecting me to make such a request, but after that brief hesitation, I tasted the sweet flavor of blue raspberry. I couldn’t use magic, so I had never thought to drink a mana potion before, but I realized that this was already purified generic mana. The alchemical process which made it, had stripped it of any specific mana type, which was perfect for my needs.

What the potion poured into me wasn’t as refined as what I could make, but it was still about a 2:1 concentration. That filled up my reservoir and I began simultaneously feeding the refined healing mana back to Lina while at the same time continuing to spin my core to convert the potion’s mana into ki. As I did so, I had another random thought. It would be nice if I could learn how to make a ki potion, but since I was potentially the first to use it, I had to assume there was no recipe for it.

Lina gasped again as she felt the purified mana pour back into her.

My attention was spread between the different tasks, but I managed to croak out, “Hold it as long as you can before you start healing me again.”

The bunnygirl trembled with the density and purity of the mana which I poured back into her. She nodded and then gestured to Rava. My bunnykin healer downed another mana potion and used it to send more unrefined healing mana back into me.

I send tendrils of ki into each of my limbs and wove them through my organs. Rather than fortifying my body, I focused on opening myself up as much as possible to what I hoped would be a torrent of healing.

When Lina could no longer hold any more of the refined mana I sent her, the floodgates opened, and it all poured into me. I stopped my general efforts to spread ki throughout my body and focused on using it to move the mana around inside me. Just as when the blonde beauty’s excess mana had supercharged me before, I felt my body swell with the healthy feeling of her power.

Only now, it was exponentially greater than any time before.

Her attention first went to the damage in my heart, lungs, and other organs. Once they’d been repaired I felt Lina cycling the mana outward. In seconds, my eyes reformed and I could once again see her beautiful face creased in concentration before me.

Lina’s face was bathed in sweat. A part of me thought she might actually fall over from the effort, and I noted that Josie was helping to prop her up. Standing on my other side was Rava, with an awed expression on her delicate elven features as she watched what Lina and I accomplished together.

That brought the first smile to my lips since this entire ordeal had begun. I realized that just like I had been able to use my body as a forge for the power that Josie and Daria wielded, I could do the same now with Lina’s healing mana. That realization brought with it another epiphany.

There was no reason that I couldn’t expand the incredible affect Lina’s mana was having on me. I just needed something to provide a means of distributing it.

“Josie, heat up the air around us,” I gasped.

Thank God for the trust that Josie had in me now. She didn’t hesitate, but immediately began to let her Fire mana drift out, raising the temperature of the air around us. Or at least that was what she tried to do. Instead, she began to feed me a steady stream of Fire mana as I pulled it into myself as quickly as I could.

She must have realized what I was doing, but didn’t stop pushing it out. I was quickly reaching my limits on how much I could handle at once, but I refined that Fire mana for all I was worth. Then I used threads of ki to lace the two mana types into one.

Once it was ready, I instructed, “Now work together. Spread the healing effect like heated air all around us.”

Lina and Josie looked at each other. The first was clearly exhausted but determined, while the foxkin was eager to see how this worked. I felt a rush of power flow over us. It built up within my body and then washed over us all in a wave. Notifications began to pop up and since I no longer had to do anything but combine their powers I took the time to look at them.

The first notification was pretty straight forward. It simply showed that I had made some progress fortifying each of my limbs and the other regions of my body, including even my mind. None were above fifty percent, even after all that, but I had to assume it was going to get harder and harder—like how much harder it became to raise a stat one more point the higher it grew.

The second notification informed me that I had gained Durability +3 because of the trauma to my body. But it was the final notification which was most significant.

You have been used as a refinery to create a new magical effect. This aura blends the power of refined healing and Fire mana together in a 3:1 ratio and applies the intent of your ki.

Aura of Purifying Augmentation: This aura will remove hostile effects such as poison or even controlling mana types for all allies within a radius of 10’ from you, up to the limits of the mana supplied to the aura. It will also provide 200% enhanced normal healing and 100% increased rate for gaining stat points. 75 purified healing mana and 25 purified Fire mana are required to create the effect, along with sufficient ki to form the structure. The duration of effect is 30 minutes.

Once the aura was in place, we all collapsed. Well… except for Rava. Lina and I were exhausted, though, and even Josie looked a little tired. I watched as the beautiful alchemist collected a sample of the black goop which had drained out of me into a test tube. I filed that bit of information away as something for me to consider later, but didn’t say anything at the moment.

Even lying slumped on the ground, I could feel the power of the aura working on me. I wasn’t doing anything, though, so it wasn’t like I was going to suddenly gain a bunch of stats. What I did notice, was that it was slowly taking the edge off my exhaustion.

“Thank you so much!” I grinned at the girls. I wanted to hug both of them, but given the goop on me, I figured they would prefer I took a bath first. “I probably need to get cleaned up, but once again, I owe you all.”

Lina smiled. “Are you kidding? That was amazing. I heard Josie and Daria describe it before, but seeing how you combined my Life mana with Josie’s Fire mana was amazing.”

“Quite right. It is unprecedented in any of the history of Olimero I have studied.” The elf paused. “Which is a great number of tomes,” Rava said.

Josie laughed, “I think you all are missing the point. Think about how many people get close to their stat caps, but can never increase them beyond a certain point. Already the obstacle course and O-ball matches have gotten people excited about improving themselves. But what if there was a way to expand this? We could help so many people!” Her smile was dazzling. “And even if it can’t, Rob will be able to make the most powerful deputies that Yonderton has ever known.”

“And clerks,” Rava added.

“Oh yeah,” Josie said. “Of course, clerks too.”

“Then,” Rava stepped forward, “I absolutely insist you accept me as a clerk. I don’t even care about getting paid. This opportunity is too amazing to pass up. I can’t let Rob out of my sight.”

Lina sighed and asked, “Rob can you help me inside?”

“Uh, I’m covered in goop. Didn’t want to make you all dirty.”

“I love your goop,” she snickered. “You put it in me all the time.”

Dang, the bunnygirl was insatiable. “

“Besides,” she continued, “I can take a bath later.”

As I picked Lina up from where she lay sprawled on the ground, she looked over at Rava. “I’m not making any decisions today about any additional positions, but I won’t forget the essential help you gave Rob today.” She laid her head back against my shoulder. “Just give me some time. We still have to get Daria and Mursha settled in properly.”

Rava looked like she wanted to argue, but then bit her lip and nodded her acceptance. I was proud of my bunnygirl for standing up to the elf’s demands. Rava could be intimidating; it was good to see that Lina could stand up to her.

Once inside, I laid the exhausted blonde down on our shared bed, trying not to smear tarry goop on the bedspread. When I just as carefully started to climb into bed next to the bunnykin, Josie coughed.

“Um, I don’t think so.”

“What?”

“That aura is only good for another twenty-five minutes. It took a great deal of work to create, so we should test it out. You are sparring with me.” She had her hands on her hips in an assertive posture that said she wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.

“I can barely lift my arms,” I groaned.

“Then you better dig deep,” Josie said. “You know the schedule. Gravity training first thing in the morning with Mursha, then sparring with me. Then, after lunch, you get to do ranged training with Daria before you can focus on alchemy and cultivation.”

I shook my head. I had agreed to that schedule. Of course, that was before I’d nearly died.

The redhead must have read my mind, which I was beginning to think might be possible with our soul bond, because she said, “I’m not going to let a little thing like you almost dying on me put a stop to our training.”

“Yes.” I sighed. “If anything, it proves we need even more training.”

She nodded emphatically. When I still didn’t move, though, Josie narrowed her eyes, daring me to challenge her on this. “Today we are going to work on your speed, but since Lina is exhausted, we are only going to use training weapons.”

I groaned softly. Might as well get this over with, I thought. Hopefully, Josie would only want to train until the aura wore off. I rolled off the bed and followed Josie back outside.

Once outside, I walked over to grab two long wooden practice swords. That was when I noticed Rava sitting down cross-legged with her back against the building like she was going to watch. She’d never done that before, and I began to worry she was serious about not letting me out of her sight.

No man wants a woman with him 24/7—even if she is drop dead gorgeous.

When I turned around again, I was hit in the face with a large bucket of water.

Josie smirked as she held the bucket by its rope handle.

I was soaked from head to toe and worse, the water was damn cold. The well made sure we had cold water. I got it, she wanted to clean me off, but that didn’t make it any more pleasant.

“What the hell?!” I growled. “You could at least have warmed it up.”

“That would have defeated the second purpose for dousing you with cold water. Tell me,” Josie asked, “are you feeling nearly so tired right now? Or are you, as I suspect, far more alert than you were a minute ago?” She was using her drill instructor voice again.

I rolled my eyes and tossed her one of the training blades. I wasn’t gonna give her the satisfaction, even though I realized she was right. The cold water had definitely startled me awake.

When she came at me, only then did I realize that today had not been wasted—not at all. I wasn’t nearly as fast as the foxkin was, although the gap between our Agility stats had shrunk considerably. She had gained two more to her Agility stat since she had been training with me. That put her at 93 now, which was still in a whole different league than I was in—with my Agility of 65. But it wasn’t quite as bad as the 69 points which had separated us when I’d first arrived.

Now that I was moving in normal gravity, my body felt like it was as light as a feather. I’m not sure how much of that was due to my Strength, how much was attributable to Agility, and how much was a more intangible conditioning effect from increased Durability. When Josie’s wooden blade came thrusting in at me, striking as fast as a snake, I was thrilled to manage to knock it aside.

Not that I could let it go to my head. I immediately moved back into a defensive guard and began testing my movement—getting used to how the stat increases felt in normal gravity. I didn’t know that surviving nearly being crushed by gravity was going to make a change this quickly, but it was a start.

I began funneling ki into my limbs. That cut the gap down between us by another few points, as I managed to avoid being hit. My deputy still made me dance all around the courtyard, until her back was to the rack of training weapons. Then, she sent a flurry of strikes at me while simultaneously managing to use her free hand to grab another blade.

Crap on a cracker… now, I was in for it.

Sure enough, her strikes started coming faster and faster. Soon, I couldn’t block all or even most of them. And while they stung a bit, I knew if they had been real blades I would be bleeding profusely now. I did my best to parry and dance around, but Josie was simply too fast for me—even with ki enhancing my limbs.

I knew I could tackle her, maybe even without her cutting me wide open, but she had specifically said that this was Agility training. Part of accepting Josie, Daria, and even Mursha as my trainers, was accepting that they knew more than I did—not only about how Olimero worked in general, but how the things they taught me worked.

I was confident that I had learned respectable martial arts skills on Earth, and that my police training was adequate. But neither of those things prepared me for life and death battles with swords and other melee weapons. It might offend some of the basement dwelling martial arts junkies back home, but they simply weren’t even close.

That wasn’t to say it wasn’t useful, though, just that I had to keep an open mind and be teachable—which I was learning meant much more than simply being willing to learn. And because I tried hard be teachable, learning was exactly what I had been doing.

It was beginning to pay off. Even as Josie’s attacks came in fast and furious, I was able to block or parry almost half of them. She moved me around at will, though, and used the environment to her advantage, like an expert. Whereas even a short time ago, that would have meant I’d be tripping over various bits of training equipment, I now had a new technique to maintain my situational awareness.

Learning that I could use my entire body as a sensory organ allowed my awareness to expand, and not just to the minds that were around me, but to include my general surroundings. I detected the weight bench she tried to get me tangled up with well before it became a problem. I pushed extra hard after sidestepping that obstacle without looking and, after a flurry of blows, I achieved the moral victory of making Josie take a single step backwards.

That might not seem like much, but her eyebrow immediately arched. She knew I was improving. Then she got a gleam in her eye and a wicked grin spread across her face, and I knew what that meant. She was about to up her game.

Sure enough, her blades began to move so quickly that they became nothing more than a blur. She had been born beyond human limitations, but her commitment to the art of the blade had taken her to superhuman levels. She was pushing me faster than I could respond, however, so I jumped back twenty feet to the top of the wall that surrounded the courtyard.

The green-eyed beauty grinned and asked, “That’s how you want to play this?”

I shrugged. “You did say this was Agility training.”

“That I did. Well, if you are this good, then maybe we can step things up a notch.” Then she charged the wall. She would be able to leap to the top without any problem, but I didn’t stay still. One simple lesson I had learned was that a moving target was harder to hit. I ran along the top of the wall and watched as she changed her trajectory with impossible grace.

I made the most of the couple of seconds that I had, as I thought through this training exercise. Not only did she have me outclassed in both speed and general skill, she also could wield two weapons with ease. I wasn’t there yet, even though she had pushed me to try duel wielding a few times in training.

In combat, I fought with my short sword and fighting stick at the same time, but it always made me feel a bit off. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I needed a shield. Maybe Mactosh could make something appropriate for me?

Actually, maybe Mursha would. Wondering if she would be able to use some of those crystals she put into my weights in a reverse manner to make a shield lighter almost got me the flat of a wooden blade across the face, but I was able to get my own training weapon up just in time.

I still earned a snapping blow to my gut, but my body was much stronger than it looked. If Josie wasn’t using a sharp blade or didn’t really put her strength into the strike, then it was little more than a love tap. I put aside the question of whether or not Mursha could lessen the pull of gravity on an object, and focused on staying out of the foxkin’s reach.

There was something feral in Josie that got all excited if I made her chase me for too long. I had something I wanted to try, but wasn’t sure if it would work. Then again, this was training—if not now, then when?

I spun my core faster and condensed my ki as much as I could on the fly. Then I fed it into my left arm. Rather than trying to enhance my arm, I tried to spread it like a coating from my elbow to my fingertips. I’d thought through the way I used my ki to form a sheath over the two separate tendrils of mana when I combined the abilities and mana of the girls into one collaborative effect. It wasn’t like I was going to be able to suddenly fire bolts of ki out of my palms, but if I could extend my senses beyond my body, then why not try to extend my ki outside my body, too?

Josie was on top of me in a heartbeat, but not in a fun way. She kicked the inside of my leg. I was too strong and too solid for her to take my legs out from under me, but it still knocked me off balance. Reflexively, my right arm extended out to the side with my training blade. Unfortunately, that left my head wide open, and the grinning foxkin didn’t waste any time, swinging both her blades down on top of me.

Need, fear, and reaction all combined to cause me to lift my left arm into a high block. This would have been insane to try out if she’d been using her real swords, but the margin for error with training blades was higher. As her blades came slicing down, I made sure to angle my arm a bit so as not to take the impact of the blades head on.

One blade skated off my arm. Josie was caught off guard and overextended, even though she immediately began to fix it. Her second training blade struck my arm a split second behind the first. She’d instinctively adjusted her strike at the last moment so that it hit my arm more squarely. I felt pain blossom in my arm, but it was muted—as if coming through a barrier. There was a thunderous crack and then splinters of wood flew in every direction. The sudden shock of her weapon breaking offered me a momentary opening and I drove myself up and under her guard, flipping the startled foxkin over my back and off the wall.

When she hit the ground below, I heard her explosive exhalation as the air was knocked out of her. I looked down and must have had the biggest shit eating grin on my face ever. I’d managed to knock Josie down. This sparring match was one for the record books.



Chapter 5 - Running Laps

 

It was hard to keep the grin off my face as I looked down at Josie sprawled out on the ground. Oh, I’d seen her sprawled out beneath me many times before—generally with far fewer clothes on. But there was just something about getting the upper hand in battle which thrilled me.

No… not battle. I needed to remind myself that this had only been a sparring match. She wasn’t using sharp weapons or flames. But then again, I hadn’t been using everything at my disposal, either.

Knowing where my bread was buttered, though, I quickly jumped down to offer her my hand. Josie didn’t need help getting up, but being nice to the women you cared about never went amiss. I wasn’t doing it to gloat… honest.

She batted my offered hand away with a scowl, so I said, “C’mon, that isn’t fair. How many times have you knocked me on my ass? Do I act the poor sport about it?”

She laughed. “No, but I can see you want to. What can I say, you’re a bigger person than I am. Now, do you want to try your chances at repeating that?”

I leaned down while encircling her with my arms to pull her close. I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I do love you, Josie. You know I’m just happy to make some progress.”

She tilted her face up towards mine. “I’m happy for you to get stronger. You know that. Not sure that I will ever stop worrying about you, though.” She sighed. “That is a deputy’s job. But what have I told you about where I want to be kissed?”

I chuckled. “Yeah, yeah. Children get kissed on the forehead; real women want to be kissed on the lips.”

“In both places…” she trailed off as I pressed my lips to hers. The kiss quickly dissolved into a hot mess of passion.

From inside the house, we heard Lina call out, “Oh, so is this what training consists of? If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have been so resistant with Rob wanting to get me to train.”

Josie made a point of looking over at Lina as she put her hands on both sides of my face in order to pull my face down to hers one more time. After another passionate kiss, she said, “You know the Law of Strength. To the strong go the spoils. Maybe if you trained a bit harder, you’d get more spoils.”

“Hey, I just wanna be the spoils. I don’t need to be the strong one. I just wanna make life good for Rob and raise his bunnies for him.”

“Okay, okay,” I said as I raised my hands up. “No fighting, you two. I love you both equally. But Lina is correct, she is a clerk and not a deputy. We protect her so that she doesn’t have to be strong herself.”

The gorgeous blonde smirked down at her redheaded friend.

“But, Josie is also correct,” I continued, earning a pleased purr from the foxkin. “Being part of my family brings danger with it, and I would sleep better knowing that each of you can protect yourselves—or at a minimum, are as good at what you do as you can be.”

Disengaging from Josie, I crossed the half dozen steps that separated me from my bunnygirl. I reached out my hand and caressed the slight swell of her tummy. It had been less than two weeks since she had gotten pregnant. It had been bizarre when we’d finished fucking, that she’d rolled over and proclaimed that she was going to be a mother.

This was Olimero, so I couldn’t dispute it, but apparently, bunnygirls knew right away—something about the way they were made. She explained they could even tell when other women were fertile or pregnant. In the grand scheme of the oddness, which was my new life, this was small potatoes.

I just went with it

She also confirmed what I had already learned that the gestation period for bunnygirls was much shorter than I was familiar with as the norm on Earth. She would be giving birth after sixty-three days—give or take a day or two. And ten of those days had already passed. For all intents and purposes, she was the equivalent of six weeks pregnant back home. I didn’t really know when a woman should start showing, but she did have a tiny rise in her tummy. It hadn’t stopped any of our bedroom activities. I’d worried about that, but when I asked her, she pish poshed away any concerns I had.

Now, I ran my hand over that tiny bump, imagined or not. “And you have to think about being able to protect our little one, as well.”

She smiled up at me. “I keep waiting for you to say you don’t want this baby, but you really are happy about it, aren’t you?”

I shook my head as I said, “I told you. I wouldn’t have agreed to have a child together, just to make you happy. I won’t deny that it is happening faster than I expected, but this is Olimero not Earth.”

She grinned.

I shook my head at her. “Anyway, stop changing the subject. Are you willing to do some training with me? If nothing else, we should maximize your magical skills. And if we do figure out how to form a soul bond between us, then your stat caps will most likely get raised. If that happens, you are really gonna have to work hard.”

“Okay, okay. But I saw you knock Josie flat on her ass. You definitely deserve more spoils for that.” The way she said ‘spoils’ left no doubt about what she was offering.

I ignored Josie’s protests about Lina’s description of what had happened as I looked at the pretty little bunnygirl. What kind of heaven did I end up in, that beautiful women were constantly trying to distract me from my work outs by dragging me off to bed?

I started to tell her that we needed to train first, and that then we could have fun, but then I realized something. I’m the Sheriff. If I can’t do what I want, when I want, then who can?

“Sounds good, but you’re not getting out of practicing later,” I mock growled as I picked her up and started to carry her inside.

She rolled her eyes. “Whatcha doing? We can just do it right here.” She hopped out of my arms and leaned up against the wall, sticking out that pert ass and wiggling her hips back and forth.

Damn, I loved this bunnygirl. Although, to be fair, what I was feeling at the moment was mostly lust, and less about love.

Josie coughed.

I snorted. “We aren’t exactly alone out here.”

Lina just wiggled her bunny tail. She was putting off that scent that stirred me up so much. If anything, it had gotten stronger since she’d become pregnant. “I don’t care of Josie watches. It isn’t anything that she hasn’t seen before. Heck, she can join in—if you don’t mind rewarding the loser.”

Josie growled dangerously in her throat at that, but Lina cut her off by raising a hand. The blonde looked to the far side of the courtyard. I followed her gaze and saw Rava studying us.

I had forgotten the long-legged, purple haired elf was still here, because I was so caught up in Lina and Josie.

Lina said, “I don’t even mind if Rava watches. Maybe she can give us some pointers since she is so, um… seasoned.” Then she got a serious expression on her face for a moment. “I really am sorry about slipping up about your age, earlier. My only excuse is that I was terrified for Rob. I know it doesn’t make up for it, but I wanted to apologize and let you know that I’ll be sending him your way soon.”

“I’m still a bit cross with you about that, Lina, but I’m curious about what skills our dear Sheriff has, so maybe I should stay and watch,” Rava replied with a wicked grin.

“That’s it,” Josie barked, “I’ve been patient and played along for long enough.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “And while Lina may run the household, and you may be the Sheriff, you put me in charge of your overall training. Training comes first, before fun times.”

Lina pouted. “She’s no fun.” Then she wiggled her cotton ball tail one more time, hoping to divert my attention.

I shrugged. “You heard the boss, but watch that cute little backside of yours, cause I won’t be training all day.” I leaned in to kiss her neck and stroke her ears as I finished the tease. She definitely kept me on edge all the time with her flirting, so a little payback was appropriate.

Rava coughed. “Well, if there isn’t going to be anything more interesting to watch, I think I’ll head back to my shop. I have some experiments I need to check on. But don’t forget to check in for your alchemy lesson later, Sheriff.”

I winked and said, “I couldn’t possibly forget, Mistress.”

After that, Josie made Lina and I run some laps from here to the stadium and back. It wasn’t any real strain for me, and my hard-ass training coach knew that, but it was good for Lina’s morale to have both of us running with her. I knew that the foxkin cared deeply about Lina’s safety and, as the threats against us were mounting, it was clear she needed to be better prepared. Overhead, I could sense Daria keeping a watch out for any danger.

What I hadn’t expected, was for Josie to have any ideas about how to improve Lina’s magical abilities. She even came up with something which would benefit me. As we were making our tenth lap and the bunnygirl was starting to pant—something I had seen frequently, but hoped to see many, many more times in my life—our foxkin drill instructor barked out a command: “Now start feeding healing mana into Rob.”

Lina came to a stop, hands on her knees and head down as she tried to catch her breath.

Josie was on her in an instant. “I didn’t say to stop running.”

“But…”

“No buts, you have to be able to use your Life mana under duress. Nothing can keep you from being able to heal, or people will die. Now start running again and send your mana into Rob. He’s close enough to you; you shouldn’t have to touch him.”

Lina definitely didn’t like running. Somehow, that was both reassuring and humorous. I was surprised, though, that she listened to Josie and soon started to do what she’d said. When the bunnykin started running again, I matched my pace to hers. A second later, I felt a tendril of her mana bridge the gap between us. Lina generally touched whoever it was she was healing, but this training made a great deal of sense. In battle, it would be amazing if she could heal from a distance.

It was weak at first, but I resisted the urge to help her by pulling on her mana. She had to learn how to make this work on her own. I waited until she managed to build up a decent amount of mana in me before I began refining it. I tried to keep my eyes focused straight ahead, because the way her sweat made Lina’s blouse cling to her was most definitely distracting.

Josie was a devious little task mistress.

“You better be refining whatever she sends to you, Rob. This isn’t just training for Lina. Work on your focus, your mana refining, and then use the refined mana for whatever cultivation body fortifying thing it is that you do.”

I simply nodded.

But Josie wasn’t done. “I talked to Daria,” she continued, “and we decided that while Mursha may not have exercised enough control this morning, she had the right idea. You need to be pushed harder. The threats we face are growing faster than you are.”

A small groan may have escaped my lips, but I agreed with my deputies. Internally, I figured I could put up with any type of training—if it would keep my family safe. What a change a couple months had produced in me. I had gone from only being worried about surviving, to focusing on creating a safe haven for raising my family. Instead of responding, I redoubled my efforts.

Mana refining wasn’t one size fits all—at least that was what I was learning. The more effort and pressure I applied within my core, the more intensely I could refine the mana. There were two aspects to consider: first, how tightly I condensed the mana; and second, how much mana I wasted in the process.

For now, I couldn’t seem to get it to better than three times normal concentration, but I was pushing for a four times intensity. The more tightly I could pack the mana together, the more of it I would be able to hold. But equally, the more I could provide back to our healer.

Lina already worked miracles with her mana. I wondered what she would be able to do with more concentrated mana. Then, there were the implications to consider for alchemy. My excitement grew as I refined the mana.

By the time we had finished our fifteenth lap, Lina was drained of mana again. Her magical aptitude was near the bunnykin racial cap of eighty. She only had a couple of points left she could develop that capacity—unless we managed to achieve a soul bond. Well, and assuming it had the same effect on her that it did on Josie.

If I could fill her up with eighty points of triple concentrated mana, though, then she would effectively have three times her current power. At the moment, however, she was only able to maintain the barest stream of power into me as her mana slowly regenerated.

I glanced over at Josie, jogging along on Lina’s other side. The foxkin was gorgeous. I loved her long red hair as much as I loved her fiery personality. With the soul bond we had, it was no longer necessary for me to see her face to know how she felt. My ability to interpret and understand what I felt from her across the bond was growing. It wasn’t like I automatically knew everything about her, though.

At first, I had felt a knot of concern inside her. She seemed to carry it with her everywhere. I had thought she was worried about our relationship; but now, I recognized it for what it was. Josie cared about all of Yonderton. That was her problem, really; she cared too much. She wanted to be the best deputy she could be, but above all else, she wanted to keep our family safe.

Over the past few days, I’d felt surges of worry rise within her and, along with that worry, felt odd sensations. Eventually, I was able to read her emotions well enough to understand what it was. Her loss to Lucas, the orc mercenary with this new gang, One Direction, troubled her.

She was afraid, and didn’t believe she could keep me safe from this new threat. And now she fretted about it. I loved her for that, though, because I understood her sentiment, and where it was coming from. We shared a deep concern about our abilities to protect those we cared for.

I called out, “Mana Refinery went up by a point, but I’m not quite half-full yet. I’ve got forty-eight condensed mana in me now.”

Josie looked at me, and then to Lina. “Okay, one more type of training left for today, then I’ll let you push that mana back into Lina, or use it for cultivating, or whatever.”

I swear it sounded like Lina gasped to hear that there was still more training to be done, but she didn’t complain. She wasn’t a warrior like Josie and Daria, or even Mursha for that matter, but she wasn’t weak. I knew my little bunnygirl was made of stern stuff, and would be ready to defend our little one when she needed to be.

 



Chapter 6 - Concentration…

 

Josie led us back into the courtyard behind the office. Once we reached the training compound, she grabbed Lina by the arm and led her over to one of my weight racks. She put Lina’s hands on the Gravity mana enhanced bar, which didn’t seem fair. This rig was currently set up for me to squat and weighed a good five thousand pounds. Lina wouldn’t be able to budge it at all even though she was stronger than most men back on Earth.

“Pull on that. Don’t stop until you lift it, or until I tell you to.”

I had to give Lina credit. She put her all into the hopeless task. I began coaching her and giving her tips, to ensure she didn’t hurt her back. After just a few seconds Josie was back with some leather wraps. I used them to help my grip when I was lifting some of the ridiculous weights we had here.

Without a word, she started using the wraps to bind Lina’s hands to the weight rack. I was baffled now about what she expected to happen. There was no way that those wraps would enable Lina to lift this much. The crazy thing was, that I agreed with Josie about Lina needing to train her Strength.

A bunnykin’s racial cap was seventy, and Lina only had a Strength of thirty-eight. She could easily become more than twice as strong as she currently was, because of how the stat scale worked—higher points representing a greater gain than their predecessors. But struggling against a weight she couldn’t hope to move wasn’t the way to do that.

“Okay stop trying to lift it. You need to know the rules for this training exercise. You have to stay still. You can’t move your feet once I position them, or you fail, and the exercise is over. Once I say begin, you can’t stop channeling mana into Rob, or you fail. Even a trickle of mana counts, but you can’t stop—no matter what. Those are the only rules for you, Lina. Do you understand?”

Lina pursed her lips, but nodded at Josie. It was obvious she didn’t have any more of an idea about what was going on than I did.

The foxkin deputy added to the mystery when she said, “This training is about focus. Lina will feed you mana, Rob, and you will feed refined mana back into her. The challenge is going to be for both of you to stay focused on the task.”

I was confused, because she knew I could focus on cultivating or refining mana for a long time. But then the challenge became more obvious when, a moment later, she lifted Lina’s skirt up over her little bunny tail. The skirt had been loose enough for her to jog in, so it was easy for Josie to pull it up around the bunnygirl’s hips, tucking the end back into the skirt’s waistband. As anticipated, Lina wasn’t wearing anything underneath her skirt. She liked to brag it was about being available to me, anytime I needed her, but I think she just liked to flash me.

“The rules are a little different for you, Rob. You lose if you orgasm, or if you stop cultivating. You have to try and focus on cultivating your ki the entire time you’re inside her. Understand?”

I nodded. For a moment I remembered the way she could squeeze me, and thought there was no way in hell I would win—but I was up for the challenge. So why not?

She said, “The loser gets a special assignment, of my choice. Agreed?”

By this point, the horny bunnygirl would have agreed to anything, she was already thumping her foot on the ground. “Sativa yes,” she whimpered, “just get him in me.”

I was a bit more hesitant. Why back out now, though? I also agreed.

Josie sucked on two of her own fingers and then ran them up Lina’s wet slit. The bunnygirl immediately was up on her toes. Josie said, “Tsk. Stand still, clerk. If you move your feet without my instruction, then you lose. Since you like this so much, we are going to turn it into a training exercise for you.”

Lina whimpered with need, but nodded eagerly.

“Oh, and Rob?” My foxkin gave me a naughty grin. “Picking her up doesn’t count as her moving her feet.”

Josie must have noticed the wicked grin that spread across my face as I contemplated this new loophole. She seemed to be learning a bit too much from Lina, of late, because she was taking a perverse pleasure in this challenge.

When she slapped Lina’s exposed ass, Josie said, “I’m going to move your feet now.”

Josie pulled back her fingers and put her hands on both of Lina’s hips before kicking the bunnygirl’s feet further apart. Once the blonde’s legs were good and spread, her feet well out beyond shoulder length, the foxkin nodded to herself. Then, she slid her hand down Lina’s ass and back between her legs. I watched as those same two fingers quickly slipped back inside the wet opening.

“Oh my,” the redhead snickered, “she seems to be quite wet and more than ready for you. Wouldn’t do for her to start with a disadvantage.”

Then, Josie dropped to her knees while she kept one hand rubbing gently up and down through Lina’s wet folds. Her other hand reached out and started undoing my belt buckle. The girl must be ambidextrous, based upon how smoothly she managed to drop my pants while still paying attention to Lina.

Little Rob was already standing at attention and ready for ‘training.’ She ran her hand over his head and down my shaft before fondling my balls. Then, she pulled her hand back and motioned me to step a little closer to her. As I did, Josie licked the palm of her hand. It was surprisingly erotic.

I felt her hand wrap around me as she stroked it slowly with the moisture on her palm providing minimal lubrication. She shook her head and said, “No, I don’t think that will do. She is far more ready than you are.” Without waiting or pulling her hand from my shaft she leaned forward and began to swirl her tongue around the head of my cock like it was the world’s luckiest ice cream cone.

The stimulation wasn’t the sort that would push me to explode but more of a slow burn that would ramp up my excitement. She pumped her hands slowly in rhythm with her tongue and I savored the sensation. The wet sounds that Lina’s pussy made as she was being fingered, accompanied by the tiny little grunts, moans, and squeals that fell from her lips every few seconds, paired perfectly with this gentle but insistent stimulation.

She must have thought I’d had enough because she pulled her hand back and stopped licking. At least that was what I assumed until she opened her mouth and swallowed half my cock in one go. Since the Phoenix potion had rebuilt my body, my member was just a little longer and a little thicker than it had been. Neither Lina nor Josie complained, although it did make oral a bit more challenging.

Even with the increased size, Josie wasn’t having any trouble. She bobbed her head back and forth as she combined some suction with the swirling of her tongue. Goddess above, that felt good. After being crushed to death and then pushed to my limits by Josie, this was a very welcome change of pace.

I pressed my hips forward, trying to feed more of my cock into her mouth. Josie obliged me, opening her mouth a bit wider and swallowing more of me—until I hit the back of her throat. She began moving her head faster and I felt the tension swell within me. I knew I was about to plunge down into my favorite rabbit hole, but reasoned that I could still do so… after I’d enjoyed Josie’s mouth.

When I tried to put my hands into her hair to hold her close, she pulled back and wagged her finger at me. “Ah, ah, naughty boy. I’d say you’re ready now.”

Then she pulled me forward by my cock till she pressed little Rob’s helmet right up against Lina’s very wet, very willing labia. I didn’t need any further invitation. With a thrust of my hips, I buried little me in bunny heaven. Goddess, it still sent a shiver down my spine and made my legs tremble. She was just so damn tight. Sativa might have fucked up a bunch of things, but she deserved an A+ for how she’d built bunnygirls.

For her part, Lina must have been right on the edge, because her ass visibly quivered with my first thrust. I couldn’t see her tail, with her skirt pulled up like this, but I would have bet anything it was twitching away.

A low, throaty moan clawed its way out past her lips. “Goddess yes. Fuck me. Oh please fuck me.”

Josie simply said, “And begin. Don’t stop sending mana into him Lina, or you lose and will have to pay the price.”

I could sense that Lina was about to say she didn’t care, as long as she got fucked, but Josie must have anticipated that. The foxkin added with a smirk, “If you don’t try your hardest, then I’ll make Rob pull out and not let you finish. You’ll have to watch him fuck me and neither of us will touch you. And I don’t care if you are the Mistress of the Sheets.”

Almost instantly, I felt a flood of healing mana rush into me. She wasn’t gonna be able to keep up that level for very long, but I supposed that was part of this exercise. I put my hands on her hips as I began to thrust. I couldn’t entirely focus on enjoying her though. I had to catch the mana she fed me and begin cycling it in my core. I spun it faster into ki and began to work on fortifying my body.

There was no better place to fortify than my groin region at the moment. The ki ran down my cock and increased both its sensitivity as well as its rigid hardness. That was almost a fatal mistake, as I shuddered when Lina’s walls clamped down on me. I had to think dark thoughts to push down the hot surge of desire that threatened to unhinge me.

Some guys swear by baseball stats, but I had found that all that ever did, was bore me. And I certainly wasn’t one of those guys who thought thinking about their grandma was a good idea during sex. I had a better solution. I pulled to mind the image of that smug expression on An’kesh’s face when we had first met.

Not his whole face, because I certainly didn’t want to think about that during sex. No, I just needed that smugness—the look that said he was superior to me. It infuriated me. The mind mage had become something like my arch-nemesis during my short time on Olimero. I felt my rage build and channeled it into fucking Lina harder.

She began to squeal as I slammed my cock into her. Her body spasmed again and again, her cum splashing all over my thighs, and I could feel her struggle to maintain a steady flow of mana into me. For my part, cultivation was almost a reflexive action.

The harder part, for me, was trying to fortify my body as my hips powered into Lina’s juicy ass. If I simply wanted to increase my strength, that would be both easy and temporary. But I wanted to make a permanent change.

I had to become stronger. I was going to crush that weasel of an elf and his orc lackey. They didn’t know who they were messing with. The rush of emotion in me almost turned this into a hate fuck as I pounded Lina. Fortunately, that was exactly what the bunnygirl craved. She said I fussed too much about hurting her, and always insisted she was built for fucking.

“Fcckc. Finaally. Givvee it to mee Robb. Ffucck me harder. I wwaant your cock. Don’tt stopp. Fcck me fastter. Treatt mee like your little bunny whore.”

I did just as the lady requested, slamming my cock into her again and again. I felt her ride one orgasm into the next, and only my intense focus on  fortifying my legs kept me from losing it. Time lost meaning as my endurance was far beyond anything I’d had on Earth. I savored the feeling of her slick warmth wrapped around me, and just kept thrusting.

The thread of mana she was pouring into me began to sputter. I was proud of her for making it this long, but she was about to run out of juice—both figuratively and literally. Her moans had become weaker, and she slumped against the weight rack. Now, I saw the genius of the hand wraps. They were about the only thing holding her up. Not that she would admit she’d had enough of my cock—that simply wasn’t the bunnygirl way.

But then she pulled out one last trick. Lina drew on whatever reserves of stamina she had, and pushed her ass back hard into me while squeezing her velvet channel like a vice down around me. Those extra muscles which Sativa had built into bunnygirl pussies slammed me over the edge.

Lina cried out, “Give me your seed. Give it to your baby momma, Rob! Show me why you’re the best daddy ever.”

And as Sativa is my witness, I couldn’t hold back. Sometimes, male ejaculation is described as rope after rope of semen spurting out, but this time it felt like all of the fluid in my body exploded into her in a single burst. It was overwhelming and heavenly at the same time.

I collapsed against the blonde’s back, barely keeping from crushing her with my weight. I might just have lost this challenge, but defeat had never felt so good.

 



Chapter 7 - You’re Fired

 

Despite the best of intentions, the rest of my day was consumed by meditation, a little cultivation, and a nap before I turned to the bane of every good police officer: paperwork. At least the paperwork here came with a cool interface and quests that promised rewards. None of that would have mattered, but for Lina. She got up when I did, and cooked me multiple meals throughout the day. Apparently, being nearly crushed to death takes it out of a guy even—especially—if he’s healed magically.

The one thing which I’d hoped to achieve didn’t happen, at least not in any meaningful way. I tried to talk to Mursha several times, but she did her best to avoid me. When I managed to catch her outside of her room, she refused to make eye contact with me. I stepped in front of her and held up a hand to keep her from walking around me, head down.

“Mursha, if you are worried that I’m upset with you, then let it go.” I shook my head. “I’m not upset. I’m the one who asked you to train me, remember? I asked you to use your magic to push me harder; you only did exactly what I asked.”  

I saw her clench her jaw, slowly shaking her head.

“Sure,” I admitted, “I didn’t know quite how competitive orcs can get, but consider me duly schooled, now.”

The green beauty’s gaze continued to bore a hole in the floor. I didn’t move, though, so she couldn’t move down the hallway without pushing past me. I didn’t say anything more; I wasn’t going to make this easy on her. She needed to work through her shit.

To be honest, I was pissed that she had gone so far overboard. But I was more upset with myself for losing control of the situation. I was frustrated by being too weak to deal with whatever she threw at me, though a wiser part of me knew that was idiotic hubris. That was exactly why I was so excited to have her here—I needed her to push me past my limits.

Still, she baffled me. Sometimes, I swear she was confused that I hadn’t just accepted Mactosh’s offer and married her. If I understood things correctly, though, if I simply accepted her father’s proposal, she wouldn’t have a say in the matter. But that wasn’t the foundation I wanted for our relationship.

I had plenty of willing women. Hell, Daria was frustrated with me because I hadn’t jumped her yet, and I was sure that Rava’s interest in me had gone well beyond the point of casual. That was to say nothing of my beloved and insatiable bunnygirl or my intense and concerned foxkin.

For all that, I couldn’t help but feel I had a connection with Mursha. I’d witnessed the way she interacted with people, and everything about her—not just her obvious physical assets—attracted me to her. Truth be told, I probably had a bit of white knight syndrome going on when it came to the oddly meek and humble orc.

At least I was wise enough to recognize it.

Finally, she glanced up, fixing her eyes on my badge. “Excuse me, Lord Sheriff,” she murmured, “I need to carry these linens to your room. The head clerk informed me that what she called the… the wet spot, was getting too big for comfort, and she didn’t want her tail getting sticky.”

“No,” I snapped, “I don’t think I will.”

Even with her eyes cast down, I could see them go wide. “You said you don’t love me. Fine,” I continued, “I respect that. It’s true that we barely know each other. I honestly can’t say that I love you, either—not how I feel about Lina and Josie.”

She frowned briefly, before schooling her features.

The shift in expression was so slight, that if I hadn’t been staring at her, I likely would have missed it. “But,” I concluded, “I do like you. I’ve seen how you deal with people. You have a strength and a kindness in you that I find incredibly attractive.”

A faint reddish tinge darkened her green cheeks. “The Lord Sheriff is too kind. I…” She stopped.

“Maybe I am too kind,” I grinned. “But I believe that kindness begets kindness—just like strength begets strength. But, I’m not done.” I paused, waiting for her to finally meet my gaze.

The silence stretched for a long moment before she looked up.

“I told you that I wouldn’t claim you as my wife,” I finally continued, “no matter how much your father pushes. But, I’m not going to have a clerk who won’t look me in the eyes and call me by my name.”

She gulped. “Are you firing me, Lord Sheriff.”

“Yes… Yes, I think I am. I no longer need you as a clerk.”

Mursha burst into tears while simultaneously trying to hide it. The result was a mess, as the orc was not a pretty crier. She softly blubbered, “Please… please don’t shame my father’s house like this. He will never live it down.”

“This isn’t about me and Mactosh,” I explained. “This is about me and you, Mursha. We are never going to work out, until you acknowledge that.” I chuckled. “I would gladly have married you, if that was the way orcs do things… and if that was what YOU want.”

I ran a hand through my hair, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’m certainly attracted to you enough to make it an easy choice, and I value your magic a great deal. But you didn’t want that. So, we tried making you a clerk, but your blood runs too hot for that. Unless you have something else to say, I’m afraid this just isn’t working.”

I felt bad, being so harsh on her, but I needed a strong, confident Mursha—the one I had only seen glimpses of in the forge. This weak, servile girl before me now wasn’t going to cut it. Staring intently at her reaction, for a moment, I thought she might have a breakthrough.

Her jaw quivered and the tears stopped. Her nose flare and she demanded, “Is this because I haven’t taken your cock, yet? If that will save my honor, you can take me right here in the hallway.” She ripped open her leather top and her breasts sprang free. It would have been comical if it wasn’t so damn hot.

“I want to take you,” I admitted. “In fact, I believe I will have you… But not until you beg me for it.”

She started to drop to her knees, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her upright with my left hand.

Shaking my head, I growled, “ And not because you want to save your father’s honor, and not for a job.” I tilted her chin up with two fingers of my right hand until those wide blue eyes  stared into my own, and brushed my thumb across her lips and tusk. “You are going to beg for it,” I leaned in close to breathe into her ear, “because you know in your heart that your place is beside me.” Then I kissed her softly on the cheek, just beyond her lips.

She clumsily reached a hand up to her cheek, confusion twisting her features. “But… but you just fired me.”

“I did.” I flicked both my brows up. “I fired you as my clerk. Think about it for a bit. I’ll visit Mactosh soon, and I hope by then that you’re ready to ask for what you want out of life.” After letting my eyes linger for a long moment on her impressive, exposed breasts, I spun on my heel and walked away.

From there, I walked into my bedroom, where I found Nimeera already stripping the dirty sheets from the bed. Lina was right, we’d made a mess of the linens with our second session of the day. The bed was definitely earning its keep.

The catgirl looked up when I came in. Her ears twitched and, for just a moment, I thought I had surprised her. But then, I felt a wave of peace pass over me, and I smiled at her. She cleaned up nicely.

It was hard for me to say how old she was. She could have been eighteen or just as easily in her mid-twenties. She didn’t wear any make-up or even do her hair, and she insisted on dressing in clothing that was little better than the rags she’d worn when we met. At least she had let Lina buy her new clothes, even if they were plain and baggy.

Then again, what was I complaining about? As I had just noted, it wasn’t like I was lacking for female companionship. No, I needed to continue to think of Nimeera as my charity project. If, by getting her off the streets, she ended up with a better life, then I would be satisfied. But there was just something about her—I always felt comfortable and relaxed in her presence.

She bowed to me. “Sheriff, I’m sorry. I’ll get out of your room.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt you in your duties. Why don’t you just take those sheets with you? I have a few things that I need to attend to.”

I almost continued forward into the room, ready to climb up the stairs to the second floor, before I realized they were magically hidden from anyone without authorization. Maybe I should invite Nimeera to come up there with me? After all, she could clean the monitor room, just as much as she could the main floor.

Then I shook my head. I didn’t know where that thought had come from. We had already agreed that I was only giving authorization for that floor to the head clerk and to deputies who had proven their loyalty.

It was surprisingly difficult to push the idea away, but I managed to do so. As I did, I felt my core spinning faster. That was odd. Maybe it happened because there was more ambient mana in here because of the hidden connection to the second floor? Either way, I waited for Nimeera to leave.

She looked back over her shoulder at me a couple of times with a slight frown, but finally departed. I closed and locked my bedroom door. I’d never taken that precaution before, but somehow it seemed appropriate this time.

When I climbed up the stairs, I cleared the security door and then sealed it behind me. I sat down before the desk and activated the monitors. First, I needed to pull up any information I had on this new criminal organization. Training was vital, but I’d been procrastinating—pushing off my official duties in favor of getting stronger—and that had to stop.

It was time to buckle down and dig into the paperwork.



Chapter 8 - Expansion

 

I sat down in the chair before the interface.

 

Base Sheriff Interface:

Status and Progress

Pending Cases

Closed Cases

Clerks

Deputies

Morale

Shop Access

City Management

I really had no excuse for putting off this part of my job. Training was just more fun—well when I wasn’t being crushed to death. That, and it gave me an immediate sense of gratification.

I snorted to myself. If training and physical growth had worked like this on Earth, the world would have been full of Hercules and Princess Diana clones. It was with a heavy sigh that I focused on the numbers that appeared at the bottom of the display, only to receive a pleasant surprise.

 

Current Merits: 1719

Updates since last review:

+20 for surviving another month

+1000 for ending the BSB (while you may not have been directly responsible for this feat, the townsfolk believe you were, and so you are awarded the credit)

+475 for improving morale by three ranks

Now that morale has increased, the survival bonus will increase in the future to +100 per month. Loss of morale, however, will lower this amount— just as further increases to morale can improve it.

Note: You should probably do something with these merits before the people find out you weren’t responsible for defeating the Back Street Boys.

Additional rewards (because you are going to need the help!) for ending the control the BSB had over Yonderton:

+4 Deputy Slots

+1 Clerk Slot

The first thing that jumped out at me, was how odd it felt that Sativa’s notifications seemed to be giving me advice. She was right, of course. I really did need to spend some of these merits.

The question was, how best to do so.

I looked through the list of city employees I could hire and felt the start of a headache. I swear this was worse than being crushed by gravity. When my eyes fell upon the one thing I needed more than anything else, though, I grinned.

 

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 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%. A City Manager may oversee up to a total of twelve Field Supervisors and their subordinates. They will also provide assistance in operating Health Services as well as directing Fire and Safety Employees, though they will not directly supervise them.

Back when I was getting ten merits a month for ‘Surviving,’ the idea of hiring municipal help was outside my price range. Morale had been boosted to ‘Living It Up,’ though. That description seemed appropriate, given what I had noticed about town since the fall of the BSB. These other gangs had not made any public moves and the people were celebrating their freedom from protection rackets, kidnappings, and drug sales.

Not everyone was happy, of course, and there remained a number of smaller criminal groups, but they kept their heads down. The people were ecstatic. The new game, O-ball was becoming more and more popular. I actually saw children playing on the streets. Not to mention that, as far as I knew, Daria had yet to miss a single of the matches held at the stadium. She was apparently one of the new game’s biggest fans.

Hiring a city manager seemed like the perfect way for me to avoid the parts of this job I didn’t want. My only question was whether or not this would be some kind of magical automaton, or if I had to find, interview, and hire an actual person. I really didn’t want to get stuck interviewing someone for a job that I didn’t actually know how to do.

But, what the hell... I triggered the selection of a city manager. The notification which followed explained everything:

 

A city manager is being recruited for Yonderton. It is likely that this individual will come from one of the eastern cities. Once an appropriate individual is found, an offer will be made to them and, if they accept, they will be teleported here. If you allow for an automated system, you should expect to have a city manager in place within forty-eight hours.

Optional: You may skip the automation and instead the system will select three candidates and teleport them all to you for interviews. Do you wish to skip automation? Yes or No

I laughed out loud. Hell no, I didn’t want to skip automation. This was all about convenience. I clicked ‘No.’ But then another warning popped up.

 

Automatically selected employees will be chosen based upon their skills, the needs of Yonderton, and compatibility with you—in that order of priority. Do you still wish to skip automation?

Gah, I hated it when Olimero, or Sativa, or whatever controlled this system did this to me. I really needed a city manager, but I really didn’t want to conduct interviews. It was almost like she was telling me she was gonna mess with me, just because she could, but knew that I was gonna go along with it. I hesitated but eventually clicked ‘Yes.’ I crossed my fingers, praying I wasn’t going to regret this. There was only so many things I could do and, right now, the thing I needed to focus on was getting ready to deal with One Direction.

My input was accepted, and then I was asked if I wanted to pay the city manager up front for six months, or for longer. I chose to pay them for a full two years in advance. That would cost twenty-four merits, but I hoped it would make more top candidates willing to relocate.

Since I had already taken the plunge I decided to go ahead and hire some more employees. My next selection was to hire two Field Supervisors.

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.

The system told me that I could allocate merits for the positions but that the city manager would handle the final hiring process. I set aside sixteen more merits in order to pay for a full year, in advance, for both supervisors.

What kind of supervisors would they be if they didn’t have employees? I focused on that next. There were three main types of employees:

 

Gardener (1 merit per 6 months): This employee will answer to the Sheriff and specializes in the care of parks and other green spaces. They will not perform general work, but can handle 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 all streets in need of repair—replacing damaged bricks or chipped paving stones, for example. They will also maintain the state of the Sheriff’s office, Hall of Justice, or any other public buildings which require maintenance.

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.

I hired four gardeners. Maybe it was a frivolous expense, but one of the better things I remembered about California, was how the many parks in and around Santa Barbara provided great places for community activities, as well as helping to break up the urban feel of the place. Yonderton was relatively small, compared to what I was used to in terms of a city back home. But it was growing, and this would provide a purpose for that growth.

Then I hired eight maintenance workers. There wasn’t enough work for them, yet, but to remedy that, I hired twelve city builders. It would be cool to pop up a couple of buildings with merits, but this would ultimately be cheaper. I set aside merits to pay them all for a full year, which came to a total of 112 merits. This would push my ongoing maintenance costs up to almost twelve merits per month once this initial prepayment was used up. If I could maintain high morale in town, though, that wouldn’t be a problem. But then again, I was far from done with my spending spree.

I was going to need some buildings for the rest of the employees that I wanted to hire. There was also the matter of a town hall. I didn’t really want the city manager and all their employees working out of the Sheriff’s Office. Anything that would discourage my girls from running around in a state of undress was definitely a no-no.

Without a hesitation, I set aside merits to build an office building. It would house the town manager and other nascent municipal services there, and I figured might even be able to rent space out to other businesses. Not all of my late-night pillow chats with Josie and Lina involved moaning. That is to say, we sometimes had more serious conversations after the moaning was over. That, along with what I’d gathered from speaking with Mactosh and Tyler, the carpenter, indicated there were several things holding back Yonderton’s potential for growth.

First off, there was no bank, which meant that the only way businesses could secure capital to expand was through less scrupulous means. The BSB hadn’t exactly been known for their generous loan terms. While I could use my personal funds to start some investments, as I’d done with the new doll shop, Sativa hadn’t given me enough to provide for the growth of the whole town. Taxes on legitimate businesses would work better than that, but I needed to provide an environment where investors would be willing to risk their money.

A bank was the second building that I set aside merits for. Then, since I wanted some back up healers to help Lina—especially if we got more deputies and took a more aggressive stance regarding One Direction—I knew we would need a clinic. Finally, although fires had not been a frequent disaster, seeing bucket brigades wage a losing fight against many of the fires that sprang up after One Direction’s bombing of several buildings in town, made it clear that we needed to fund a Fire Department.

I certainly didn’t want to have my new building projects burned to the ground. I decided we would need a fire house, complete with wagon and horses as required per the job description, along with some hard-nosed firefighters.

Insta-building was going to use up a good chunk of my reserves, so it was fortunate that Sativa had been so generous.

 

Office building: 75 merits (3 stories)

Bank: 250 merits

Clinic: 50 merits

Fire House with equipment: 75 merits

I also sprang for the deluxe public baths, a soup kitchen to make sure we didn’t have any kids like Nimeera going hungry, and a hostel to preclude homelessness.

 

Deluxe Public Bath: 125 merits

Soup Kitchen: 40 merits

Hostel: 60 merits

I then hired and pre-paid a year’s salary for two healers—at twenty-four merits each—and four nurses at two merits a piece. It seemed a crock, that those helping with tending the wounded would be paid less than maintenance workers, but such was life in Olimero.

After that, I added two C grade fire fighters and four E grade assistants. The C grade fire fighters were water mages, while the others would simply supply the muscle necessary to assist them. This pushed my total spending spree up to 935 merits. I likely would have expanded the police force, if I could have, but there was simply no option to use merits for that.

Next, I turned to look at what might be useful for me, personally. That brought me to potential upgrades to the Sheriff’s Office itself.

 

Additional Bedroom: If your staff is growing, you may need more than the four bedrooms you currently have. That is unless you are expecting to have a very full bed. If that is the case then look at the bedding options.

Standard Bedroom: 25 merits (either 1 queen bed or 2 singles)

Barracks Style Bedroom: 75 merits (sleeps 10 on single bunk beds)

Master Bedroom Expansions:

Double room size: 25 merits

Double bed size: 25 merits (these beds are expensive because they get lots of use)

Add personal bathing area inside master bedroom: 50 merits

Some of those choices seemed obvious, but I ran down the remaining list of options before making any decisions.

 

Expand Training Area: 25 to 50 merits

Double: 25 merits

Quadruple: 50 merits

Expand Rooftop bathing facilities: 35 merits

Expand Kitchen: 25 merits

Dining Room: 30 merits

General Workshop: 25 merits

Carpentry Shop: 45 merits

Blacksmith Shop: 125 merits

Alchemy Lab: 100 merits

Medical Room: 25 merits

Mana Room: 200 merits

Firing Range: 35 merits

Stables: 45 merits

Selections truncated to meet your anticipated needs

I clearly didn’t have enough merits for everything, so I would have to prioritize. The first thing that came to mind, was that once I hired four more deputies and another clerk, things around here were going to get crowded. As it was now, Mursha was in one bedroom and Daria was in another. That left only one empty room. Josie and Lina still kept their clothes in that room, but they slept every night with me.

I wasn’t sure how this was supposed to work if I started sleeping with more of the girls. Check that when I started sleeping with more of the girls. I wasn’t going to lie to myself. I wanted it. They wanted it. We just had to figure out the logistics. Of course, Lina would be quick to point out that it wasn’t any of my business. She was my Mistress of the Sheets; I was just the male of the family.

It would be a lie to say I had fully adapted to it. On the one hand, they were far more open to things that would have gotten me subjected to the Lorena Bobbitt treatment back home on Earth. Yet on the other, my wives didn’t seem to think I should have much say about who I slept with—other than initially accepting them into the family. I kept saying, ‘when in Rome’ about the many things that were different on Olimero. In the end though, I figured this particular problem was one I could live with.

Still, that didn’t mean I wanted my personal space getting overrun, so I needed to add some extra bedrooms. By doubling them up, with single beds, I figured I could get by with three more bedrooms—at least for now.

It was also apparent that I needed more room in my bedroom for some of the girls to keep their things and a larger bed wouldn’t go to waste. My vigor was significantly greater than before. Selfishly, I also wanted to add the private bathroom. I already had some fond memories of the rooftop tub, but that didn’t mean that a guy didn’t like a quiet moment at times. That set me back another hundred merits.

I now had 609 merits left to work with, so I had to make smart choices. With that in mind, I pulled up the descriptions for the additions which would be most useful. Expanding the training area seemed self-explanatory, so I didn’t bother looking at that description, and figured it would be an option, if I had any merits left over.

I started with the big three, which were also the most expensive of the remaining possibilities.

 

Blacksmith Shop: 125 merits -  Creates a top-of-the-line blacksmith shop, with a single forge, smelter, two anvils, mana run grinder, mana welder, metal punch, mana drill, lathe, cooling and solution tanks, storage racks, and appropriate handheld tools. The shop is significantly influenced by Earth technology. 

Alchemy Lab: 100 merits - Creates a top-of-the-line alchemy lab, complete with two work benches, mana mixers, spots for three cauldrons, mana distiller, storage racks, common ingredients, and an herb garden (this is subject to expansion), with appropriate handheld tools. This shop is minimally influenced by Earth technology.

For those two rooms, I knew what to expect. I was almost certainly going to get the alchemy lab. If things with Mursha turned out the way I wanted them to, then I would need the smithy, as well. I just wasn’t sure if I wanted to spend that many merits up front—in case she didn’t do what I hoped.

The last choice on the list was one that I had no idea what it was for, but figured it had appeared on my list for a reason. That said, I knew I at least needed to take a look at it.

 

Mana Room: 200 merits - A room which focuses the spirit of Telmorra, goddess of mana. Over time, the mana density will increase—not only in this room, but in areas adjacent to it. Increased mana density has a number of positive effects, including improving the growth of mana related skills and mana regeneration. It also makes crafts related to mana easier to accomplish. It is hypothesized that denser mana may have other purposes, but there is little known about it—or if there is, it is a closely guarded secret of Telmorra.

Warning: Increased mana density may also attract certain types of monsters.

My mind began to race with the possibilities a mana room might provide. It was vague, but it felt like it had a definite connection with my Mana Refinery ability and my ability to cultivate mana in order to generate ki. There was no question I had to have the mana room. Before I thought much more about it, I triggered the selection.

Unlike with the bedrooms, the office began to vibrate immediately. Apparently, the change was going to happen instantaneously. I fought the urge to go check it out, and splurged on both the smithy and the alchemy lab. Despite how rich I had felt half an hour ago, I was now down to only 184 merits. The rumblings became even more intense, as these two new rooms were added. I got the feeling they were being added under the office.

I found this interesting, but who was I to argue with an invisible, magical architect?

At first, I wondered if I should save some merits. But, I took the admonition to do something with the points seriously, so what the hell. Let the spending continue. This must have been what some of my ex’s liked so much about shopping. There was a definite rush to it.

I quadrupled the training yard. If we were going to soon have more deputies, then I needed to have enough room for us all to train together. Next, I added a dining room and expanded the kitchen. More mouths meant more cooking, and it would be nice to have a place to eat that was large enough for my rapidly growing family. Once again, there was the sound of shifting stone as the area outside the office grew.

Now, I was down to 79 merits, which was one short of being able to get both a firing range and a stable. There was also the issue of expanding the rooftop bathing facilities. Was it really fair for me to have a private bath, while the others had to share one tub? It certainly got my mind racing, but no, I realized that I needed to expand the facilities on the roof—even with the addition of public baths.

My deputies and clerks deserved some privacy. It seemed even the rooftop changes were done automatically. So far, the only changes which hadn’t gone into effect right away, were those that included changes to the building’s main floor.

I dropped thirty-five merits on expanding the rooftop bathing, and then looked at the other two descriptions.

 

Firing Range: 35 merits - This creates an underground firing range, with magically designed and regenerating targets. Range can be set for targets up to 1000 yards from the firing line. The area is soundproof and, just as with the rest of the Sheriff’s office, is immune to magical scrying. It would be the perfect place for you to test out some of those ideas tumbling around in the back of your head for Earth based firearms.

That was plain creepy. The messages weren’t always that personal, but this one definitely made it clear that Sativa was able to peer into my head. Just thinking about that made me nervous, but on the stray chance she was looking now, I conjured up an image of what her lips would look like wrapped around my girth while she was on her knees. She had been rather hot, after all.

No sooner did I picture that, than I felt a migraine come on. It came out of nowhere and practically split my skull open. I pressed both palms to the side of my head, closed my eyes and groaned.

“Okay… okay! I get the message. Sorry.”

Again, right on cue, the pain disappeared. It was gone just as quickly as it had come. It seemed Sativa definitely was watching now. I wondered how often she did this. More than that, I wondered how I could prevent it. At least she didn’t punish me for that thought.

 

Stables: 45 merits - This building has twelve stalls. It will automatically tend to any horse or similar mount which is kept inside of it, thus freeing the Sheriff and staff from such duties. It may also be used to keep monster pets—once they are tamed.

Note: Some monster pets may require more than one stall, and others may require modifications to normal stalls, based upon their specific needs.

That was pretty cool. I had always been a dog guy. I could definitely see having a pack of some kinda monster dogs to help hunt down the baddies. I didn’t need a stall for my stone horse, since it was a magical item, but if we were going to expand our patrols outside of Yonderton to the rest of the district, then the deputies would definitely need some mounts.

The deciding factor was that I simply didn’t have enough merits right now for the stable. So, I spent thirty-five more merits, and felt the rumbling again as an underground firing range came to be. The fact that such a thing has been offered gave me confidence that my eventual plan would work. Of course, I still hadn’t spoken to Mactosh about it, and I would definitely need the help of a metal mage—like him or his sons—for this.

I just had to hope he wasn’t too pissed off about me firing Mursha.

 



Interlude 1 -  Storm Front

 

Sativa felt rage surge through her. It was surprising how often she had been subject to this emotion lately. Some seemed to think that the goddess of nature should be immune to such dark emotions, but nothing could be further from the truth. Normally, she tried to project an aura of peace and balance. Part of that balance, though, was a need to vent her anger.

Nature could be beautiful, but it could also be cruel and merciless.

It was that latter feeling which filled her now. She screamed internally as she cursed him for what he had done. It didn’t help that she could now see how she had been duped. She had been complicit in this… well, she wasn’t exactly sure what ‘this’ was. But through her ignorance, at best she had been a willing accomplice.

Sativa looked back at all the subtle guidance she had received from Old Scratch. He was the dark sheep of the divine family—at least that was how she had perceived him. She was always one for second chances, though, and he had played upon that perfectly. When she had been assigned the Architect’s role for this new world, she quickly learned than none of her peers wanted to help her.

They either had no more experience than she did or, more pointedly, simply didn’t want to help her. They didn’t want to be associated with her project. If she succeeded and created a new cradle for life, then praise would be heaped upon her by the elder gods, and her future would be bright. None of her peers were interested in seeing her get all the credit if they had helped. Worse, if she failed—when she failed, many of them seemed to think—they didn’t want their name attached to that.

Old Scratch had been all too willing to offer her advice. And why not? He was still stuck in his prison. He had been placed there before Sativa had coalesced in the cosmos, and the reasons for his imprisonment were, at best, rumors to the new generation of deities. These rumors ranged all over the place—from hilarious to terrible—but Sativa had been too desperate to succeed. So, she’d taken her chances on the imprisoned god’s aid.

Now she was paying for that gamble. Oh, it was true that Old Scratch had provided significant advice. He had taught her how to solidify the planet’s core, how to nurture the seeds of life, and how to weave the aether of the universe through it. It was the excellence of her formation which finally attracted three deities who were willing to act as secondaries.

Except, now that Sativa thought about it, the reality is she couldn’t be sure that Old Scratch hadn’t manipulated them into joining her. Korkanis was the one she had been least excited about. He was the god of shadow. While secondary gods didn’t have the same influence on a new world as the architect did, his persona would of course still be felt.

Sativa blame Korkanis for the lawless nature of Olimero. He naturally drew the darker instincts of lesser beings, along with their intrigues, to himself. Thus, for the most part, Olimero was ruled by various criminal organizations, with the barest pretense of law and order.

Thinking about it now, though, it had been a horrible idea for four chaotic gods to combine to form this world. Mensor, the god of beasts, had felt like a comfortable fit for Sativa. She intended the primary population of her world to be composed of various beastkin and the large swaths of the world which she intended to remain untamed would serve as a perfect home for the great beasts which Mensor helped to form.

It was the final goddess who had initially seemed the oddest choice, but the one which she most saw Old Scratch’s hand in. Telmorra, goddess of mana, was an older goddess. Maybe she wasn’t as old as Scratch, but she certainly pre-dated Korkanis, Sativa, and Mensor. She was also different from what most seemed to think she was.

Her interest was not in magic. She didn’t care about the elements, or even the more esoteric aspects of reality, which could be manipulated with magic. She simply had a love for the raw energy which mortals knew as mana. It was her fixation. She had insisted on dumping large quantities of it into Olimero and in giving all the native races at least some aptitude for utilizing it.

Strangely, after she had imbued a good portion of her aspect into Olimero, she had not been heard from since. Korkanis had settled for playing games with the mortals in the east. Mensor disappeared into the untamed lands, and while he occasionally made a peep, he had been mostly silent. That was, until a few days ago.

The timing was too odd for Sativa to believe it was a coincidence.

It was that belief, which had the nature goddess waiting outside the gilded cage which Old Scratch was forced to call his home these days. No servant had come to admit her, but if they thought she would simply go away, they were mistaken. She might not be a match for Old Scratch back in his hey-day, and certainly was no match for the one who had imprisoned him, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t force her way in if it became necessary.

Still, for now, she waited. They would let her in eventually. In the meantime, she would keep an eye on Olimero—most specifically on the untamed lands.

___________________________________

 

Oligar screeched in anger, as yet another messenger brought unwanted news. The expression, ‘Don’t kill the messenger’ had apparently never reached the leadership of Baltrie Aerie. Oligar, the chief elder, a hawkkin who had risen from obscurity through wealth to seize control of the aerie, ordered his guards to drag the messenger out.

The doomed hawkkin didn’t go easily, but the large guards who served in the council room were among the physically strongest of their race, and he had little chance. Still, he tried calling out, “You don’t understand. The monsters are massing. The southern hunting grounds are no longer safe.” He choked as the guards continued to drag him out, but managed to shout, “You can kill me, but you can’t silence the truth. If they continue to spread, the aerie will soon be in danger.”

Oligar waited for the messenger’s protests to fade before looking at his two joint councilors. In theory, the three of them ruled the aerie together, but the truth was that his control was growing bit by bit. Soon, he would be able to name himself their king. He glanced behind him. Two of his sons were here with him to help enforce his will. His wives huddled in the back. They had given him a number of children.

Of all those children which Oligar had created with them, only one had defied him. Daria had been the most promising, a rising star, of her generation. She was a powerful air mage, a gifted hunter, and a striking beauty. Oligar had plans for this most defiant of his daughters. She would be the seal on a deal that would gain him control of the only other aerie this side of the Rhettegor River.

Then, she’d thrown everything into disarray. She had gone off to live amongst the grounders,. of all things. If she thought that the Sheriff was going to be able to save her, then she had another think coming. Daria had no idea about the connections he had forged with the gangs back east. Even if something had happened to the Back Street Boys in Yonderton, as rumor suggested, there were still other forces in play which could make this Sheriff disappear.

Suddenly, Nesarius, one of his co-council members, spoke up. “Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to send a flight of guards to check this out? If there are beasts coming out of the untamed lands into the southern hunting grounds, it is only a matter of time before they become a problem.”

Oligar began to growl. His sharp nails dug into the arm of the chair he was perched upon. But before he could say anything more, Wlonin, the third member of their triumvirate noted, “It isn’t the hawkkin way to wait for enemies to come to our nest; Baltrie Aerie must always be seen as an unassailable stronghold.”

The older hawkkin frowned at him. “That is part of our power. And as we are hunters, let some of the youth sharpen their talons upon these so-called monsters. That will tell us if there truly is a threat.”

The frown left Oligar’s face, but not his eyes. He hated being contradicted. He hated carrying on the pretense of being equals with these two preening fools. If only Daria had done as he had ordered… A powerful mate for her from the other aerie, especially as a first wife, would have done much to cement his control of Baltrie. But, he was ever the politician.

He would turn this seeming disadvantage into something to work in his favor. There were several families who had been stepping out of line lately. He would see how they liked sending their sons and daughters off to test themselves against these monsters.

Oligar sat back. The more he thought about it, the more a smile came to his face. Yes, this could work nicely.



Chapter 9 - Incoming Quests 

 

The euphoria faded as I ended my spending spree. It had been fun, but now it was over. I had notifications that I could trigger the interior changes to the office, but only once everyone was outside the building. A part of me wanted to immediately go and inspect the new rooms and finish the rest of the changes, but there was still work to be done here.

Further notifications appeared that I would be informed when the employees that I had just hired came to town. I liked the idea that they were outsiders. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help the people of Yonderton, far from it. But there were undeniable advantages to having fresh sets of eyes to tackle the problems here in this frontier town.

What was most important to me, was that these people wouldn’t expect or be satisfied with business as usual. They would have their own, outside perspectives. Of course, that also meant that they would have their own baggage, but we’d just have to deal with those issues as they arose.

Apparently, the city manager, field supervisors, healers, and grade-C firefighters would all report to me when they arrived. The city manager might supervise them, but all of them technically answered directly to me. The municipal workers would report to their respective supervisors, which was just fine with me.

Sativa had appointed me to be the Sheriff when she’d sent me to Olimero. That meant one thing to me, and something quite different, here. I was still adjusting to the fact that I was the ruler of Yonderton and the entire Yonderton district of the Yonder region. My supposed authority to protect and rule was, of course, limited by reality—limited to my ability to enforce my will.

It was all quite brutish, by the standards I had grown up with. I had struggled with that quite a bit, at first. Now, though, I was actually starting to grow to like it.

I didn’t wake up that day and ask to end up on a magical, medieval world. But life wasn’t about wishes; it was about seizing what you could. Even as I thought about it, my determination solidified. I was going to take control of this town, or die trying—and along the way, I was going to build up my family.

Anyone who stood in my way was going to die. Yeah, I may have had the best of intentions, but I wouldn’t lie to myself—this path to power was going to rock the boat and there would be those who couldn’t stomach the change I was bringing with me. Change which I was now going to embrace.

That meant I needed to know what was going on with the gangs in Yonderton. I decided checking on my pending quests was as good a starting point as any:

 

Pending Quests:

End the Kidnapping Ring

Difficulty: Extremely Hard (based upon power at the time quest was given)

Time Limit: 6 months (5 months remaining)

Reward: (modified due to outside involvement and partial rewards already assigned) C-Grade Item, with potential for a B-Grade Item

Description: This quest can be satisfied by bringing to justice all of the

leaders of this crime ring, including McLean (DECEASED), Littie (DECEASED), the ‘Caravanner,’ and the ‘Keeper.’

Bonuses will be granted for any girls rescued.

That was actually, surprisingly informative. The main conclusion I drew from it, was that the kidnappers were not keeping the girls in Yonderton or the surrounding district. That had been a question I hadn’t found an answer to before, up to this point. This was too much of a frontier town and a farming region. I could see the need for labor on the ranches and farms, but young girls wouldn’t be anyone’s first choice for that.

The normal rate of kidnapping was something like one girl per month, except when they had been trying to get my attention. Unfortunately, this had been going on for the past dozen years—and no one had found any sign of the missing girls. I knew how diligent Josie was. For her not to have found even one of the kidnapped girls, supported the hypothesis that they had been taken out of Yonderton.

I hadn’t known before whether the ‘Caravanner’ or the ‘Keeper’ were members of the BSB. That the gang had essentially been wiped out, but those two still remained on the quest, was strong evidence—though not proof positive—that they were outsiders. It also meant that I was probably going to have to travel beyond Yonderton if I wanted to resolve this quest.

That was okay, though. I needed reminders like this that I was Sheriff for the entire district and not just to the town of Yonderton.

With the new leads in mind, I looked at a secondary tab for Available Quests. It was exciting to see several new quests appear, because these quests not only helped guide me in the performance of my duties, but also gave me significant rewards. Human beings are definitely conditioned to respond well to consistent rewards offered by this system. I took stock of the four new quests:

 

New Kids on the Block I

Difficulty: Moderately Hard

Time Limit: 2 weeks

Reward:

D-Grade Item

100 merits

Description: One or more new gangs are starting to exert influence on Yonderton. If you are to truly become the Lord Sheriff, you must first identify these groups. This is a chain quest. To succeed at this stage, you must identify the names of the involved gang(s) and as many of their leaders as possible.

I found one thing interesting about this quest. It was the first time that merits had been offered as a quest reward. Maybe, now that I had started to incur merit costs for running Yonderton, I would see more of this. I had to admit, it would be a good way for Sativa to keep me under control. I would have to keep accomplishing tasks for her if I wanted to be able to continue running the town as I wanted.

 

Arch-nemesis

Difficulty: Very Hard

Time Limit: N/A

Reward:

Loot the corpse

Description: Twice you have encountered the mind-mage, An’kesh—and twice he has fled from you. But let’s not kid ourselves. If push came to shove, he could have killed you either time. The Law of Strength demands you prove yourself by eliminating this threat.

Bonus:

Find out who An’kesh works for, and why he has left you alive—twice. The sooner you kill him, the greater your chance at a bonus. Of course, if you move too quickly, it may be you who ends up dead… or worse.

There was nothing for me to do but smile at that quest. Being given a mission to accomplish what I wanted to do already was simply icing on the cake.

 

What the Hell is Cultivation?

Difficulty: Undetermined

Time Limit: Time is of the essence, but there is no specific limit

Reward: Variable - but it will be good.

Description: Body cultivation is not a part of the magic system designed for Olimero. Learn how it came to exist on Olimero, and who is behind it.

Hint: Sativa is not the only god on Olimero

As if I didn’t want to learn more about cultivation... This quest made me want to slam my fist into the screen. If Sativa didn’t know what was going on, then how was I supposed to figure it out? I had to force myself to take several deep breaths. I accepted this quest, just like I’d done for all the others, but determined I would need to take some time and ponder it, when I wasn’t so frustrated.

I was almost so upset, that I didn’t look at the two remaining quests. I jumped up from the chair and stalked around the room, fists clenched. There were so many more fun things I could have been doing downstairs—and that didn’t include exploring the new rooms. Hell, I could be exploring Daria as she so earnestly wanted. I had plenty left to learn about Josie and Lina. Or, I could take a trip across town and get further into my alchemy studies.

With a grunt, I forced myself to sit down. I needed to review these other quests before I did anything. It would be stupid to walk away, just because I got upset that the nature goddess who had brought me to this world and made all of this possible was using me. That had been obvious since I’d first spoken with Sativa.

The trick wasn’t avoiding being used, it was enjoying the way in which I was used. Trying to keep that notion foremost in my thoughts, I reviewed the final quests.

 

Tour the District I

Difficulty: Easy

Time Limit: 6 months

Reward:

250 merits

1 x random grade item for each clerk and deputy

Description: You’ve walked the streets of Yonderton, run along its roof tops, and otherwise explored the town. It is the largest population center in your district, but not the only part of the district. Much of the district is open land or farms and ranches, along with a number of small towns. Your duties and rule include the entirety of the district. It is time for you to see more of it.

Note: Tour at least 35% of the district to complete this quest. Subsequent stages will call for higher percentages.

It was, again, good to be rewarded for doing what I needed to do anyway. Except, in this case, it was an unpleasant reminder that I had even more on my plate than I wanted. As the final quest popped up, I crossed my fingers that it was going to provide me more information about gangs in Yonderton, but such was not the case

 

Monster Wave I

Difficulty: Hard and increasing in difficulty

Time Limit: see below

Reward:

Potential for rare or better crafting components

An upgradeable item which will improve as you do

Merit bounties for various monsters

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

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

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

Relevant monster types:

Giant Scarab Beetles (1 merit)

Cinder Wolf (1 merit)

Cockatrice (2 merits)

Basilisk(3 merits)

Giant Scorpion (4 merits)

Phoenix (5 merits)

Storm Jinn (6 merits)

Sunken Dao (7 merits)

Vapor Specter (8 merits)

Sand Dragon (12 merits)

 

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

I loved the idea of going monster hunting. Killing some angry beast felt much more satisfying than killing any of the sapient races. Looking at the names of some of the monsters, I assumed they might be intelligent—but for whatever reason, they were considered monsters, while orcs and minotaurs—cowkin—were considered civilized, sapient races.

It wasn’t convenient that this was happening now but, then again, I did need more and higher grades of alchemical ingredients. I elected to see this as just another way to become stronger. I stretched my arms overhead and swung them around to get my blood flowing again. It was time to get started on some of these quests.

 



Chapter 10 - Lying Eyes

 

I ended up spending several more hours going through all the data we had available regarding not only the kidnappings, but also all the activity surroundings the bombings. Sadly, it didn’t reveal as much as I’d hoped; but God bless Lina, she had input all the witness statements into the system. I knew it had been a good idea to give her access to the basic functions of the second floor.

She was a gem, and I’d never stop being tired of how good she was at everything she put her mind to. I’d even managed to break her of her old habit of calling herself a ‘stupid’ bunny. Well… mostly, bad habits die hard. It can be like moving heaven and earth, trying to think of yourself in a new way.

At least I now had a few leads that I wanted to follow up on. The BSB might be gone, but there were sure to be people still around who they had done business with. Those same people would be eager to figuratively get into bed—or, in the case of the Lotus House, literally—with whoever took over the BSB’s place at the top of the criminal food chain in Yonderton. That, and there were a surprising number of petty criminals who had tried to operate beyond of the purview of the BSB. They might have information about the new gangs, too. It would certainly be far easier to deal with a few two-bit criminals rather than an organized gang.

I ended up getting so lost in my analysis, that I fell asleep at the terminal. I didn’t require all that much sleep, but my training schedule had definitely been pushing my physical limits of late. When I sat up, I saw that Lina had left food for me on the desk, and had draped a blanket over me in the chair.

Yet again, I realized she was a true gem.

I stood and stretched. My enhanced body still liked the exercise and sensation of stretching, but I didn’t feel a crick in my neck, even after sleeping with my head slumped over at such an awkward angle. It was even better than being nineteen and back in college again.

As I stretched, I also sent my ki spinning out into my body. Sure enough, I was progressing. The density of ki in my body was improving. I just wished I had a better way to understand what was happening and how to enhance the process.

The sun was already coming in through the small window on the second floor. With a yawn, I started down the stairs. I didn’t want to be late for training with Mursha. Then I caught myself.

I had fired her. Of course, there was a method to my madness, but I was already starting to second guess myself. And that was before I even realized that Lina was gonna give me an ear full. Oh well, maybe, I could sneak out without drawing any attention. It would be nice to go on a patrol on my own.

I snuck downstairs and heard Lina in the kitchen. Stealth still wasn’t my strong suit, but I did my best. I stimulated my ki to heighten the sensitivity of my skin. The idea was that it would help me balance my weight better and move in the most precise—and thus the quietest—fashion possible.

Instead of heading for the kitchen, with its delicious twin smells of coffee and bacon, I turned towards the front office. Idly, I wondered if I’d ever get tired of Lina’s coffee and bacon. Fortunately, I caught myself before I laughed, and simply smiled, instead. Yeah, I’d probably get tired of her coffee and bacon… the day after I got tired of Lina’s other highly desirable attributes.

There was no one in the front office. I glanced at my desk. There wasn’t even any paperwork on it. I silently thanked Lina, again, for having entered it all into the system. When I tried to quietly open the front door, I cringed a bit. I shouldn’t have to sneak out, but dammit, I just didn’t feel like explaining what had happened with Mursha, or what my plan for her was—especially since I wasn’t sure everything was going to work out.

Without Mursha here, my first few hours of the day—time I normally spent training—would be open. I figured I could use that time to patrol the town and maybe speak with a couple of witnesses I wanted to follow up with. I’d still need to be back to the office by midmorning, though, for Josie’s session. And I owed Daria since I had skipped training with her the day before.

Oh, and that wasn’t even considering the new additions to the office which I needed to inspect... Or the buildings I needed to erect in town... Or the fact that I’d have to meet with the city manager when they arrived—which should be in a day or two.

I shook my head. The sun was barely above the horizon, and my responsibilities were already stacking up. But the early morning air cleared my head, feeling cool on my skin the moment I stepped outside. It was a new day full of possibilities. I quietly pulled the door shut behind me and began walking away from the office. Any direction was as good as another, at the moment.

It was then, that I heard a voice call out from behind and overhead, “Where ya going, Sheriff?”

I tensed up, guilty for sneaking out, but then recognized the voice. It didn’t quite make me relax, but at least I knew I wasn’t in any danger—at least not of the physical type. I coughed into my hand as I squinted back at her. “Daria, I didn’t realize you’d be up this early.” I put on my most charming smile.

The monkeygirl was perched on the edge of the roof. The wry look on her face told me she wasn’t buying my smile. She unfurled her wings and leaped down from the roof. It wasn’t far enough for her to glide properly, but her wings still caught enough air to lend her a gracefulness in her landing which would have been impossible for the landbound to duplicate.

She walked right up to me and pressed her clawed fingertip to my chest.

It didn’t hurt through my armor, but it clearly stated her mood.

“You’ve been ignoring me, Sheriff. You didn’t come train with me at all yesterday. And now you’ve fired Mursha. Should I pack my things? Am I the next one you are going to fire?”

Internally, I groaned. I should have seen this coming. Sometimes, when I thought I was being so clever, I failed to recognize the second and third order effects of my actions. I’d failed to realize how it was going to play out emotionally for all who would be concerned—not just the parties directly involved.

“No, that’s between me and Mursha.” I sighed. “For what it’s worth, I believe she will be back—but that’s all I’m going to say on the issue right now.”

“You’re the Sheriff.” She shrugged. “I’m sworn to serve you, but you make it impossible to do so when you ignore me.”

I cut her off as I said, “Look, nearly getting crushed to death took a lot out of me yesterday. It isn’t…”

Daria made a hissing sound.

Damn… I didn’t even know she could make a sound like that.

“You said that I should speak freely with you, correct?” Her glare was sharp. “Well, please allow me to do so now. I wasn’t speaking of just yesterday, though I did miss training with you in the afternoon.”

She shook her head. “Sativa help me, but I actually like spending time with you. And I’m not deaf. I know you ended up having plenty of energy for other activities—and I’m not just talking about your duel with Josie.”

She stopped then, but I remained quiet. Daria had the appearance of a woman who was gathering her thoughts. Experience had taught me it was best at such times to let whatever was going on simply play out.

Finally, after twisting its way through a veritable storm of emotions, her face hardened and she all but spat out, “You have lying eyes!”

Of all the things she might have said, that was the last thing I’d expected. I struggled to maintain my calm while my mind raced to process what she had said. All that managed to come out of my mouth, though, was, “Uh… what?”

“You heard me.” Her glare could cut glass. “Lina and Josie both told me you are an honest man. Well… maybe you are honest with them, but I see the other side of you. Your eyes tell me the truth about you with how they lie to me.”

Now, I was even more confused. “What the hell are you going on about?”

She poked my chest harder with her finger. This time I could feel the sharp tip of her hardened nail as it pierced the leather.

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Daria hissed. “The bunnygirl may buy it, but I’ve watched men of power and how they act—they all take what they want.” Those amazing sky-blue eyes narrowed at me. “I’m not stupid. I’ve seen how your gaze lingers on me, looking me up and down, like you are preening my feathers with your eyes. Then, you turn your back on me—though only the gods know why.”

I started to shrug and offer an apology, but the monkey girl continued before I could utter a word.

She scowled. “I know how powerful men are; I saw it in my father’s council more than once. Powerful men like you take what they want—the law of strength is the first law for a reason.” That scowl turned into a frown. “Since you refuse to touch me, I can only conclude that your eyes are lying.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. Something was wrong with everyone on Olimero. Except… when something was wrong with everyone else around me, I had no choice but to admit that I was being stubborn simply for stubbornness’ sake—or at least consider that, being the odd man out, maybe I was the one who was wrong.

I was all for standing up for what I believed in, but when had turning down beautiful women became what I believed in?

On instinct, I spun my core faster and fed ki into both my arms and legs. Daria’s Agility might be higher than mine, but enhanced like this, I could move as quickly as she could in a straight line, and I was far stronger. I stepped forward, gathering Daria into my arms as I forced her back until I pinned her to the front door of the Sheriff’s office.

Shock and something else were mixed in her eyes. I leaned in close and pressed my mouth against her soft lips. They weren’t nearly as full as Lina’s, or even Josie’s for that matter. Daria was the leanest of all the women in my life. She had fierce features, which reminded me of the bird of prey she had so much in common with. This time though, she was the prey and not the hunter.

She paused for a second before tilting her head up towards me. She opened her mouth with a deep throaty moan and accepted my tongue into it. Our kiss was deep and, even without any sort of bond, I could sense the deep yearning which she’d barely held back, stored up like a liquid under pressure within her.

A part of me was still bothered, primarily because I worried she was more interested in the Lord Sheriff, than in me, Rob, the man. The reality now, though, was that my position and identity were entwined. I also worried that she was using her service as a deputy to escape whatever fate had been awaiting her at home. Screw it. Or rather, I was going to screw her. It didn’t matter.

I may not have been in love with the fierce-eyed deputy yet, but I was most surely in lust with her—and I considered her a friend. Her loyalty and value as a deputy had been proven several times over. Lina and even Josie wanted me to do this. I had been stalling—for gods know why—but no longer.

I lifted her taloned feet up off the ground as I pressed her back into the door. With my new strength, she was light as a feather. I snickered to myself at the bad pun, even as I nuzzled the downy feathers at the side of her neck and groped her ass. It was a bit bonier than I might have liked, but the way she trembled in my arms made me hard. Without her wearing her armor, it was easy enough for me to slide my other hand over her tight top and to cup her slightly less than a handful, pert breast.

They might not be huge, but I was surely going to have fun with them.

Her hunger for me was intoxicating. I felt my ki expanding to every inch of my body. I allowed my senses to expand so that I fully absorb the passion of the moment. A part of me was screaming at me to take this inside, to carry her straight to my bed, but another part simply didn’t care. She was mine and I didn’t care who saw us.

I felt the air stir around me. There was only the mildest sense of danger, but it was enough. In my heightened state, I leaped straight upward, with Daria still in my arms.

She reflexively spread her wings and helped us land on the edge of the roof. Below us, there was a thud as something impacted the door where we had been, just a moment before.

I spun around, pulling my weapons out and gently pushing Daria back a step, placing myself between her and whoever had attacked us. She started to protest, but then must have realized that something was wrong. Below, in front of the office, I saw a massive male cowkin and a wolfkin female. Neither wore any armor, but instead had matching shirts of golden cloth with purple trim, along with loose leather pants.

Something was off here, but despite the fact that they appeared relatively harmless, one of them had still attacked us. I wasn’t going to take that lightly. I jumped down from the roof, ready to attack them. I figured that if I beat them into submission, they’d be more amenable to answering my questions. Coming to a decision, I slid my short sword back into my spatial storage. My fighting stick and my fist would do for this.

Suddenly, I was on them. I plowed into the cowkin—he was built like a brick shithouse. Once upon a time, I might have just bounced off of him—but that was before I learned instinctively to direct ki to where it was needed. My ki shot down through my legs and into the earth beneath me. I shoved with almost irresistible force, and even the massive minotaur—who must have been a good seven feet tall—was sent stumbling backwards.

The wolfkin jumped back with her hands up, palms out. “Wait, we’re sorry…”

I cut her off with a snarl, “You should have considered that before you attacked us.”

Hitting women might not ever become a natural thing to me, but Josie had beaten out of me any misunderstandings I’d had about how dangerous female warriors could be. Still, I only punched hard enough to drive the air from her lungs and give me a chance to question them.

At least that was what I intended to do. Instead, I felt the air swirl in a tight funnel around me as a tiny tornado formed under my feet and attempted to launch me off to the side. I could only think, “Oh, great… another air mage.”

It might have knocked me off course, but I was learning how to react to magic used against me. I pulled hard at the Air mana which made up the whirlwind and quickly drained it of its strength—though I couldn’t stop it entirely. Then, I jumped to the side to regain control of my body.

Daria landed between me and the wolfkin. “Wait!” she pleaded; arms held up between us. “Wait, they are my friends.”

I held my next attack. My blood still burned hot, after what Daria and I had been doing, but with some difficulty, I forcibly brought myself under control. “Explain,” I demanded.

Daria pointed at the ground in front of the door, where I saw a ball that was maybe a foot in diameter. It was a bundle of cloth, but seemed to have reflective plates sown into it.

She continued, “This is Amos and Nicea. They are the other members of my O-ball team. We wanted to ask if you’d join us.”



Chapter 11 - If You Can Dodge a Wrench

 

“Your what team?” The words slipped out of my mouth faster than my mind could process what she’d said.

O-ball was the new sport down at the stadium, and I knew teams had started springing up all over town. There was even some type of rough league structure in place. I had not paid much attention to it, because it seemed to be a net positive. It was keeping idle hands busy and provided a morale boost to the town through popular entertainment.

To be honest, it was probably another area that I was letting slip. As the ruler of Yonderton, I should probably take more of an active role in promoting the new sport. And it was indicative of how little attention I had paid to Daria lately. I knew she was a huge fan of O-ball—far more so than any of the other girls. Maybe even bigger than my friend, Mactosh; but I’d had no idea she had her own team.

“Never mind, you just caught me off guard. I didn’t know you had your own team.” As I spoke, I extended a hand to pull the cowkin back up to his feet while flashing a smile at the pair I had just assaulted. I used the moment it took to pull him up to appraise both of them.

The wolfkin had shaggy gray ears and short blond hair. It wasn’t that she was ugly, but I had been surrounded by true beauties for long enough that I realized I wasn’t the least bit attracted to her. Maybe that wasn’t worthy of a sudden epiphany, but I felt it all the same. I would guess that she was in her late twenties, with a cute if plain face, and I found her a little too stocky for my tastes, but not fat in any way. I had yet to see a fat resident of Yonderton. She was maybe what could better be called sturdy—not what I’m attracted to.

The man was one of the largest cowkin I had met. He seemed solidly built—like a guy who labors hard all day, rather than some gym freak. His face was kind but simple. And I don’t mean that in a bad way, just that you could tell this guy wasn’t ever gonna be a rocket scientist; but if you needed a friend to come over to help you move your stuff, he was the guy you called.

I took an immediate liking to him. The guy must have weighed a figurative ton, but I managed to yank him up to his feet without any difficulty.

He nodded to me in thanks. “Sorry ‘bout that, Sheriff.”

Then the wolfkin woman spoke up, “It was really my fault. I thought it would be funny. Daria is always talking about how uncanny your senses are, so I figured it would be a good test.”

Daria mumbled something under her breath which sounded suspiciously like, “Clam jammer.”

That must be the female version of a cock blocker. I got it, and laughed. “At least you didn’t throw a wrench at me.”

Amos held both his hands up, eyes wide with alarm. “I swear to Sativa, I’m a faithful follower, that I’d never throw something dangerous like a wrench at you. The ball stings a bit when it hits you, but nothing serious.”

I waved his concerns off. “No, that’s just an expression where I come from.”

Amos scratched his chin, genuinely confused.

Nicea frowned. “Hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you have some odd expressions wherever it is you come from.”

Daria shook her head and snickered. “You don’t know the half of it.”

“Okay, okay, enough of that. Now, what’s this about an O-ball team? I didn’t realize you were officially playing,” I said while looking at Daria.

Her wings ruffled in what I had learned was the hawkkin equivalent of a shrug. “It isn’t like you don’t give me plenty of free time, and you repeatedly insisted that it was my time to do whatever I wanted with. So, when I met Nicea and her man, Amos, at a bar—honestly, not even sure which one it was now—one thing led to another, and we decided it would be cool to create our own team.”

“Cool!” I grinned. “I’m into athletic girls.” I made sure my eyes let Daria know I was talking about her. “When’s your first match?”

Daria blushed and Nicea took over for her. “About that… um… you see, a team needs to have four players.”

I waved a hand, cutting her off. It was all starting to make sense. “So that is what you meant about wanting me to join your team.” I looked from face to face.

Amos was clearly scared that he had pissed off the Sheriff somehow. Nicea kept looking at Daria, like she was expecting the hawkkin deputy to explode on her. While Daria’s confidence from before seemed to have evaporated.

“What the hell… count me in.” I said the words based purely on emotion rather than really thinking it through—but it felt right. Given what I had been about to do with Daria, and how I hoped at some point to bring her into my family, it seemed the least I could do for her.

Her head whipped up and she stared at me, wide-eyed. “You will?”

“That’s what I just…” My words were cut off as she pushed off with both her legs and wings and was suddenly in my arms and covering my face with hot, wet kisses. Over and over, she mumbled, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

All I could think, was that I never would have ended any of my relationships back on Earth, if it had been this easy to keep a California girl happy.

“Okay, so do we need to schedule practices or something?”

Daria stroked my hair while staring into my eyes. “Lina and Josie manage your schedule, so I’ll work it out with them. But I think Nicea and Amos have somewhere else they need to be.”

Amos started to say, “Nope we’re free right now to pract…”

A swift elbow to the gut from Nicea cut him off short. “I think they want some time alone,” she muttered with a wink at her man.

From the doorway behind us, I heard Lina ask, “Oh, do they now?”

When I looked over my shoulder, I found both Lina and Josie standing in the doorway. If I wasn’t mistaken, Nimeera was behind them, listening in.

Josie chuckled and asked, “Patrolling some new territory today?”

I chuckled, but the look Daria shot the other two screamed that she was marking her territory. I sighed. “The moment may be gone, but I do need to talk to Daria for a second, alone. Then we can all tour the new rooms which I added to the Sheriff’s Office.”

I turned towards Amos and Nicea. “It was, ah… nice to meet you two. Hopefully, next time, we’ll have a chance to get some practice in. I’m sure Daria will work out a training schedule with you.”

They took my words for the dismissal they were. Both nodded and mumbled their farewells, which I didn’t pay any heed to. I had my hands full—quite literally—with a very passionate and now perhaps very frustrated monkeygirl. She slipped from my arms down to the ground to land on her feet before extending her arms overhead and launching herself up to the roof. Landing smoothly, she quickly stepped away from the edge and out of sight.

I grimaced at Lina and Josie. “I better go talk to her.”

“She wants to do more than talk,” Lina said with a giggle.

“Treat her right,” Josie added. “I told her you are a fair man. That is quite a bit harder to find on Olimero than you may understand.”

I simply nodded at my two women before crouching down and leaping upwards with a ki enhanced bound. I managed to jump all the way up over the short wall at the edge of the roof to find Daria pacing back and forth, her wings fluttering erratically behind her. She was mumbling to herself, but rather than trying to listen to what she was saying, I walked straight up to her.

I timed it so I dodged her wings right as she turned and caught her in my arms. “I promise.”

She just blinked at me, hurt and confusion in her eyes.

“I promise,” I repeated, “to make you mine. Read my eyes now, and know that they are telling you the truth. I want you… I want us… But you deserve more than a quick fling.” I leaned down and gave her a tender kiss on the lips. “We will find time to be alone, and it will be just us.”

At first, I thought she was going to pull away and snap at me, but then she got a sly grin on her face. “Oh, you just wait. Once you find out what a wind mage hawkkin can do, you won’t want anyone else.”

I didn’t protest that I would always love Lina and Josie. Instead, I made the moment all about her, and crushed her lips with a passionate kiss. When I had her suitably breathless, I whispered into her ear,  “I can’t wait for you to show me.”

She shivered in my arms and then drew herself back. “Yes. Yes… but duty first.” She shook her head. “Josie said you were like that. And so did Lina. I guess you do have to get some work done, it’s not like I can expect you to take a month-long honeymoon and leave Yonderton to its own devices.”

Her use of the word ‘honeymoon’ caused a catching sensation in my throat. This was all happening so quickly, but I was coming to grips with it—albeit not nearly as fast as my women wanted me to. Slowly, though, I was wrapping my brain around the idea of being married… and more than once. Better faithful wives, I thought to myself, than a stress filled dating life all so I could maintain my so-called freedom. The more I thought about it, the more I realized, I had nothing to complain about.

I was one lucky SOB.

“Tell you what... I got a quest to tour more of the district, and even to reduce the number of monsters in the untamed lands. I think I remember you telling me that your people are amazing hunters.” I grinned down at Daria. “How would you like to be my escort for a tour of the district?”

She gasped as her eyes grew wide. “You mean it?”

I nodded.

“Just the two of us?”

“Uh-huh. Just as soon as I square away a couple things here in town.”

“Goddess, yes! Oh… you have no idea how happy I’m going to make you.”

I coughed, worried a little at how intense she suddenly appeared. As much as I wanted to spend more one-on-one time with the passionate young monkeygirl, I also wanted to wait until we had time to enjoy it.

“We shouldn’t keep the others waiting too long. I added some cool new rooms to the office that I wanted to explore with all of you.”

She pressed back into my chest and kissed me again. Between kisses, she said, “Let them wait a bit, Sativa knows I have.” Then, after yet another long, toe-curling kiss she added, “Besides, I want them to wonder what we’re up here doing.”

A few minutes later, and with a couple of red marks on my neck that suitably displayed her passion, a much-appeased Daria continued to hold my hand as we joined the others to tour the expanded office.

Josie fell in behind us, while Lina tried to snuggle in on my other side. All of the four areas that I wanted to explore were down in the lower levels. I was surprised to find the entrance to the basement was just off of the kitchen. That was good, since I didn’t want everyone to traipse through my bedroom first.

The entrance wasn’t magically cloaked, like the entrance to the second floor had been, but it was magically locked. The door was a massive, metal affair, and I had little doubt that nothing short of a bunker buster could get through it. I had to key in permissions for Josie, Lina, and Daria, so that they all could go downstairs anytime they wanted.

When I finished doing that, Lina suggested I extend permissions to include  Nimeera.

“I know she is doing a good job,” I frowned, “but I’m just not sure. Some of these new rooms may end up containing sensitive projects. Would it be too much for us to clean them ourselves?”

I fully expected my bunnygirl to smile and cheerfully agree with me. Instead, I was met by a rather blank face as she absently said, “But… Nimeera needs access to all the office.”

Josie and Daria started nodding along. It felt off to me, even though I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. It was almost painfully awkward, when I said, “Uh… not yet. I want to keep this just for us.”

It looked like Lina was going to argue with me—which in and of itself was rather shocking—but I redirected her attention. “Oh, by the way, Sativa awarded us four more deputies and one more clerk. Do you think you would be up to finding some suitable candidates?”

That immediately brought a smile to her face. “Oh? Gladly!”

I’m sure I caught her off guard when I said, “And I don’t need to sleep with all of them—I’m quite happy with the family I have started. Just focus on finding us some competent people.”

When I opened the door and headed down the stairs, the girls all followed me as I made a beeline for the smithy. It seemed bizarre to put a smithy in the basement, but then again… magic. There was a ventilation system, of sorts, which looked like it should capture any sparks or smoke coming from the forge. It redirected this smoke, soot, ash, and sparks into another round sphere. I didn’t know what the round sphere was for, but made a mental note to invite Mactosh down here to explain it all to me.

The smithy really was a wonder. It was perfectly clean, since it hadn’t been used yet, but had everything I could imagine Mursha might need. I smiled as I hoped this would be the thing to bring the stunning, green-skinned beauty back to us.

From there, we went to the alchemy lab. After an hour, the girls had to pull me away, because I quickly got lost examining the multitude of different ingredients carefully stored in a series of apothecary drawers and shelves. There were all the ones which Rava had taught me about, and a couple dozen more that I had yet to learn about from her. It was going to be a great place to level my alchemy skill.

Next, we walked into the new firing range. There was one door at the entrance and then a space inside it before another door. All three of the girls gasped while passing through that middle space.

When I asked what the problem was, they explained that it felt like there was no mana in the space between the two doors. I remembered something about the firing range being secured from magical scrying. That must be what it was.

Once inside, they said it felt normal—or perhaps like the mana in here was a bit richer than it had been outside. Lina wasn’t so interested in the range, but Josie and Daria certainly were. We checked out a few of the training dummies. They could be set to move in different patterns, at various ranges, and came in various sizes. It would provide some of the best ranged training I could imagine. It actually made my hand itch, thinking about what a difference it would make if I could figure out how to produce guns here—as long as we kept the secret to ourselves.

At the far end of the firing range, there was another stairwell that led down. It wasn’t big enough for more than one of us to go down at a time, so I went first. At the bottom of the stairs, I found a round door. Beyond the door, a number of steps led down into a perfectly spherical room that was ten feet in diameter. The inside of the sphere was smooth and surprisingly difficult to stare at.

Something just felt off about it. When I opened myself up to the mana and began to suck some of it in to cultivate it, I immediately realized that it had already been refined. The mana inside this room was at least five times denser than the ambient mana outside. I let out a long, low whistle.

Holy crap, this could be a game changer. I felt the mana as it saturated my core; it made me feel stronger already. There was so much I realized I could do in such a resource thick environment.

A grin spread across my face. I think I just found my answer to at least the next stage of cultivation.

 



Chapter 12 - Best for Last

 

After I described the room to the girls, they all wanted to check it out. When they came back up, their eyes were wide. If possible, they were even more impressed by the mana room than I was.

Lina summed it up best, when she said, “I could probably regrow a severed limb in minutes inside that room.”

It got me thinking about the value of refined mana again, as well as how I might be able to combine the mana abilities each of the girls possessed. But, no matter how intrigued I was by the possibilities, we couldn’t stay in the mana room now. There were buildings to create, townsfolk to impress, crimes to investigate, and that wasn’t even half the list of pressing issues I had to worry about.

I asked all the girls to follow me outside before turning and tromping up the stairs into the kitchen and then out into the expanded training area. Prior to the change, there had been a fair amount of space between the Sheriff’s Office and the closest building on that side. Now, however, much of that extra space was just gone.

The funny thing was, I didn’t really notice too many differences. All I could see, was that there was a lot more open room in the courtyard. The weight equipment, training weapons, and such were all still there.

The one real change I did notice, was that there was now a thirty-foot-wide ring of black stone raised three feet off the ground. It was set in the corner farthest from the kitchen entrance. Across the raised black stone, were several large runic characters. At first, it seemed decorative, but the more I stared at it, the more I became convinced the runes weren’t just decorations. After a minute of intense study, the characters began to twist and bend before my eyes. It was like the automatic translations which happened for me on Olimero, but it was taking longer than usual for some reason.

When I could finally read the characters, I realized it spelled out, ‘Gravity Well.’ None of the girls could read the symbols, though, which was odd. They all just took my word for it when I explained the meaning. Their trust in me seemed so complete and natural, that it made me feel unworthy.

I grew quiet while they walked around and checked out the rest of the training area. I had never felt so accepted as I did here. I guess maybe, as a young child, when it was just me and my family, I once had.

This was different though. It was the adult version of family. In that moment, I knew I might never fully deserve their love, but I vowed I would strive to be worthy of it. I also knew that this was my home. It was stupid for me to keep thinking of Earth as my home—it was simply the place I had grown up.

Now, Olimero was my home, and these women were my family.

After we all had a chance to see the training area, I said, “I’m going to trigger the rest of the changes inside the office, but the building has to be empty.”

Daria looked up from where she had been studying the runes in the gravity well, “We better double check to make sure that Nimeera isn’t inside.”

Lina replied, “Oh don’t worry, she is always done by now. She probably left when Rob wouldn’t let her come down to see the new rooms with us.”

Something about that statement didn’t sit right with me. I really couldn’t put my finger on it, though. It was like when you couldn’t remember someone’s name, even though it was on the tip of your tongue. It exasperated me, knowing that something was off, without being able to define exactly what that something was.

On the surface, the young catgirl was a dream come true. She worked hard, for surprisingly little pay, and did a good job keeping the office clean. That saved a great deal of Lina’s time. As she was my first official wife, and soon would be the mother of my child, that was very important to me. She was the Chief Clerk, and had better things to do than focus on menial chores, and I wasn’t just thinking about all the fun things she did with me in the bedroom. She still did almost all the cooking herself, though I wasn’t about to complain—both because I loved her food, and because I knew it brought her great joy to take care of me.

Surprisingly, Lina hadn’t complained when she’d learned I had fired Mursha. In fact, she’d simply stroked my arm and said that she was sure I had a plan. It was one of those moments which made me smile and thank my lucky stars. She was wonderfully intuitive and smart, and she really got me.

I shook my head to clear it. I had been trying to focus on what was wrong with Nimeera, but my mind couldn’t seem to stay on task. “Have any of you noticed anything off with Nimeera?” I finally broke down and asked. Maybe being blunt would make it easier to focus.

“Oh no, she is a sweetheart. I feel so bad for how rough a time she had on the streets,” Daria answered.

Josie was just as second behind the monkeygirl, as she said, “I really understand what she has gone through. We talked about how we have both lost our fathers and it felt great to be able to share that. You did really good Rob when you helped get her off the street. I just wish she would consent to live here with us.”

Lina’s foot was thumping. It was something she did when she was antsy or impatiently waiting, or just plain excited.

“She’s such a doll. I can’t imagine why you would think there was something wrong with her. I know she has resisted it so far, but I really want to interview her for one of the clerk positions. If you want, I can save one for Mursha, but I don’t think she will come back for that. It didn’t seem like a good fit for her—especially when I saw how skilled of a warrior she was when training with you.”

“About that…” I pinched the bridge of my nose, not looking forward to this at all. “I wanted to speak with you regarding your expectations for the new clerks.”

The bunnygirl waved her finger in my face. “Oh no you don’t! You made me Chief Clerk. You already told me what you like, and you gave me this responsibility. Sativa made it the responsibility of a Chief Clerk to hire the other clerks. She is a goddess, after all, and in her infinite wisdom knew that a man—not even a Sheriff—can be expected to know what women he needs in his life.”

She glared at me. “A normal man has his first wife and then other wives to help pick future wives, you have me.”

“And me, and soon, Daria,” Josie said.

“Goddess knows that he needs help more than just about any other man I’ve heard about. I guess when the goddess made men, she made them to be pleasing to the eye, good for lifting things, and skilled in a fight,” Daria said, but then snorted. “But she certainly didn’t make them able to discern matters of the heart.”

Somehow, instead of being a discussion about Nimeera, this conversation had gotten sidetracked—badly. I had to say something now, or my entire destiny would end up being run by these women. And before I knew it, I’d have four more deputies and two more clerks aiming for bedroom time with yours truly.

It wasn’t even that I was opposed to expanding my family. I was certainly willing to admit how much I was looking forward to bedding Daria… oh, and Rava… and hopefully Mursha too. But what was I gonna do with more ladies to please than days of the week?

Too much of a good thing might not really be the real issue—rather, trying to swallow my food before I chewed it. I wanted to develop real relationships, even if Olimeran standards made that ‘getting-to-know you’ phase a bit of a whirlwind. I still wanted to get to know each of the girls properly, before I added any more.

“I’m not trying to step on your toes, Lina. But what I am saying, is that it might be nice having a clerk or deputy who you choose primarily for their custodial, cooking, crafting, or fighting skills—and less because you think I’ll want to bed them.”

She shook her head. “You can refuse to hire the deputies I suggest, but I have the final say and get to hire the clerks I think will best take care of your needs—all of your needs. I am your Mistress of the Sheets also, don’t forget.”

“You’re also a horny bunnygirl,” Josie interjected. “Admit it, half the reason you think of specific clerks, is because you want them yourself.”

“I do not!” Lina put her hands on her hips and huffed. “Well, I may like them, too. But I do my duty. I always think about what would be best for Rob, though I won’t deny having heard rumors about what catgirls can do with their tongues.”

Josie and Daria looked at each other and laughed.

Daria added, “We know you do your duty, but I can’t help but wonder if ‘best for Rob’ doesn’t mean who you think you’d like to watch straddling and writhing on top of him.”

The laughter continued for a few seconds while Lina blushed and protested, but this ended up only making the other girls laugh even harder. It looked like I had taken this issue as far as possible. At least I had some control of who got hired for deputies.

Truthfully, that was the greater need. The three of us now simply weren’t enough to handle all the necessary patrols around town, and if Daria and I were going to be gone for a tour of the district, Josie would need more help.

Throughout all of it, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more we should have been talking about. Oh, yes, Nimeera. Once again, though, we had somehow gotten off topic. Whatever it was, I needed to keep an eye on her. She seemed to be such a sweet girl, but something was… off.

Danger was everywhere on Olimero, and I was determined not to be caught unawares.

“Well then, since we are all outside, shall I activate the changes?”

Lina replied, “You still haven’t told us what changes you made.”

“Surprises are good for bunnygirls,” I said before leaning down to kiss her nose. Then, with a flair for the dramatic, I snapped my fingers and mentally triggered the additions.

The office or, as I was coming to think of it, our home, began to rumble. The walls rippled. The oddest thing was, that if felt like I was being moved, rather than the house expanding as the new layout took effect.

After only a minute, the rumbling stopped, and I got a notification with what sounded like a microwave beeping to alert me that all the changes had completed. I still didn’t know how magic worked, or what Sativa could do or couldn’t, so I simply shrugged and led the girls back inside.

We came to the kitchen first, and Lina was one excited little bunnygirl. She ran from one part of the kitchen to another. It was at least three times larger than before.

There was even a refrigerated pantry; I knew they used some type of cold stones to chill food, but this was obviously a step up from the small ice box we’d had before. The wood stove was still there for cooking but instead of a single spot for a burner, it now had six. Moreover, with some experimentation, it became clear that not only did it have a spot for wood inside it, but there was also a system of heating stones that could be powered by Fire mana.

The top of the stove had interchangeable pieces, so it could be turned into a grill or used to fry food. I was excited by the prospect of having a grilled steak. Lina’s cooking was awesome, but a pan-fried steak simply isn’t the same as one grilled over an open flame. The central baking chamber was also sealed off from the other elements of the stove, which would make it easier for Lina to vary the heat for the different parts of it all—especially useful when baking bread.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered huskily in my ear, “I need you. I need you now. I’m so excited, I want you to take me right here, right now.”

I let myself get lost in a passionate kiss for long enough that I seriously considered bending her over the top of the newly created kitchen island, complete with running water. I reined my libido in, though. It wasn’t that I was unwilling to take her right in front of the others, as much as I had learned from experience that bunny stew was most flavorful, if I allowed it to simmer for a while.

Disengaging from Lina with the quietly whispered excuse that it wouldn’t be fair to Daria, I led the girls up the stairs to the roof to explore the expanded bathing area. The roof, it seemed, was twice as large as before. There were even a pair of showers encased in stone walls for privacy. Each was easily large enough for two or three people to clean up in, but they were also shut off from the world around them. They even had a strange noise dampening effect—so that sounds from within didn’t seem to travel beyond them, but you could still hear everything from outside.

None of the girls had ever seen a shower before, although Josie mentioned that a couple of the prior Sheriffs had complained about not having one. I didn’t understand all of the physics at work here, but none of the girls had a problem with it. The shock must have shown on my face, because the monkeygirl—who seemed to want to merge herself into my side—giggled.

Daria said, “It’s not like it would be hard for the goddess who made this entire world, to create something like this. Sativa’s power just reaches down that pipe into the well beneath the office and pulls the water up.”

Something about her wording encouraged me to voice my thoughts. “I wondered because I can’t sense any mana being used here. Does that mean she isn’t using water mana to accomplish this?”

Lina giggled and rolled her eyes.

Josie said, “Oh Rob, sometimes I forget how knew you are to all of this. Sativa isn’t a mage. She doesn’t use magic. She just uses her power and makes things happen.”

This was the first I was hearing about this. I knew that each of the girls fervently believed in Sativa. And I did too, but that was because I had met her in person. I simply didn’t think about her the same way that they did. I wouldn’t call them religious zealots, but they were definitely earnest.

“But… how?”

“She simply wills it to be,” Josie answered.

I could immediately tell from the looks on their faces, that I wasn’t going to get any more of an answer than that. They didn’t know the specifics of it, they just knew what they had experienced, and what they believed. I chalked it up as another thing to study.

Mostly, I was interested because I had a type of power which wasn’t mana, which made me wonder if cultivation was connected to the gods, in some way. The fact that Sativa had given me a quest to learn more about it, made it that much more mysterious to me.

The polished stone tub had expanded, and now would easily fit up to eight people. It also had whirlpool jets—further proof that Sativa was playing fast and loose with my concepts of what technical capabilities this world was supposed to have. They were at a technology level that was barely beyond the middle ages, in some regards, and more akin to the late pre-industrial revolution era in others. Then, they augmented it all with magic. I couldn’t help but wonder how much magic held back their technological progress.

Another pair of tubs closer to the size of the original tub were enclosed in the same type of privacy walls. Then there was an area with what I could only describe as lockers—a massive, covered wardrobe with a host of shelves and drawers inside.

It would be nice to be able to keep a clean pair or two of clothes up here. I often seemed to find myself wearing ruined clothes when I made it up to the bath. I had already started picking out a shelf and drawer for myself before I remembered I wouldn’t be bathing up here too often.

Josie notice me grinning to myself and arched an eyebrow at me.

I just shook my head and mouthed, “later… gotta save the best for last.”

After this, we went back downstairs and explored the new dining room. They all liked the idea of having an area where we could eat together. All the girls agreed quickly that the table in the kitchen wouldn’t be large enough for us all, once we hired more deputies and clerks.

Then, we toured the three new bedrooms. Even Lina was okay with their addition. She might not have given up on the idea that every deputy and clerk needed to end up being my bed buddy, but she did at least see the value in letting new hires have a bit of privacy, even if it was in a shared room.

I saved the changes in the master bedroom for last. They were all thrilled by what we found when we got there. It was much larger in every way, including a vaulted ceiling. The stairs to the second floor were still there in one corner, in their cloaked form, but the room now had a sitting area, a set of bookshelves filled with various tomes, and three times as much dresser space, with a walk-in closet.

Josie and Lina immediately began making plans to move the rest of their stuff into my room, while Daria asked if she could at least have one of the drawers in the massive new dressers. I kissed the monkeygirl, but was careful not to let it get too passionate. If I let things get too heated here in the bedroom, I was pretty sure I’d never make it out to patrol the town—at least not today.

“Of course, you can have a drawer,” I murmured softly into the downy feathers beneath her ear. “We aren’t quite there yet, but I did invite you to join our family. That means you get just as much of me as these two do.”

Daria pulled back and looked like she was going to cry.

I groaned internally, not knowing what I had said to elicit that reaction.

But she surprised me when she said, “I’m sorry. I’m being a silly girl. It’s… It’s just that I never expected it could be like this with my husband. I assumed I would marry to further the political machinations of my father, and end up stuck as one of many wives of convenience to a greedy, self-centered man, who was probably twice my age.”

From my other side, Josie said, “It’s not like that with Rob. He gives as good as he gets.” She had a big grin on her face as she said the last part.

Lina broke in. “Speaking of giving and getting, will you look at the size of that bed?!”

I was honestly surprised it had taken the bunnygirl this long to point out that the bed was now half again as long as it had been before—not to mention twice as wide, with tons of pillows all over it that ranged in size from small ones, perfect to cushion a head, to body size pillows which should provide all sorts of interesting… opportunities.

“Such a bed needs to be broken in properly,” my Chief Clerk and Mistress of the Sheets said. Staring at me, she bounced her eyebrows as she ran her tongue salaciously over her top lip.


“Not now, though.” I held up a hand to stop the chorus of groans that assailed me from all sides. “And not because I don’t want to, but because it’s gonna be better later on. I just have one more thing to show you here, and then I need to go do some building and patrolling in town.”

Lina started to argue, but I guided the pouting bunnygirl into the private bathroom, which was now attached to the master bedroom, with a firm hand. It had a large shower, a tub big enough for two and—wonder of wonders!—a modern flushing toilet. There was also a long marble countertop, with three sinks and matching mirrors. The girls were all amazed to see a bath and toilet inside the house. Normally, bathing was done outside—either at ground level or on the roof. And the outhouse was as far downwind from the office as was feasible.

What I was happiest about, though, was the toilet. I’d adapted to using the outhouse at the edge of the courtyard, but that didn’t mean I liked it. Even with magic to keep it clean, it wasn’t the same thing as having a toilet easily accessible inside the house. It seemed like a small thing, but it definitely gave me more of a sense of normalcy.

After showing the girls how it worked, and talking a bit more about having Lina and Josie move into my, no… our bedroom, I told them I really needed to get out and do some things in town.

“That’s fine, but I’ll stay with you. Daria can patrol along the edge of town while I keep an eye on you,” Josie said.

Daria nodded her head firmly in agreement.

Lina grinned. “I’m itching to try out that new kitchen. Just wait till you get home tonight, Rob. I’m gonna feed you so well, you won’t be able to wait to get me into the bedroom.”

I chuckled and said, “This is all good, but I need to do my patrolling on my own.”

They all began to protest, but I explained about the new buildings that I had purchased and my plans for putting them up in various locations. They listened attentively, without trying to interrupt—which is more than what Josie would have done even a month ago.

But when I was done, she still said, “It isn’t safe for you to be out there alone.”

“Look, it…” I shook my head. “It may never be safe. I have come to accept that every time I leave this office, I’m going to be attacked. But forewarned is forearmed. And I want to see if I can draw out some of the new gangs.”

“But…”

I stepped forward quickly and pressed a finger to her lips to stop her immediate rebuttal. “We will be connected telepathically,” I continued, “and I promise to alert you if anything happens.”

None of them liked it but, in the end, I was the Sheriff. I was finally starting to own that authority, and this time I didn’t back down. It felt good to take charge and, truthfully, a part of me welcomed the challenge of an attack. I was much stronger than I had been the last time the criminal elements in town had tried something, and I wanted to test myself.

It was inevitable, after all.

 



Interlude 2 - But Dad…

 

Mursha felt sick to her stomach. She couldn’t shake the feeling. She hadn’t felt this bad, since she had been caught stealing a pastry from the kitchen as a little girl. Her father had always spoiled her. He might not understand her, he might not be able to give her the type of support she so desperately needed, but there was not a sliver of doubt in her mind that he loved her.

That was why it stung so badly to know she had failed him. Her father was a truly devout man. The only thing more important to him than honor, was his family—though honor came a close second. More specifically, he felt that out here on the frontier, the most honorable duty that any god-fearing citizen could do, was to support the Sheriff.

Mursha had seen her father’s unwavering support of even the idiot Sheriffs who had come in over the past year. Sheriff Cobb and her father had been good friends, and she now knew that he considered Rob a friend, as well. It would have been a great honor for her to marry the Sheriff. Even if she couldn’t manage that, having her serve as a clerk would have been enough to make her father smile and hold his head a bit higher.

Honor was all that an orc family had. It was what set their race apart from all the others Sativa had created. She knew her father’s pride mostly rested in her three brothers who had inherited metal mana manipulation from him. Not only would they continue his name as a great smithing family, but they would also ensure the family’s financial stability.

Her other sisters had already been married off to other crafting families to secure mercantile advantages. Her non-smith brothers mostly worked as guards for caravans who hauled the goods produced by their father’s shop, or they served in leadership positions within various mercenary forces in the east. They all sought to earn honor for their family.

Only one of her brothers had managed to garner acclaim as a warrior, and he was but four years older than Mursha, so he hadn’t had time to climb too highly yet. Mursha could admit that she missed having Denne around. He had actually understood her, and had been her favorite brother. Besides her smithing brothers, he was the only one to have gained any skill with mana manipulation, even if it was very small. And like her, he had failed to gain metal mana. That had created a bond between them when they were young.

Mursha knew that Mactosh was seen as living under a blessed star, given the high number of sons he’d had, as well as how many of his children had the gift of magic. The male to female ratio was a bit more even with orcs than among the other races, but even then her father was rare for the number of sons that he had. And magical talent was considered rare amongst orcs.

Orcs’ racial cap for magic was forty. They were never going to be the strongest mages, but Mactosh had been a prodigy and managed to reach that racial cap. Combined with his great strength, it had made him a famous smith. No one understood why he had chosen to move to the frontier, but there were rumors about him being visited by a priestess and given a strange quest—at least that was what Mursha had heard.

It had all happened before she was born.

None of her brothers had a magic stat over twenty, though, and that was with diligent work every day in the forge. She, on the other hand, had been born with a magic of thirty-eight, which was even more of a natural blessing than her father had enjoyed. It should be, if not easy, then at least fairly certain that she would be able to reach her racial cap of forty. The shame—at least in her father’s eyes—came because it wasn’t in metal mana.

He often told their entire family, that an orc clan’s honor came from the strength of arms possessed by its men, and the beauty and fertility of its women. He would then add that they had been doubly blessed by Sativa, because not only did they have beautiful women and strong men, but they also had a craft and had been blessed with magic, to enhance their family’s legacy.

That was why she felt like such a failure. She loved her magic, but it did nothing to bring honor to her family. She had trained as a warrior when she was younger. Her father had indulged her, and allowed her to practice with her older brothers. Since she had been born with a great natural talent for magic, he likely had hoped that a familiarity with weapons and armor would nurture her affinity for metal magic.

That had all stopped the day she’d learned of her specific mana gift. He called it heavy mana, even though Rob called it by its proper name—Gravity mana. Either way, it wasn’t what her father had hoped for, nor wanted, and he didn’t speak to her for weeks after that. When he finally did speak to her again, it was to stop her from training with weapons. Which she did—at least to his knowledge—as instead, she started studying domestic tasks with her mothers.

It wasn’t that she felt those things were bad, or that they were beneath her. It just was that her blood sang for battle and magic. She felt she could still be a competent smith, even without metal mana. She loved the sound and feel of a hammer shaping metal, even more than she loved practicing with various weapons.

When her father had told her that the Sheriff was attracted to her, she hadn’t believed him at first. Mursha knew she was fit and pleasant to look at, but she could never think of herself as beautiful. And for some time, all of the prior Sheriff’s had been rather disgusted by the various races of Olimero.

Then, a couple weeks after that, her father had told her of his plan to marry her off to the Sheriff. She had only met the man briefly and, while he was easy on the eyes—surprisingly so, without tusks like a proper orc should have—she didn’t know him. She dreaded this fate, being married to a man she didn’t love.

When Rob said he wouldn’t force her to marry him, she was baffled. It confused her even more, when he admitted that he was attracted to her and even agreed to take her on as a clerk—but that he didn’t want to marry a woman he didn’t know. She felt relief, when he told her that they could take their time getting to know each other.

Mursha had even started to relax around him. Rob had been good to his word. He had never tried to force himself on her, or even ask that she fulfill what everyone knew was the primary duty of a clerk. Apparently, she had relaxed too much.

That last training session, something had come out of her. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she remembered how close she had come to killing the man. And after he had been so kind to her, too.

She didn’t blame him for firing her. But now she had brought shame to the McLean clan. The whole town would soon know about it if they didn’t already. Her mothers had even bought some of the dolls which a tailor shop had sown of her as a clerk. Those would forever be constant reminders of her failure.

She wept in shame. Rob had said she could come back, once she decided what it was that she wanted, but that must have just been him being nice. He was odd like that. How could he care for her, after she had not only failed to give him what every man needs, but had nearly killed him?

Mursha sat alone outside her father’s shop, in the back. She didn’t want anyone to see her tears, but didn’t have any other place to go. She was brushing the anguish off her cheeks when she heard a familiar voice.

“What’s wrong, baby sister?”

She looked up and through tear clouded eyes saw her favorite brother. But that had to be a dream. “Denne?”

“In the flesh,” he grinned, flashing his tusks. “Now come give your brother a hug and tell me who it is that made you cry, so that I can bash their skull in.”

His booming voice was part of his larger-than-life presence. Denne might not have the metal magic that her father prized so much, but he was an acclaimed warrior and had won many honors on the battlefield, despite being as young as he was.

She leapt up off the bench and let him crush her to his chest while she sobbed.

“Oh, Denne, I’ve screwed up so badly. I’ve ruined everything papa had planned,” Mursha wailed. “When you hear what I’ve done, you won’t want to claim me as your sister.”

Denne didn’t say anything for a full minute; he simply hugged her tight. She appreciated the warmth. It made her feel secure, like her father’s hugs used to do. It was vastly different from the warmth she felt rise within herself when she was around Rob. This was all affection, without the heat of passion.

Finally, Denne pulled back and lifted her chin up to look at him. He was the tallest of the family, after all. “What’s this nonsense about? I could never think badly of my favorite sister. Why don’t you tell me what has happened to upset you so badly?”

Another voice boomed from the doorway as the backdoor from the shop clammed open. “I’ll tell you what she’s done,” Mactosh said. “But first, welcome, my son. And thank you for heeding my call.”

Denne saluted their father with his fist to his chest, in the way most military men did. “Of course, father, but I had little choice,” his grin was still there, but twisted wryly around one tusk. “You bought out my contract from the Golden Ragers. Technically, you are my employer for these next three years.”

Mursha’s ears perked up when she heard that, and her mind started racing. That had to have been expensive, but she could only think of one reason that her father might have done such a thing. But there was one burning question she had to know the answer to, before she started jumping to conclusions.

Before Mactosh could answer his son, she blurted out, “When did you do that, father?”

The old orc stared at her, and Mursha shrank back a little as she felt her father’s eyes boring into her. He was the patriarch and not under any obligation to answer the question of a child, especially one who had dishonored their family.

“About a week after I met the Sheriff,” he finally replied.

She started doing the mental math and tried to decide how to word her next question, but Denne robbed her of the chance.

“What does the Sheriff have to do with this?” he wanted to know.

Mursha heard the confusion in her older brother’s voice. He knew, as well as any of her siblings, how devoted their father was to Sativa and the Sheriff, but now they both waited on an answer from Mactosh. He gestured for them both to sit down on a bench and then sat across from the two of them.

The old orc let out a deep sigh. “I want to be angry with you, daughter, and I want to be angry with Rob, but I am having trouble doing so. He must have had a good reason for firing you.”

Denne held up his ham sized hand, “Whoa, whoa, back up. The Sheriff fired her? That would mean that he hired her, first. Start from the beginning, father.”

Mactosh then explained how he had become friends with Rob, and how Rob had expressed an interest in Mursha. From there, he detailed his plan to arrange a match between Mursha and the Sheriff. And finally, how Lina had approached him and asked for his permission to interview Mursha for a position as the Sheriff’s clerk.

The whole time, Mursha sat there quietly. She had known the broad strokes of all this, but none of the specifics. It was a bit disconcerting, to hear her father discuss so openly with her brother how she had been prepped to be sold off for the benefit of her family.

Mursha had to admit, that it could have been much worse. And her father did seem to take pride in the fact that he was able to find such a perfect match—a match where he knew that his daughter would be treated well. His biggest concern had been—and still was—about Rob’s continued survival. What had convinced her dad to take the risk, was how impressed he had been with  Rob’s dedication to improving. 

She snorted to herself when her father mentioned that fact.

Both her brother and father looked at her, then. Lifting an eyebrow, Mactosh asked, “You have something to add, daughter?”

“Just that you have no idea how intensively Rob trains. He pushes himself to the verge of death on a daily basis, just to grow stronger. He makes use of every asset around him to grow, and all the women in his family would do anything to help him. He has even found a way to help Deputy Josie exceed her racial caps.”

Mursha immediately snapped her jaw shut, biting her lip after those final words accidentally slipped out. It felt like a betrayal.

Denne stared intently at her, but it was Mactosh who asked, “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know the specifics,” Mursha haltingly admitted, “and from what I gathered, even Rava the alchemist doesn’t understand it, but she called it a soul bond.”

They all grew quiet, and so things remained for a long moment until Denne said, “You understand what it would mean if there’s a way to increase racial stats? More powerful mages and warriors could be birthed, who would control the world. I see now why you brought me here, father.”

Mursha looked at her older brother, confusion writ plain across her face. “I don’t understand.”

Denne asked, “Do you want to explain, or shall I explain what I’ve guessed?” His eyes rested upon their father.

For some reason, her father’s cheeks turned a ruddy hue, though she hadn’t the faintest clue why.

Mactosh just nodded, though, so Denne continued, “The greatest danger, is that the Sheriff might die before he can grow strong enough. Dad brought me here, and even paid for my contract for the next three years, so that I can train and protect the Sheriff. Now, I just need to get hired as a deputy.”

Mursha’s eyes lit up. She really did like Rob—even if she wasn’t ready for certain things. It made her happy to think her father was going to such steps to provide protection for him. But then, she got confused. “Wait, I thought that deputies all had to be women?”

Mactosh snorted. “Bah, Sheriff Cobb realized that it was better to hire the right people for the job, than to just hire glorified bedwarmers. Besides, if you had done your job, you’d already be one of his wives, and you could have guided him to the right decision. I have to imagine that between that bunny clerk of his, and a daughter of mine, the two of you could keep even the horniest man sated.”

It was now Mursha’s turn to blush. Her father wasn’t one to mince words. “But, dad…”

“No buts about it. We were all created by Sativa, and the Sheriff is her chosen servant. All of us owe it to her to do whatever we can to aid the Sheriff.” A smile made crinkles out of the corners of his eyes. “It doesn’t hurt that Rob happens to be the best non-orc I’ve ever met.”

Denne whistled at that, and Mursha understood why. It was the highest praise their father knew how to give anyone.

Her father continued, “What I don’t get, is how you could get yourself fired. You’re a fit, attractive girl. Rob already said as much. Sativa has given you all the tools you need to turn a man’s mind to putty. Why didn’t you just spread your legs for him, girl? You knew this was important.”

Mursha stared at the ground in shame, but Denne came to her rescue.

“Father let’s not be crass. This is my sister we are talking about, after all. Perhaps he simply didn’t get along with her?”

“Bah…” Mactosh grumbled, then shrugged his shoulders. “I’m sorry. I just don’t get it. He seemed to like you so much. I was sure that you’d be married by now.”

“He said he was willing to marry me,” Mursha admitted, though still staring at the dirt, “but only if that is what I wanted. He only wanted to know that I loved him. He said he would respect our customs, but I had to tell him what I wanted most in this life. He also…” She allowed her words to trail off.

“He what? Did he hurt you? Did he ask you to do something despicable?” Her scowling brother jumped to his feet, looming over all of them. “I swear by Sativa, Sheriff or not, I’ll bash his head in if he hurt you, little sister.”

“No, he was exceptionally kind. He told me that he could see I wasn’t happy as a clerk, and that he wanted me to be honest with myself and him about what I wanted. He said he would support me, no matter what I wanted. He even went so far as to say that if I married him, I would be freed from the restraints of custom…” her voice dropped to little more than a whisper, “even from the restraints imposed by my own family.”

Mactosh reared half-way up on the bench, almost coming to his feet before slowly sinking back down. “What in all the hells is that supposed to mean?” he growled.

“He discovered my secret desire.”

Mactosh groaned. He palmed his forehead before saying, “No wonder he fired you as a clerk. He thought you weren’t a proper woman. This is all my fault. I spoiled you for too long.” His open palm slapped down with a crack against the tabletop. “I knew I should have kept you out of the forge. Why can’t you understand that Sativa has not chosen that path for you?”

Fury rose up within Mursha. It was the same rage that she had felt when she was trying to keep Rob from doing those three final push-ups. She didn’t want to back down, but knew she needed to rein it in—this was her father after all.

“Rob lets me train with him. We practice swords together. And he wants me to use my mana when I’m training with him. I um… accidentally almost killed him by pushing too hard with it, but he didn’t even get angry with me. Or at least, if he was angry, he hid it really well.”

“By the gods…” her father hissed, burying his face in his hands.

She stared at her father, wide eyed. “Rob believes in me. He thinks I can be whatever I want to be.”

“Nonsense girl. That isn’t the orc way.”

“Father, you are the one who pointed out that the Sheriff is Sativa’s representative. Perhaps he brings change? We can’t be too rigid, or just like a poorly forged blade, we will break. You like to go on and on about how flexibility is one of the greatest strengths that every good metal has.”

Mursha watched as the ruddy glow on her father’s face grew redder. She loved her dad; she respected him more than any other person in the world. It was incredibly important for her to have his respect, and to bring honor to his name.

“Dad, if it’s pleasing to Rob, would it be so bad for me to be a deputy?”

With a groan, Mactosh lowered his head back into his hands.

Mursha looked at her brother, but he didn’t say a word. Neither of them dared to breathe as their father visibly struggled with this paradigm shifting thought. Then he stood up. Mursha recognized the look on his face. He was about to make a proclamation and there would be no further debate, once he did.

“No daughter of mine is going to be a warrior or a blacksmith, unless Sativa gifts her with metal mana.”

“But dad…” It might have been a futile hope, but Mursha finally thought she saw what it was that she wanted most in this life, and she didn’t want to let it slip through her fingers.

Her father stopped her though by raising a hand. “As I was saying,” he continued, “before I was interrupted… No daughter of mine is going to do those things.” The old orc stood, glaring down at her.

After a moment, his gaze softened. “But I am not one to judge,” he concluded, “what another man’s wife does. Now, excuse us, Mursha, I need to speak to your brother for a while.”

Mursha felt numb. So much and so many emotions raced through her that it all collided into one big, tangled mess. She barely even noticed her father and brother as they walked into the shop.

Had her father just given her his permission to follow her dreams? Sure, she’d have to marry Rob, but her sisters had married worse men for worse reasons. She was sure she would learn to be happy with Rob. Sativa only knew, but she might even learn to love him.

She felt the iron harden in her heart. She came to a decision. Now, all she had to do, was pray she hadn’t misread Rob.



Chapter 13 - Taking Out the Trash

 

I felt strangely at peace, having asserted my authority. I didn’t want to become a bully, especially not when my deputies were also women whom I loved. But, if I was going to be the Sheriff, I had to be the one in charge. Besides, the sooner that these new forces started taking a shot at me, the sooner I could gauge how serious of a threat they were. I’d upgraded my stats a fair amount in the past couple of weeks and was ready for a real test.

I did insist on one thing before going on patrol. I formed another Aura of Purifying Augmentation with Josie and Lina. I had made some decent gains with my stats since the last time I’d checked them, and I felt that even my cultivation had progressed a bit, though not enough—it would never be enough.

I was learning that my path as a body cultivator was not about reaching a destination, but about the journey itself. Just as when working out on Earth, real gains came during rest periods as torn muscle fibers repaired themselves stronger than before. I was pleased when I looked at my status sheet and saw the gains I had made.

 

Strength: 120

Agility: 66

Durability: 77

Magic: 106 (variant)

Cultivation Grade: D9

Skills: Alchemy +57  (+25%)

Ranged Combat: +34

Melee Combat: +36 (+25%)

Telepathy: +15 

Mana Refinery: +15

D-Rank Body Fortification:

Left upper region fortification progress to D rank: 89%

Right upper region fortification progress to D rank: 88%

Left lower region fortification progress to D rank: 74%

Right lower region fortification progress to D rank: 75%

Heart region fortification progress to D rank: 11%

Groin region fortification progress to D rank: 12%

Mind region fortification progress to D Rank: 6%

Progression to cultivation rank D8: 89%

I was now stronger than any natural resident of Olimero could be. I was more durable than any but orcs and cowkin, and while my Agility still had a way to go, it was greater than either of the races more durable than me. And all of that didn’t factor in how I could use my ki to enhance my stats. I estimated that I could give myself about a 50% boost in any of my physical stats.

I felt prepared for this, but I wasn’t going out blind. I made sure my telepathic links were solid with all three of the girls. It would be a rookie mistake, to be unwilling to call for back up. And then I allowed my senses to expand. I funneled small amounts of ki into my ears, eyes, and even my nose.

All of those senses expanded, and my perception of the world changed. What made the biggest difference, though, was when I circulated ki across my skin. As I had already figured out, as a body cultivator, I needed to make use of my entire body. It was easy to forget that my skin was the largest sensory organ I had available, so I made sure to use it. A sensory field spread out around me, and I figured my awareness stretched out at least thirty feet in any direction.

It wasn’t going to stop a projectile from hitting me at that distance, but it would hopefully give me the warning that I needed to avoid a fatal shot. There was also the fact that I simply felt more alive, stepping out like this. I wanted to put on a show for the people of Yonderton today.

I had purchased seven buildings with merits. Now, I simply had to pick the spots to build them. I was pretty sure that I was going to build the bank right across from the Sheriff’s office—for obvious reasons—but I didn’t start there. Instead, I headed for one of the poorer parts of town. I might not be able to completely eliminate the issue of kids running the streets, but by creating a hostel where they could stay for a minimal charge, along with a soup kitchen to feed those down on their luck, I hoped to stop some of them from turning to a life of crime.

Not three blocks from the office, I picked up someone following me. It was hard to distinguish exactly what had tipped me off—some combination of training, instinct, and my enhanced senses. This was a small foxkin male, and he was clearly up to no good. When I focused on him, I recognized the stench of his fear; he was sweating bullets.

Most likely scenario, was that he was someone put up to attacking me by whatever wanna be gang was trying to rise up. This certainly wasn’t what I expected from One Direction, not if An’kesh and Lucas were anything for me to go by. They had yet to make a move yet, but there was no way that they wouldn’t.

Now though, I let my mind focus on the poor fool following me. No… he wasn’t alone. As I searched the surrounding area, I sensed there were two others. The foxkin must be their stealth attacker, because two cowkin were making a beeline right for me. Sure, there could have been any number of reasons why they wanted to rush up to me, but the weapons in their hands erased any likelihood that their intentions were pure. If I had known it would be this easy to get some real training in, I would have insisted on patrolling on my own a lot sooner.

As promised, I sent a quick telepathic message out to all three girls. “I’ve got trouble incoming, but stay back. They seem pretty pathetic.” 

I sensed their dissatisfaction with my instructions, but they didn’t voice any objections. I increased my pace so that I could get to the small market square in this part of town ahead of my assailants. I didn’t want to endanger civilians, but it was also important that I put on a proper show. The battle for Yonderton was as much for the hearts and minds of its people, as it was to strike the criminal element down .

I spun my core faster and spread ki out to my limbs. I wanted to be ready to move as quicky as possible. That decision paid off as, just before I rounded the corner into the market, I felt a disturbance in the air from my left. I whirled around and lashed out with my fighting stick, knocking an arrow out of the air.

Even though arrows were far slower than bullets, I’d only had a tenth of a second between when I sensed it and when it would have struck me. With my Agility enhanced by my ki up to the equivalent of 99, though, that turned out to be enough. The ki enhanced blow snapped the arrow’s shaft in half mid-air. Down the street, I saw a monkeykin running off with a bow, but I couldn’t afford to chase him now. In fact, that was the best way to fall into another trap.

I was going to control where this fight happened. The market square lay just ahead. When I got there, I telepathically instructed, “Protect the civilians, but don’t interfere unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

The two cowkin gave up their limited pretense at stealth at that point and charged straight for me, while the foxkin held back. I decided he was the most dangerous of the trio. Which of course led me to charge straight at the larger pair. As I did, though, I pulled a vial from my spatial pouch and flung it with an effective strength of 180 to strike the ground right in front of the sneaky foxkin.

His reflexes were quick enough for him to jump backward and, if it had been a dagger or a rock that I’d thrown, that would have been the end of it—but my weapon was much more than that. I’d thrown a vial of tear gas potion, and  while it might not spread quite as quickly as a tear gas grenade might have back on Earth, it quickly covered the foxkin and everything within fifteen feet of where it had smashed into the hard ground.

Even better, Rava had been experimenting with the formula I received when I came to Olimero. I was pretty sure that she hadn’t shared everything she had learned yet, but I figured a girl was entitled to her secrets. This latest version did have an added effect: it reduced the Agility of anyone who breathed it in by anywhere between ten and twenty. It might not cripple them, but it would close the gap between the faster races and myself, helping level the playing field.

I ignored the foxkin after that. The sound of his guttural coughing convinced me that he would be occupied for the next few minutes. Even if the gas affected some bystanders, the best thing about it was that—while it might be unpleasant for them—it shouldn’t be fatal.

With my entire attention on the two cowkin, I surged forward. One raised a spiked mace and the other hefted a two-handed war maul, but neither was quick enough. I charged into them before either swinging weapon managed to cross the apex of their arcs. It was important that I keep them alive, so instead of immediately dispatching one with my short sword, I contented myself with slamming my shoulder into the gut of the mace-wielding cowkin to my left, after slamming my fighting stick down on the arm of the one with the maul.

I felt the bones of his arm give way. Then I spun, taking advantage of what momentum I still retained, to slam the blade of my left foot into the inside of his knee. His leg bent sideways as a bellow of agony erupted from his mouth. I continued the movement, spinning on the ball of my right foot and whacked the back of his head with my fighting stick. Once again I felt something crack.

Hopefully, he wasn’t dead. It wasn’t that I had an abundance of mercy for those who attacked me—or any lawman, for that matter—it was simply that he would serve as a better object lesson if he survived the engagement.

I turned on the first cowkin, who was bent over but appeared to have almost recovered from my shoulder slamming into his diaphragm. I held back and took in the environment. I could see both Josie and Daria in the crowd. They were keeping the bystanders back at a safe distance, but the crowd was growing. That was perfect. At this rate, there would soon be hundreds here to witness justice.

I glanced back to see that the foxkin had managed to crawl out of the gas cloud, but was down on his hands and knees, retching on the ground. He certainly wasn’t much of a threat—yet. That is when I sensed, more than saw, the cowkin surge forward. From the corner of my eye, I saw his mace swinging horizontally for my head.

It was like the cowkin was moving in slow motion. I knew my increased Agility played a large part in it, but my instincts told me that part of it was also a byproduct of the gravity training I had done with Mursha. My mind began to race with the implications of this revelation, but I forced myself to focus. Even a weak foe could prove dangerous if I became overconfident.

I ducked beneath and then stepped inside the cowkin’s blow to smash my fighting stick into his elbow joint. The crack that resulted was so loud, that I heard some of the bystanders wince in sympathy for his pain. The mace flew from his nerveless hand, but his momentum continued carrying him forward. I extended a leg and allowed him to trip over it, landing with his one good arm to catch him. He must still have struck his shattered arm on the ground because he bellowed out in pain once again.

I shoved forward with my boot on his broad ass, forcing his face into the rough ground. This part of town only had hard packed dirt roads, but the collision still bloodied his cheek.

In my most ominous voice, I growled, “Stay down or be put down.” Then I rushed over to the foxkin.

He managed to at least react, quickly bringing his hands up. I saw a flash of color and I caught his left wrist in my vice-like grip. In that hand, he was holding a very slender dagger which was coated in a green substance. Without hesitating, I crushed the bones in his wrist. He dropped the dagger, but I didn’t stop grinding his pulverized bones together until he fell to his knees, head to the ground. He screamed, a pathetic mewling cry that was almost coherent—I guessed he was trying to beg me to stop, but was unable to form proper words.

His other hand was empty, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I struck him in the temple with my fighting stick and allowed his unconscious body to crumple limply to the dirt. Then, I turned to survey the battleground. One of the cowkin was out cold, while the other lay prone without moving, though he groaned in pain.

The audience for my little demonstration had grown to over a thousand. The local shop keepers must have stopped working and come outside. That was fine by me—this was all for their benefit, really.

I called out, “Everyone come closer, but listen to the deputies. It is important that you see justice in Yonderton.”

Telepathically, I called out to Lina, “I’m going to need you to heal these three up enough for them to stand trial.”

“Stand trial?”

“Just trust me. I don’t want you to fully heal them, though. In fact, if you can just deaden their pain, that should be enough.”

“My power doesn’t work like that.” I sensed a surge of frustration behind her thoughts. “I will at least have to partially heal them, if you want them conscious and not groaning.”

“I trust you, my love. You know best how to do your job. Just don’t fully heal them, because if they don’t agree to my offer, then I’m going to invoke the Law of Blood.”

She didn’t reply, but her frustration was quickly replaced by trepidation, and I could almost hear her psychic gulp.

I watched as more and more people arrived and had the deputies all move them over to one side. I needed to keep open the space between a couple of the shops so I could erect the two buildings there. I wasn’t sure exactly what this was going to look like, but insta-building an entire structure sounded cool. I just hoped it would impress the crowd.

At one point, I noticed Mactosh; then I saw he wasn’t alone. Mursha was with him. She kept looking over at me, and I spared a smile for her which caused her to furiously begin speaking to a tall, broad orc next to her. I had to stop myself from doing a doubletake.

Maybe I had misjudged the situation. It looked like she had moved on pretty quickly after me. And the dude she was talking to already had a monkeykin and a wolfkin girl hanging onto him. Damn. I wanted to think that losing out on access to her gravity magic was what really stung, but the truth was that—while what I felt for her was a far cry from love—I had been certain that Mursha had a future in my growing family.

I removed the weapons from the two cowkin and foxkin and bound their hands and ankles together while Lina healed them enough to allow them to regain consciousness. I forced each of them to kneel in front of me before I turned to our audience.

“For too long, crime has run rampant in Yonderton.” I fixed the crowd with a steely gaze. “That ends today. I am taking back our home.”

The crowd gave a ragged cheer, but I frowned.

“No,” I continued, “that isn’t correct. We are going to take back our home. I may be Sativa’s representative here, but you all have a stake in peace. We all want a safe and harmonious space for our children to grow up in.”

I called Lina over to me and rubbed her slightly rounded belly in front of everyone. “I am one of you now. I am not an outsider. I have a wife and, soon, will have a child here.” I kissed the top of my bunnykin’s blonde head. “I love and am loved. I have friends, but I also have enemies.”

I pointed my hand at the three prisoners on their knees before me. “My enemies include all those who refuse to do honest work and, instead, seek to take what is yours. No more, I say. No more.

This time, the cheer was a loud roar.

“From this day forward, there will be a price to pay. Now, you all know about Sativa’s Four Laws. I honor those laws, but I also don’t want to waste lives when those lives could be put to better use.” I paused to look out over the crowd.

“You all saw these three attack me without provocation.” Those in the front of the crowd nodded, muttering angrily.

“I almost understand why they would.” I turned to stare at one of the cowkin. “The Backstreet Boys are no more; the old order is gone, and they are trying to find a place for themselves in the new order.” I returned my gaze to the crowd. “Well, I will grant them mercy… once. If they agree to my terms, then I will spare them the Law of Blood. Otherwise, they will pay for their crimes with their immortal souls.”

A hushed rush of noise ran through the audience. Someone started a chant which was quickly picked up by the crowd. “Blood… Blood… Blood…”

 



Chapter 14 - Raising Hopes

 

It wasn’t exactly what I was hoping for, but at least they were getting into it. I used ki to strengthen my vocal cords, and then shouted for order. It was nowhere near as good as having the ability to project my voice, but my abilities as a body cultivator only affected my body.

Well, I had maybe extended it a smidge when fighting Josie, but… hmm… I smiled. I realized that if I didn’t understand my abilities, then neither did my enemies. Maybe it was time for a bit more showmanship.

“Quiet!” After I yelled the word, some of those up front quieted down, but it wasn’t anything like what I needed.

Daria leaped up into the air and then landed beside me. I felt her funnel some Air mana into me and then she projected to me across our telepathic bond, “Try it again.”

This time, my voice boomed out like a megaphone on steroids. “Quiet everyone. This is not the way.”

They quickly shut up, so I continued. “Let all those who attack us know that we are willing to defend ourselves and will defend the defenseless. But a peaceful home is not built upon blood. While we won’t shy away from shedding blood, as it almost certainly will be necessary, a lasting peace will be built upon shared experiences and common interests.”

I waved an arm at this section of town. “We all benefit from having a more stable community where our children can grow up in peace. Where you can sell your wares and practice your crafts. We all want to make Yonderton the jewel of the west.”

Another round of cheers went through the crowd, but it was a bit lackluster.

I called out again, “It begins today!”

Then, I turned my back to the crowd and held out my hands, palms up at waist level, while slowly raising them like I was some sort of conductor. The girls had assured me that no buildings had been insta-built in town before, at least none of them could recall even hearing about such a feat. I hoped that this would be quite a spectacle.

The ground began to rumble. Then, slowly, there was an eruption of dirt and rock from the designated spot. I felt a push against my will, but it was nothing I wasn’t prepared to handle. What I quickly realized, was that this was an opportunity for me to push back.

I had bought the building, in this case a hostel, but Sativa didn’t have an automatic blueprint for it. I should have realized that earlier, when my smithy and other additions included such modern concepts and magical versions of Earth technology as jacuzzi jets and flushing toilets. I sensed my ability to shape this building, even as it came forth.

I gathered an image in my head. It wasn’t particularly fancy, but was clean and well maintained. I envisioned a three-story hostel, with a dozen rooms on each level. I built in shared showers on each floor, along with a sink and toilet in each room. At the same time, I added furnishings and security measures on the doors and windows. This needed to be a safe place, available to give a hand up to those who needed it, and not a henhouse calling for foxes.

Then it was done. I shouted out to explain what it was to the crowd. I explained that there were wonderous things inside, and that no longer would those without a place to stay end up on the streets. I explained that we would soon have a city manager to oversee it, but that until then, Lina and I would handle any inquiries—along with the two new employees that I was going to have run the hostel’s day to day operations.

Then, I did the same thing with the soup kitchen. I pushed hard but ended up with a long, wide, single-story building. It would have seating for a couple hundred people, but wouldn’t be fancy inside. Where I really pushed hardest, was in the creation of industrial size stoves and fridges, along with well stocked pantries. This kitchen would not have looked out of place in a modern restaurant in the United States, and would be a wonder in Yonderton.

I explained that this was a place where anyone could get a meal. Those who could afford to would pay, while those who couldn’t, would still be fed. I implied that we had a way of telling the difference, and said that the city manager would also oversee this new facility. I told them it wouldn’t be operational until the city manager arrived.

Done with these first two buildings, I turned back to the three who had attacked me. “The most important decision of your life is upon you.” I was pretty sure the foxkin had pissed himself, while the two cowkin stared at me with wide eyes.

One of the cowkin managed to get out, “Uh… what?”

He might not be a great conversationist, but I had definitely accomplished the task of scaring them. “I mean that the two of you will have a chance to live.”

The foxkin looked up. “What do we have to do?”

“Two of you have to pledge to serve a sentence of three years working at the hostel and soup kitchen. You will be paid a minimum wage and provided a room that the two of you will share in the hostel, as well as meals at the soup kitchen. If you refuse my generous offer, then you will be executed.”

The nervous foxkin said, “Wait, two? What do you mean two? There are three of us.”

“Caught that did you? Took you long enough. It’s simple, really. I’m willing to extend one—and only one—offer of grace to someone who commits an act of violence against me, mine, or the good people of Yonderton.”

I narrowed my eyes at the quaking little man. “But your use of poison made it clear that you intended to kill me. I can’t turn a blind eye to that. Your life and that of the monkeykin archer who shot at me are both forfeit.”

He shivered and begged, but I ignored him as I turned to look at the two cowkin. They were shivering in their boots, but each of them had just a sliver of hope in their eyes. That hope was what I wanted to see. I needed the people of Yonderton to have hope—that included the troublemakers. They had to hope that there could be something better than the status quo, or things would continue on as they had.

“So? Speak up. Make your decision.”

They practically fell over themselves agreeing to serve, promising to obey Sativa, me, the City Manager, or whomever. Before I could say anything else, though, Mactosh walked out of the crowd.

Josie let him past her.

He said, “Heh, Rob, you sure have a knack for putting on quite a show.”

“Picked up on that, did you?” I grinned.

“Sativa may be crazy, but she appointed you, and I’ve got your back. What I and many of these fine folks don’t get, is why you are doing this?” Mactosh wondered.

I sighed. “I hoped my speech would have made that clear, but I guess not. The point being, that I have not only to be seen as being strong, but also merciful.”

Mactosh nodded. “You’ve got some strange ideas. I will admit that you were rather impressive in the scuffle—you seem to be getting a great deal stronger.” He frowned at the cowkin, still on their knees. “But, there is no way you can trust these two, and you can’t afford to assign a deputy to watch over them all the time.”

I winked at him. “I know that.”

Then I walked right up to the cowkin so I could lay a hand on each of their foreheads. I spun my core up as quickly as possible and channeled the wave of ki up to my palms until my skin throbbed. The surge of power was so intense, it made the air around my forearm tremble—the light itself warped and twisted around my hand. Nothing could exist there in my palm except for me. It was the ultimate extension of my body cultivation.

“I am going to bind your oaths to me with my power as the chosen of Sativa. You will swear to faithfully obey me or those I designate for three years, after which time, I will free you.” My voice turned harder than steel. “If either of you break your oaths, then this power will kill you.”

They trembled beneath my hands, but nodded their agreement. Then, I held the energy up against one of their foreheads and stated an oath of obedience, which he repeated. The power in my palm was so great, that it created a palm-shaped mark on his forehead. Then, I repeated the process with the other one.

During all of this, I extended my senses out as much as I could. The audience was captivated. I had to hope it left them with the impression that I wanted. Both of the subdued cowkin stood and, after cutting their bindings, I directed them to go wait in the hostel. Then, I pulled out my short sword and turned to the foxkin, who sobbed pitifully in the dirt.

Suddenly, a voice called out. “This isn’t the way it’s done.”

I turned and saw an orc in full plate armor. He looked vaguely familiar, and this may sound awful, but I was still adapting to Olimero, and it was sometimes difficult for me to discern differences in features amongst some of the races, at least from a distance. Up close, thankfully, I didn’t have much trouble.

“And why exactly is that?” I asked.

“The Sheriff enforces the four laws, but isn’t a random executioner. You haven’t invoked the Law of Blood.”

The orc strode forward as he spoke. When he was a few paces away, I noticed the gruesome scar across his throat. It looked like his throat had been ripped out in the past. I remembered where I had seen him before. The last time I had seen this orc, he’d been acting as a bodyguard for An’kesh, and had been bleeding out after I’d ripped his throat open.

“I’m the Sheriff, and it is for me to interpret the Four Laws. Besides, what concern of yours is this?” Even as I asked the question, I could feel the nervous energy in the crowd shifting.

I bit back a few choice curses. This entire show was meant to show how strong I was; it was supposed to provide something for the people to believe in. While only a portion of the town might see it, there were enough here to witness it, that word would spread.

“You admit, then, that you are just some bully?” The orc’s voice had a taunting tone to it.

“Hardly, I am the Sheriff. Yonderton is mine to rule and protect. I simply have decided that the Law of Strength will suffice today. This criminal attacked me, and his strength has been found lacking. But I don’t find his crimes egregious enough for me to invoke the Law of Blood and steal his immortal soul.”

I was still a little fuzzy about how the Law of Blood worked. I simply knew that anyone killed under it lost their chance at reincarnation. That seemed a pretty harsh punishment for being a petty criminal.

I glared at the orc. “You still haven’t said what this has to do with you.”

“Simple, I’m the one that gave them the order to attack you.” The orc placed his hands on his hips as he spoke. There wasn’t even a trace of fear on his face. He knew what he was doing—or more likely, An’kesh knew what he was doing, and had sent him to undermine my authority.

I laughed. “So, you are saying that these pathetic failures are part of One Direction? And here I thought One Direction was supposed to be some big, bad gang from back east.”

I was encouraged to hear some laughter in the crowd when they heard my words.

“Bah, they are hired lackeys. None of them are fit to join One Direction.”

At that point, the foxkin’s head whipped around to stare at the orc, the words tumbling from his mouth. “But you promised if we killed the Sheriff, we’d be made members of One Direction.”

The orc didn’t say anything as he smoothly pulled a heavy sword from his side and, with a single powerful blow, struck the foxkin’s head from his shoulders.

My weapons were instantly in my hands, but the orc looked to me again and sneered. “You have felt but the smallest caress, the least bit of attention from One Direction. I, myself, am barely a member. But make no mistake, Yonderton and all the people here belong to One Direction.”

He grinned, baring his tusks, at the crowd. “You have been lucky enough to draw the attention of a founding member. We have been ordered to bring you, Sheriff, back one way or another.” He shook his head. “As I see things, there are but three options.”

I arched an eyebrow, making a come-on motion with my hand for him to get to the point.

“You can either do as you are told, and come live a life as a pampered human pet back in the civilized east. Or, if you don’t come with me now, then I will beat you into submission and drag you back east.” He propped his broadsword up on his shoulder. “It makes no difference to me which choice you make, but it will determine how comfortable your life will be when we get to Lupon.”

“And my third option?”

“I suppose there is the chance that you might fight hard enough, that I end up having to kill you. The people of Yonderton will be without a Sheriff for a while, but they will still be shepherded by One Direction. Then, perhaps your replacement will be more amenable to the generous offer being made,” the orc replied.

“No thanks. I think, speaking for the town, that we’ll have to pass.”

“You don’t have a choice. This is the way it’s going to be.”

A bolt of flame shot out from where I knew Josie to be, but right before it hit the orc a shielding wall of water sprang into existence. Steam filled the air, but my perception was acute enough to track the orc warrior. He seemed to just be standing still.

I sent telepathic messages to the girls to stand down. I had to be seen as strong, and that wouldn’t work if they had to save my bacon.

Suddenly, Lina shouted into my head, “Rob, someone is attacking the water mage who just did that. I don’t know who it is, though, because they disappeared into a cloak of shadows. But… it seems there are several of them fighting.”

Daria said, “I’ll stop them.”

“No, don’t,” I commanded. “Stay here and protect the civilians. Lina, stick close to Josie or Daria, and try to keep an eye on Mursha if you can. Don’t any of you engage whoever that is. The way I see it, the enemy of my enemy may be my friend… or they may still end up being my enemy—but at least I don’t have to worry about them right now.”

My deputies grumbled, but obeyed.

When the steam had cleared, the orc taunted, “Going to have your pet deputies fight for you?”

“No,” I growled, “this battle is between you and me. But despite your murdering that prisoner, I’m not invoking the law of blood. This will simply be a duel to see who is the stronger. As the law of strength dictates, to the strong go the spoils.”

“And what makes you think I don’t have a dozen more archers out there?” the orc asked.

“Oh, I know your type. You are a cheater and a coward. You are completely without honor.” I sneered at the big orc. “Your clan must hang their head in shame when your name is brought up.”

The orc snarled, lifting his sword. I could see that my words were having an impact. Apparently, listening to Mactosh’s lessons about orcish culture hadn’t been a complete waste of time.

“I’m sure you planned to have extra help, but I think if you can sense them, you will find that they are all otherwise occupied now. My people are taking care of them.”

“What?!” The orc must have some means of communicating with his support element, because his eyes glazed over for a second and a nervous expression filled his face. “Both your deputies are still here. How are you doing this?”

Of course, I had no idea exactly who was fighting his people, but I knew enough to bluff.

“You have no clue what resources I have.” I gave him a predatory grin. “Yonderton is mine. Now, either submit to judgment or prove your strength. If you defeat me, then I will instruct my deputies to allow you to leave here freely. But if I win, then you will only be food for worms.”

His bravado seemed to crack. “Fine, but no weapons and no potions. If you are challenging me to a duel, then I get to name the terms—and I say this shall be an unarmed battle to the death.” He bared his tusks again. “Or, in your case, until I force you into submission and drag your pathetically weak body away from here.”

I had no idea if that was how duels were done on Olimero, but it played to what I wanted to demonstrate. The orc was undoubtedly more experienced in fighting with a blade than I was, and he was most likely more skilled, too. Josie was a great tutor, but I could only learn so much in a couple of months, even with the advantage of an enhanced ability to learn melee skills that our soul bond gave me.

What he couldn’t know, though, was that I was significantly stronger, faster, and tougher than the last time we’d fought. Because of Olimeran racial caps, I knew he couldn’t have improved much—if at all. I also had more experience with unarmed combat versus my still developing skill with swordplay.

The orc who had been next to Mactosh and Mursha walked up to me. I was wary of this new stranger, but figured that if he was with them, he at least wouldn’t attack me.

“Pardon me, Sheriff,” he said. “My name is Denne, son of Mactosh. I have come to offer my services as your second in this duel. I will hold your weapons and armor while you fight, and watch to make sure he doesn’t cheat.”

Strangely, despite the fact that I was about to fight a life and death duel, I felt a huge weight lift off of my shoulders. “Oh… you’re Mursha’s brother!” Then I breathed out a deep sigh of relief.

Denne got a perplexed expression on his face, before understanding dawned across his gruff features. “It seems you really do care for my sister.” He chuckled. “And you thought I was an interloper. You shouldn’t worry, despite my father trying to force her into an arranged marriage, I can tell that my sister has genuine feelings for you.”

He paused, studying me carefully. “Which reminds me… treat her well, or you’ll wish you’d lost this duel.”

I smiled, but inside I was laughing out loud; whatever tension was left inside of me simply faded away. This was all going to work out! I contained my joy, though, so as not to offend Denne.

I bowed briefly to the massive orc. “I would be honored for you to act as my second… and whatever you may think of me for firing her as my clerk, know that I did it for her own good.”

He didn’t say another word as I stripped down to just my pants and boots. I didn’t want to wear a shirt, since that would give my opponent something to grasp onto. I placed everything inside my spatial pouch, and then handed that to Denne with a nod.

He nodded in return and then growled, “Now go kick his ass!”

I turned to see that the scarred orc had stripped off all of his armor and likewise was down to just some long shorts and boots. He didn’t have anyone to act as his second, but had set all of his gear off to the side. Apparently, he didn’t have a spatial pouch.

He grunted, “Let’s do this.”

I shouted in reply, “For Yonderton!”  

 



Chapter 15 - Face Planting and Town Building

 

We both quickly closed the distance between us, and then proceeded to circle. I drew upon the ambient mana around me, as I had used up a great deal of my ki in the previous fight with the cowkin. I still had some Air mana in me from Daria, but had used most of that for the voice projection power and now had to convert what remained into ki.

I kept extending my senses. I wanted as much warning as possible when he attacked. Meanwhile, I was able to gather a great deal of information—both about him and about myself. My sight broke down the way his muscles contracted with each movement. I could see so much more detail than normally. My enhanced hearing helped me acclimate to the sound of his movement across the ground, and I soon learned to recognized patterns in his weight distribution, with the different sounds the hard packed soil made as it crunched under his boots.

My extended tactile sense allowed me to gauge how the air moved around him, as well as the general flow of how he moved. But more important than any of that, was something I observed inside myself. I felt the byproducts of Air mana in me and almost stopped with that, but then I realized that I also had a certain amount of the pollutants left over from the other types of mana I had cultivated.

Along with the waste products left from cultivating Air mana into ki, there were bits of fire waste, healing waste, and another type which stood out in even greater quantities than the healing byproduct. I had learned, with Lina’s Life mana, that its byproducts were also beneficial—they increased my natural healing or temporarily supercharged my muscles.

At least with Life mana, I found that ‘byproduct’ was a better term than ‘waste’ product. Sure, it was what was left over after I converted life mana into ki, but it was anything but garbage. I simply hadn’t understood it well enough before when I’d thought of it as waste.

Heck, I still didn’t, but I could tell that it had positive uses in my body.

The same must be true for the other mana byproducts. The Fire mana byproducts, I had noticed, caused an increase in my body’s heat. They could make my body hot enough to evaporate water. I knew there had to be more to it, though, and wanted to focus on it, but found it now represented the smallest amount of residue in my ki channels.

Life mana byproducts were far more common, probably because I experienced the power of Lina’s Life mana in my body more than any other type—I was a walking accident, and she was forever putting Humpty Dumpty back together again. I didn’t waste any more time, instead focusing on using it to ramp up my natural healing. A sense of increased vigor filled me, and I couldn’t help but grin.

There was also plenty of Air mana residual, but I wasn’t sure what I could do with those byproducts yet. Still, the residue, which was most prominent by far, were the byproducts of Mursha’s Gravity mana. I had a gut feeling about that, so I went with it. I pushed it through my channels up to my brain meridian. It was crazy stupid to experiment like this in the middle of a fight—or a fight which was about to begin—but it felt so right.

I guess, sometimes, it truly is better to be lucky than good.

My breath caught in my throat as my mind meridian filled with Gravity mana byproducts. The world around me seemed to wobble on its axis. I continued to sense my opponent’s movement, but it was like he had slowed down. I knew I was truly onto something, but now wasn’t the time to figure such things out. Whether it enhanced my own perception, or affected my relative perception of time, didn’t really matter. Either of them was a good thing, right? I decided just to go with it.

He must have finished sizing me up, because he lunged at me before dropping down into a sweeping kick that tried to take out my front leg. I would have been able to move out of the way before, but now—with my perception altered—it was like he was moving in slow motion. This was even more pronounced than it had been with the cowkin. It wasn’t just that I was faster than him—which I was—it was that the entire world slowed to a crawl around me.

I lifted my leg to avoid the sweep by mere inches, and then snapped it out and up as fast as I could, slamming under his chin with my heel. His head rocked back on his neck, and he stumbled back several steps. He was a skilled fighter, and I had to remind myself of that, but I needed to make a point.

If these new gravity byproducts were going to give me a cheat, I had to take advantage of them. I noticed immediately that I was burning through what was in my channels fairly quickly. I might only have ten or so seconds left of it—but if used correctly, that should be all that I needed.

I stepped forward, pushing off with ki empowered legs as I watched his arms windmill while he attempted to regain his balance. To my enhanced perception, it appeared almost comical. But I resisted to temptation to sit back and simply observe—now was a time for action.

I slammed my foot down on top of his, crunching his arch, but also stopping his motion. He brought both hands forward in an attempt to smash the sides of my head, but it was child’s play to bring my hands up inside his own and to slap his elbows, knocking his arms wide.

He was made of much sturdier stuff than the others I had fought, though, accepting the blow and preparing to defend himself. But combining ki enhanced Agility and this accelerated perception, I brought both hands down against the sides of his neck, slamming the knife edges of my palms into him. I sensed the movement of blood in his neck cut off as my blows interrupted the flows inside both critical arteries and veins.

Enhanced by ki, my Strength was approximately one hundred and eighty. Which, given the scaling of stats at higher levels, made me at least three times as strong as the orc. My blows were enough to stagger the brute. Without hesitating, I laced my fingers behind his neck in a smooth transition, before yanking his head down into my ascending knee.

The impact was bone jarring to my leg but, to his face, it was catastrophic. Not only was his nose crushed, but my enhanced perception sensed both his orbital sockets shatter, as his eyes literally popped out of his head. The fight would have been instantly over if I hadn’t managed to gore my calf on his tusk as I pulled it back.

Note to self, remember to be careful when making brutal contact around an orc’s face. I had cut a deep gash into my leg, and while my enhanced healing went to work right away, it would still take some time to patch things up. When I set that foot back on the ground, I had trouble bearing my full weight upon it.

My perception advantage was over, but so was the fight. Oh, the orc was still struggling to stay upright, but his eyes were hanging out of his head—not like his eyes were bulging, but fully dangling down on his cheeks by their optic nerves, like miniature pinatas waiting for me to pop them. He obviously had a concussion, and blood gushed from what had once been his nose. I’d be shocked if I hadn’t cracked his skull.

I pushed more ki into my injured leg and hobbled the two steps which separated me from my foe. I had to give it to him, he wasn’t a quitter or a whiner. He didn’t scream, or beg, or even curse me; he simply struggled to stay on his feet. But there were children watching, and while Olimero might require children to grow accustomed to a certain level of violence, I didn’t want to drag this out any longer than necessary.

I slid around him and wrapped my arms around his neck. Breaking a neck is much harder than they make it look like in the movies, and orcs are exceptionally durable. My ki enhanced strength might be enough to accomplish it, but I knew that choking him into unconsciousness would be even easier. I flexed my muscles and tightened my grip around his neck.

He struggled briefly, but my strength was such that his throat was almost immediately crushed and the blood flow to his brain was cut off. The pressure imbalance knocked him out in seconds. When I felt him slump back against me, I pulsed as much ki as I could into my arms. With that final twist, using my entire body for the rotation, I heard the pop and crack as his vertebrae broke down under the enormous pressure, and knew that he was never going to wake up.

It would have been ideal if I’d been able to question him. He had fought me bravely, though, so I gave him the honorable death any orc would crave. It also served to highlight my power to the thousand plus citizens of Yonderton in the crowd.

Secretly, I worried about what it meant, that two groups of mages were fighting each other in Yonderton. I wondered who else might be taking advantage of the situation to steal One Direction’s thunder. I let none of this show on my face, though, as Lina recharged me with her healing Life mana. She closed the nasty wound up on my leg and, at the same time, restored my vigor. When I recovered my equipment from Denne, I got dressed.

He simply said, “Well fought. I can see why my father approves of you. With some work, you could be quite formidable.”

I simply nodded. I didn’t know what he meant by ‘some work.’ That had gone just about as well as I could have hoped. Of course, there was always more to learn. I wondered if his training methods would be as extreme as his sister’s.

After that, I led the crowd to a new part of town. This time, we went towards more of a middle-class residential area. There were really only poor and middle-class sections in town. Yonderton didn’t have much prominent wealth… well, other than me, I guess. The leaders of the Back Street Boys had undoubtedly been wealthy and enjoyed many creature comforts, but they hadn’t sought to live in the limelight.

Once I found an appropriately open area, I raised the public baths. I used my ability to shape it during the process—turning it into something more like a Japanese hot springs bath. I knew it wasn’t really a stylistic fit for the rest of Yonderton, but this wasn’t Earth, so I could mishmash things a bit if I wanted to.

Next, I raised up the medical clinic. I wanted to make sure the people knew that their medical needs would be taken care of and that in a few days we would have staff for the building. That brought me more cheers than just about anything else. Natural healing might be superior on Olimero to medical practices on Earth, but they lacked even simple medicines. This would make a huge difference in the lives of many—at least, that was my hope.

After providing the town with access to cleanliness and medical care, I moved over to the Hall of Justice. The crowd that followed me only continued to increase. It was still only midmorning, but you would have thought there was a party going on in the streets.

Once we were next to the Hall of Justice, I summoned the office building I had ordered. It was three stories tall, but I made sure it was equipped with working bathrooms on each floor, multiple conference rooms, and a hearing room for civil matters, as well as offices for the city manager and whatever other department heads we would need. I made sure there was also extra space that we could rent out as local offices to any business conglomerates we might attract to Yonderton. It had been Josie’s idea—but it was a good one—that it would be advantageous to keep outside interests all in one place where it would be easier to keep an eye on them.

Finally, we walked over to the empty lot across the street from the Sheriff’s office. I hadn’t sensed so much as a hostile glare at me since I’d put the orc down. Oddly enough, Daria’s aerial patrols had found no sign of the mages who had been fighting earlier. I filed that away as a pressing concern, but one which would have to wait until tomorrow.

With the help of Daria’s Air mana, I once again projected my voice and explained that I would be creating a fire station. I had to explain what that was, but fairly quickly the people caught on to what this meant. When I let them know there would be two dedicated water mages on staff, everyone cheered. The removal of one of their chief fears—fire—had to be a good feeling.

There was less interest in the bank when I raised it up, complete with a thick combination vault, bars on the windows, and double thick walls which were magically reinforced to be able to resist even earth mages. The common folk of Yonderton likely had little surplus money to put away into savings, but the bank was more for the business owners. I saw some thoughtful looks in their eyes, and that was all I could really hope for. It would be up to the city manager to hire a bank manager and the necessary clerks and tellers.

I just prayed that Sativa got me a good city manager, sooner rather than later!

After raising the last building, I did a bit of glad handing and baby kissing. I’d never considered myself much of a politician. I guess, unless I wanted to rule as a dictator, I needed to play up the goodwill of the public. Then, when it became clear that I was done with my tricks, the crowd finally dissipated.

Watching the good citizens of Yonderton get back to their daily schedule, I called my clerks and deputies together for a meeting in the office. We had some planning to do.



Chapter 16 - Expanding the Team

 

Once we were all inside, we opted to meet at the kitchen table. It was close to noon, and Lina insisted on cooking lunch for us. I didn’t even consider stopping her—between having skipped breakfast and the fight, I was ravenous. With just the four of us, the kitchen was still plenty large enough.

“Thoughts on how that went?” I asked between mouthfuls of jerky.

Josie and Daria both looked at each other. I didn’t quite get what went on between them, but I was pretty sure they played their equivalent of rock, paper, scissors with just a few looks. Josie must have won, because she ended up with a grin on her face, while Daria wore a grimace.

My beautiful foxkin deputy spoke up first. She could be mesmerizing when she wanted to be. Maybe it was my extreme hunger, causing me to feel lightheaded, but I almost didn’t pay attention to her words for the sheer joy of just watching her lips.

“You definitely encouraged Yonderton’s citizens. I’m sure confidence in us will be higher than it has been since Sheriff Cobb... actually, maybe even higher than that.”

She gave me a beautiful smile, playing ‘good’ cop. “You also did a lot to increase the quality of life for many of the less fortunate.” Then she looked over at Daria, as if handing off a baton—and I could hear the unspoken ‘but’ hanging there.

Daria played her role as ‘bad’ cop, picking right up where Josie left off. “There is, however, still the matter of One Direction. Sending a single warrior, even if he was supposed to hire additional muscle here in town, was a fool’s errand. He clearly had competent back up—who thankfully were distracted by a third party—but I’m not sure, even with your increased power, that we could protect you from them.”

Frowning, I replied, “I’m not going to go into hiding again. Besides, I can tell your real concern is about whoever fought with One Direction’s mages.”

Another voice that spoke up from the kitchen door said, “Shouldn’t that be all of our concerns?”

I looked over and saw the orc who had served as my second in the duel, Mursha’s brother Denne, standing there.

When we made eye contact, he continued, “I apologize, as it is rude of us to intrude on your conversation like this, but I ask your permission for us to join you. We have a proposal you will want to hear. And I, for one, would like to learn more about our Sheriff and his deputies.”

Behind him, I could see Mactosh, but there were also a few others who I couldn’t make out clearly. “I never thanked you properly for being my second, today,” I said as I rose to my feet. “Your assistance was both timely and appreciated. Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it; I had my own reasons.” He gave me a big, tusk-filled grin as he spoke. “Besides, it was entertaining to watch. I was unsure what to expect from a human.”

“You are all welcome to come in. I would ask my wife if she could prepare an extra portion, but then you said, ‘we’… how many extra plates will we need?”

Denne stepped through the doorway and allowed his father to follow him inside. Mactosh was beaming. “Forgive an old man. I’ve only been in the Sheriff’s office once, and that was many years ago. For a fan such as myself, this is quite the honor.”

He coughed before continuing. “What my son meant to say was, that I have a proposal for you. As for extra plates, it is not necessary that you feed us.”

“Nonsense,” I laughed, pulling the old orc into the room. “My hospitality would allow nothing else, and you are my good friend, Mactosh. I would never turn you or yours away.”

The old blacksmith gave me a slight bow of his head before saying, “Then we would need plates for myself, my daughter, Mursha—whom you already know—my son, Denne, who you met earlier, and his two wives.”

As he spoke, the others filed into the room. Even expanded as it was, the kitchen was starting to feel crowded. Mursha stepped inside and took up a position beside and slightly behind her father. She gave weak smiles to my women, but avoided eye contact with me. Two other women followed behind her and took up positions alongside their husband. Denne’s wives were a wolfkin and, unless I missed my guess, a very pregnant monkeykin.

For some reason, I had gotten the impression that orcs usually married other orcs. But then again, I didn’t know if that was true even of Mactosh. I only knew that all of his children I had met were orcs—which, of course, meant their mothers were orcs.

I was about to ask Mactosh to introduce his two daughters-in-law, when Lina rushed over to Denne’s monkeykin wife and placed her hands on the woman’s belly. The monkeykin woman was obviously a warrior, and at first seemed taken back by this rather forward gesture of familiarity, but Lina’s natural grace and exuberant personality must have won her over.

“Oh, look at this...” Lina breathed. “You look so gorgeous. Pregnancy suits you. How far along are you? Do you have names picked out? Any sense if it will be a boy or a girl? My mother always told me that she could tell towards the end, but I don’t know if that is true. I’m only a little over two weeks myself.”

Lina smiled at me and the others still sitting at the table. “Doesn’t she look gorgeous? And monkeykin babies are so cute!” she squealed. “I just love babies.”

Her look got suddenly very stern, and she poked me in the shoulder. “You need to get busy putting little ones in your other women, Rob.”

A part of me thought the bunnykin had lost her mind, as she was making such a spectacle of herself. When I glanced at Josie, I realized I wasn’t the only one who was blushing furiously.

Denne saved us all though, saying, “This is my wife, Nunani,” he threw an arm around the startled looking monkeykin’s shoulders, and then pulled the wolfkin woman into his side, “and this is Melossi.”

Before I knew it, Lina had moved us all into the new dining room. As if she’d been summoned, Nimeera showed up, and Lina put her to work helping get lunch ready in the kitchen. The catgirl barely had time to do more than murmur ‘hello,’ but it was enough time for me to note a smudge of ash on the leg of her pants.

Seeing the smudge of ash acted like a trigger, and feelings of distrust flooded me. Something was up with the humble catgirl servant. I needed to get to the bottom of it.

On impulse, I stood up, but Mactosh asked me to stay. He said he had a proposal he wanted to go over. When I settled back into my seat, he produced a pair of bottles of brandy out of his spatial pouch, saying that it would be rude for them to show up without a gift for the hostess. He even produced some oversized shot glasses out of the same spatial pouch; he handed it all to Mursha, who he clearly expected to serve us.

I felt tense, because I knew there was something important I needed to deal with, but Nimeera hadn’t done anything overt so far. Maybe it would be best just to keep a close eye on her until I had more definitive clues to follow up on. There were already so many issues on my plate—this was not something that had to be solved right this minute.

“Well,” I smiled at my friend, “your brandy is always welcome, just don’t try to drink me under the table today my friend. I still have more work to do.”

“Ha!” Mactosh pounded the table in an exuberant gesture. “As if I’d even have to try.”

He flashed his tusks in a wolfish grin and looked over at Denne. “This one is funny when he gets too much alcohol in him. He’ll tell you the most impossible tales about his former home. I still don’t know how much of it was serious, and how much was the brandy speaking.” Mactosh rolled his eyes. “He even claimed that they had these large metal tubes which could fly through the sky, filled with people.”

I simply smiled. So much of what I had taken for granted on Earth would either be unbelievable, or completely fantastical to native Olimerans. I had no idea how to begin to explain the internet to them. But in the same way, people on Earth wouldn’t believe that magic on Olimero was real—or for that matter, various things about the social structure here.

It didn’t matter, in the end. This was my life now, and I had decided to embrace it. The differences between the world I had grown up in, and the world I now called home were little more than a curiosity.

I made sure that my hand brushed against Mursha’s when she handed me my drink. She trembled almost imperceptibly, but didn’t jerk her hand back. That told me she hadn’t yet made her decision. I swished the brandy around in my glass and took a whiff of its perfume. With ki enhancing my olfactory sense, I could make out so much more than I’d ever done before. The rich wooden tones of the barrel it had been aged in was just the first of many scents to hit my nose.

On a whim, I sent ki into my brain meridian and then from there to my mouth to enhance my sense of taste. As I sipped the brandy with my ki enhanced senses, its flavors exploded in my mouth. It’s not that I suddenly became a lover of brandy—rather, I was able to appreciate the complex flavor that had developed in this liquor. It was a quality drink, representative of the effort put into making it.

I set my glass down and sent more ki into my skin. I expanded my awareness of my own flesh, that core thing I had developed as a body cultivator. It soon permeated the room. With a minor effort to focus, I could sense each individual’s rate of breathing, their heartbeats, and even their body temperature.

Josie appeared to be at ease, but judging from the way her muscles tensed and relaxed in cycles, it was obvious to me that she was on edge. Something about this meeting bothered her deeply. Daria was more relaxed, but her slightly elevated heart rate indicated some anxiety—or perhaps she was simply mildly excited. Denne and his wives appeared to be the most relaxed, besides Lina, who was clearly happy to be serving everyone.

Mactosh had an elevated heartbeat. Combined with the way he leaned forward; I sensed an eagerness in his demeanor—like he wanted to sell me something. That was the vibe I was getting from him. The oddest impression that I got, was when Nimeera walked into the room briefly to pass out glasses of water and appetizers. She seemed to be surprisingly at ease but, despite the fact that she kept her face down the entire time, she gave me the impression that she was… amused?

I needed figure out how much of this expanded awareness was my imagination, and how much of it was me being able to perceive things in others. Either way, I asked, “You said you have something you wanted to propose, Mactosh?”

“Yes, ahem, as impressive as your display was today, it has become apparent that you are only one man. With two deputies, you can’t possibly patrol all of Yonderton. Our little town continues to grow by the day, and then there is the wider district to consider.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed. “Sativa has seen fit to grant me four more slots for deputies, making five positions available, and one more for clerks, which means there are two open clerk positions. It seems Sativa is willing to support a total of seven deputies and three clerks.”

I shrugged. “If I had my way, I’d take on about twenty deputies, and then feel like we could really take the battle to the gangs—being able to meet them head on.”

“Sativa always gives us what we need, and not what we want,” Mactosh said.

I saw him glance at Denne first and then at Mursha. The latter’s heartbeat jumped again, and I could almost feel the drop of sweat running down the back of her neck. For the first time since I’d expanded my awareness, there was a change in the otherwise calm, Denne. That simple glance from his father made his stomach rumble. If I wasn’t mistaken, it opened an old emotional wound.

“There is no doubt that Sativa does as she wishes,” I smiled, “and I’m not complaining about my second chance at life. Besides, there are always ways around it. I can hire additional help, if necessary, as is the case with Nimeera—who isn’t a clerk, but helps out around the house.”

Mactosh let out a very subtle sigh.

I never would have heard it if my senses weren’t enhanced.

“Ah, that is good to hear,” the old orc rumbled. “I wasn’t sure if you had selected her as a replacement for Mursha.”

I involuntarily rolled my eyes. So, he was still angling for that, was he? Well, two could play at this game. “No one could ever replace Mursha,” I said, smiling at the beauty in question, before turning back to her father with an arched brow, watching the flustered expression on his face.

“Ah… Well, I bought out my son’s contract from the mercenary company he worked for in the east. You should know that he is quite an accomplished warrior. His two wives also have their own skills, which compliment his own. I thought to offer him up as a weapons trainer, and as back up muscle for you,” Mactosh said.

Josie growled in the back of her throat, causing Mactosh to quickly add, “Not that you don’t already have an excellent trainer in your esteemed deputy. Any daughter of her father must have superlative skills—but you can never have too many blades to back you up.”

I let the orc off easy, rather than letting Josie lay into him. “I’m sure we all understood what you all meant, Mactosh.” I smiled at my fiery wife. “Josie will always be the first person I go to, when it comes to weapons training.”

“Of course,” Mactosh backpedaled quickly, “as it should be. But now that I know you have open deputy slots, I would suggest that you take Denne and his wives on as deputies. I can assure you that they will perform their duties with honor. That is…” he paused, not sure how I might answer, “unless you only want women who you can bed as deputies?”

I chuckled at that. “Much to the chagrin of my Mistress of the Sheets, I truly would prefer to have some deputies whose sole purpose is to support me in keeping Yonderton safe, and not as romantic companions.”

I didn’t miss Lina’s cute pout, or how she glared at me with her hands on her hips.

“Very good, then with all of the spots you have available, I would be inclined to release Denne from his contract—that is, if he and his wives will agree to become deputies for you. This would be for at least the three years of his current contract, which I hold. What happens after that, however, would be between the two of you,” Mactosh finished.

I looked over at Denne. His expression was stoic, but I could tell from the stolid beating of his heart, that he had expected this, though I also got the impression that he wasn’t entirely behind his father’s proposal. “What do you have to say about this, Denne?”

“I saw you fight this morning. You have some skills,” he appraised me, “but I would like to see how you fare against a more skilled opponent before committing to anything. I honor Sativa, but am not quite the zealot that my father is. Beyond that, I also have my family to think of—I refuse to board a sinking ship.” He bowed his head slightly. “Excuse my bluntness.”

“No,” I laughed, “I find your bluntness refreshing. I like knowing where I stand with someone, and it would be nice to have another guy on the force—so to speak. I also respect that you prioritize family.” I smiled at my girls. “I have been coming to learn, that there is nothing more important than family.”

“Then we are of the same mind.” He returned my grin. “Would you be willing to engage in a brief training duel with me? I know you are new to Olimero, so I’m not saying that you must defeat me, in order to win my loyalty—only that I don’t give my loyalty to those who fail to impress me.”

I slammed back the remainder of my brandy before saying, “Very well, this should be fun.”



Chapter 17 - Blood Brother

 

Once it was decided, we all moved quickly to the training yard. I watched as Denne’s wives helped check his armor to make sure it was all secure. At the same time, Josie, Daria, and Lina all gathered around me.

Josie spoke softly, “Watch out for him losing control. You saw what can happen with Mursha.”

Daria added, “He is supposedly a seasoned warrior, so I expect he will have better control, but it is good advice all the same.”

“I think I can handle a few blows from a training blade.”

Josie winced when I said that. “I’d be shocked if he agreed to a duel with training blades. Amongst professional warriors, those are only used for children or novice trainees. You don’t want him to think you are a novice do you?”

I was confused for a second. Was Josie goading me on into a duel with live blades. Then I looked over and, sure enough, Denne was stretching and swinging his real weapon—a large axe—around in wide circles. Maybe it was the fact that you couldn’t have training where you shot people with real guns on Earth, but the idea that you had to train with live blades just seemed silly to me.

Josie must have felt my anxiety through the soul bond because she squeezed my arm and sent, “Here, take some of my mana. You can use it to make yourself stronger.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but no sooner had Josie said the telepathic words than I felt two more streams of mana filling me from both Lina and Daria. The Life mana was obviously the most useful. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a good combat application yet for the byproducts from Fire mana and I hadn’t had a chance to test applications for Air mana’s residue. At least the Life mana would enhance my natural healing, and perhaps make me just a bit stronger.

Lina even said, “You should take one of your alchemy potions.”

Now my viewpoints on athletes and steroids really took over. “Wouldn’t that be cheating?”

“Not if you made the potion yourself,” Daria replied.

I started thinking about what potions I had made myself which might be useful. Most of the self-brewed ones were either tactical weapons or plain old healing potions. I certainly wasn’t going to use my last Phoenix Potion for a duel and, technically, while I had created some of the base ingredients, it had been Rava who had brewed the Onyx Drakekin Pill. I had yet to master physical enhancement potions on my own. Yet another reason that I needed to work with Rava more.

Denne called out, “Are we gonna do this?”

“Yes, you have me at a bit of a disadvantage. I’m not used to dueling with live weapons. In my world, the weapons are too dangerous to consider such a thing. And here, I have been training with my women.”

Denne looked at Josie instead of me as he made a ‘tsk tsk’ sound before saying, “I was always taught that you train the way you would fight. Anything else will lead to a poor foundation.”

I nodded and pulled out one of my better healing potions. I drained it and then summoned my weapons from my spatial pouch, short sword in my left hand and fighting stick in my right.

Denne chuckled, “Never seen anyone drink a healing potion before a battle, let alone a duel. Aren’t you supposed to drink those after I hurt you?”

I smiled. “Just taking your advice. Besides, who says you are gonna hurt me?”

With that, I cranked up my core and really pushed myself. The potion, along with the life mana which Lina had poured into me, served to boost me to a new level. I even got a notification, which I risked a glance at before the battle started.

 

Status: Augmented Physique I

You have absorbed, condensed, converted and mastered sufficient mana into ki to push your body into a temporarily enhanced state.

Effect: Physical stats increased by 10% for 10 minutes.

Current stats: (prior to ki enhancement)

Strength: 132

Agility: 73

Durability: 85

Cultivation assessments cannot be made without further study, but it is estimated that if 150% normal stats is the maximum you can achieve at D grade, then in this enhanced state you will be able to reach 165%.

I got a big grin on my face. I still would have liked to have the time distorting effect of some Gravity mana byproduct, but with these stats and ki enhancement, I knew I was considerably stronger, faster, and more durable than Denne. I just had to hope that was enough to impress him, despite his almost exponentially greater skill. I found that I already liked the orc, and having him on the team was definitely something I was in favor of.

We locked eyes and I saw my grin reflected on his face. Good. This would be fun. No one needed to say begin, we both just knew when to start. I had no idea what his capabilities were. Magic was rare amongst orcs, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have mana. At least four of Mactosh’s other children had magic, so I decided to assume he was also a mage.

I could be fairly certain it wasn’t metal mana because he wasn’t working in the forge. Beyond that, the sky was the limit. I only knew about a few of the more common types of mana, but the girls had assured me there were many different types.

Denne swung his axe at me as he took an aggressive step forward. I easily managed to back up, but that blow was not one I would have wanted to take. Clearly, Denne wasn’t playing around, and so neither could I.

We were both over six feet tall, but his axe gave him greater reach. I had known all along that I would want to close with him. Doing so, however, was made all the more daunting by the rapid hiss of his weapon parting the air between us.

After my third step backwards, I felt I was creating a habit I didn’t want. I also knew that reacting in a predictable way during combat was the surest way to lose. So, this time as Denne pushed forward, I moved in myself. I was able to deflect his blow, if only barely, but he likewise was able to keep me from thrusting with my short sword. As for my fighting stick, even with my enhanced strength, it would only do so much against his armor. The blow dented the metal but didn’t cause any real damage. I was probably lucky that Sativa had gifted me the fighting stick, as it didn’t shatter against his armor—which normal wood likely would have done.

We danced back and forth, doing this time and time again. If I could get in close, I had the upper hand. At weapon’s length he was deadly. I was sporting a couple of nasty slashes from near misses when I had been just a bit too slow. Fortunately, my enhanced healing stopped the bleeding almost immediately.

Even Denne noticed that. “What was in that potion? Have you figured out a way to create a regeneration potion?”

I evaded another slash with a laugh. “Nope, this is all me. I’m not quite normal.”

Instead of pressing the attack, Denne held back for a moment. “I’ve heard there are other humans in some of the large cities, but I’ve never seen them. Most people think they are urban myths, but who knows. The larger gangs could probably hide a dragon in the middle of the city without the rest of us knowing.”

I made a couple of tentative attacks to test out his defense. The axe was hardly an ideal weapon for blocking, but he managed to move it with an impressive amount of grace.

“C’mon Sheriff, you’re never gonna get through unless you commit.”

“Sure, and as soon as I commit, I find out that you’ve been playing with me all along and end up with that big blade buried in my chest.”

The orc simply gave me a grin in response. It was more than a little intimidating with his large tusks. But, I wanted to get more information. “How many big gangs are there?”

Another flurry of attacks were exchanged before he replied, “The biggest are probably, One Direction, Nisync, and the J-Five. But there are a few others that are significant. Why so interested?”

He asked his question just as he seemed to cross the distance between us faster than I could have imagined. It was almost like he flickered and was suddenly three feet closer. His axe came around and all I managed to do was partially block it. His blade still sliced deeply into my side. I hesitate to imagine what would have happened if I didn’t have my armor on.

This was one of those defining moments in a fight. My natural reaction was to withdraw and take stock of my injury but instead, I pushed as much ki into my legs as I could and pushed forward hard. It ripped my side open a bit more, but I was able to hit Denne—and I hit him hard.

My fighting stick smashed into his right forearm. I crushed the bracer there, which must have dug into his arm, and shook him hard enough that he lost his grip on his axe. Then, we were falling forward—well, it was backward for him, with me on top. He exhaled forcefully, a move I’d seen from trained fighters when they knew they were about to hit the ground. Better to be drawing air in rather than have it all knocked out of you on impact.

I pushed as much ki into my arms and shoulders as my body could handle, till I felt like my bones were thrumming with power. The orc probably weighed a bit more than me with his stocky build, and his armor definitely was heavier than my own, but my power wouldn’t be denied as I drove him into the ground. I dropped the fighting stick on the way down and shifted to grappling mode.

I pivoted across the top of him and soon managed to flip him around. With a functional Strength of 218, I barely registered his resistance. I was simply stronger than he could hope to match. I’d flipped him over, since I preferred to have those tusks facing away from me. Pulling his arms back behind him, I felt that his shoulders would soon pop out of their sockets.

He grunted with obvious pain, but didn’t surrender.

“Do you concede?”

The only response I got back was a strained ‘no.’ I really didn’t want to rip the arm of a potential ally out of its socket, but I needed to defeat him. I felt his muscles surge and thought for a second that he had some trick up his sleeve, but he never managed to come close to breaking my grasp.

Then I felt an unfamiliar mana flicker through him. My hands were suddenly holding nothing but open air. Where my knee had been in the small of his back a moment before now it was only pressed against the stone tiles of the courtyard.

He flickered and suddenly was mere inches off to the side, but it was enough for him to be free of my grasp. I started to react, but the moment of surprise was all that it took. He swung an elbow and caught the side of my head, knocking me over.

Rather than trying to seize the advantage, he stumbled to his feet and held out his hand. I’d have sworn that his hand was empty one second, and the next, his wicked axe was in it. I wondered if it were an enchanted weapon, which he could summon, but didn’t have time to play guessing games. I leapt to my feet while he came at me with his axe.

His blade was coming down to cleave me in two, but this time I didn’t have a weapon to deflect it with. My blood was burning too hot, I didn’t want to let it go. Instead of backing up, I pushed into his attack. All of that ki which had been shaking my bones, I pushed up into my forearms. I screamed in pain, as the entirety of my arms from elbows to wrists vibrated so hard, my flesh felt like it was going to peel away from my bones.

Then his axe hit my arms. Or rather, they hit the field of ki which extended a millimeter beyond my flesh—hit it, slowed, and then passed through it. The sharp blade of his axe cut through my leather armor, through my flesh, and almost through the bones of my arm. It was at that point that it stopped; not because Denne pulled his axe back, but because the impact with my bone shattered his weapon.

Jagged shards of metal blasted into me, while others flew back into Denne. Our armor protected us from the worst of it, but one shard embedded itself just above my eye. In that moment of hyper-awareness, I saw several pieces rip him open. Then, the agony of my arm which was barely hanging on overtook me. I wanted to curse or scream or something, but instead, I managed to clamp my teeth tightly shut.

The flow of ki into my arm was still there, but my meridian had been damaged as badly as my flesh. I slumped backwards, and surprisingly felt soft hands catch me. Other hands were pressed against my chest moments later and Life mana surged healing into me, while another set of hands coaxed my clenched jaw open and poured a potion down my throat.

I felt another stabbing pain as a finger—or fingers—pressed into the wound in my nearly severed arm. I heard the girls shouting but couldn’t make out most of what they were saying.

Only one phrase, from Denne, stuck in my mind. “Your blood and mine has mingled; we are blood brothers till death.”

 



Chapter 18 - Freedom vs Family

 

I almost wish I had lost consciousness like in the past, but instead I was in a bit of shock. I knew my arm had almost been cut off, yet, the pain was rapidly receding. There were notifications waiting for me, but I didn’t have the mental energy for them. I could hear voices arguing all around me.

It took time, but I finally was able to make sense of what was happening. There were two sides in a standoff. Lina, Josie, and Daria were facing off against Denne, his wives, and Mactosh. Tempers were obviously running high, but I found myself more focused on the overall situation, while the individual words which were being lobbed from side to side just blew past me.

Standing between the two groups was Mursha. At first, I thought she was trying to keep my girls from attacking her family, but then I saw she was actually pushing back on both sides equally. I started to feel her mana building up and a part of me wanted to shout out a warning, but I found myself feeling separated from the situation.

Then I noticed a hand resting on my shoulder. Something seemed off about that. I glanced back and saw Nimeera squatting on her haunches next to me. I was now sitting up and instinctively cradling my injured arm in the other as I held it close to my body.

I felt a warmth flow from Nimeera into me. It was a sense of wellbeing. It calmed me and I felt somehow okay with the situation playing out in front of me. Something was wrong about that. My mind began to sharpen. I felt the warmth from Nimeera increase and my mind started to get foggy again.

Without thinking, my injured arm shot out and I grasped Nimeera’s wrist. She seemed shocked that I could move my arm. There was a stab of pain, but the arm and hand seemed to work like it should. I felt another push to relax flow over me, but I shouted, “Enough. What are you doing?”

Everyone else looked at me and immediately, the arguing stopped. Lina rushed back to my side.

I heard one of Denne’s wives mutter, “How is his arm working?”

The other answered with, “What sort of monster is he?”

Denne and Mactosh both stared. Mursha had tears in her eyes, and something in my mind was having trouble connecting how I was supposed to feel about that.

Lina growled, “You stupid, stupid man. Don’t scare me like this. Let her go. You shouldn’t be moving that arm.”

“She was doing something to me,” was all that I managed to mumble, but I didn’t let go of Nimeera’s wrist.

I saw tears forming in the catgirl’s eyes, and I knew I must be crushing the bone, but I still didn’t let go.

Lina said, “Yes, she was watching you. I told her to keep an eye on you. Things got tense with our guests. I asked her to keep you still and calm. I knew it would be a hard task, but I didn’t expect you to go and break the poor girl’s wrist just for doing as I asked.”

“But…”

“No, buts, Rob. The man I love wouldn’t hurt an innocent girl. I didn’t agree with you bringing her into our home to work, but Nimeera has been nothing but helpful. You release her right now.”

My mind was still foggy. Something was off, but I knew one thing without a doubt. I trusted Lina and Josie. More than that, I could feel the shame inside of Josie at what I was doing. She was actually embarrassed by me. The soul bond didn’t always make it easy to read her. I was learning that it was a guide and a cheat, but it still required effort on my part. But when she was feeling a very strong emotion, it came through clearly.

I released Nimeera.

The catgirl pulled back her hand and cradled her arm to her chest, like I had been doing with mine just moments before. Daria quite literally took the girl under her wing and guided her out. Something was off, but I couldn’t make sense of things. The flow of ki in my body was more intense than ever before and my thoughts were having trouble forming properly.

Lina set her hand on Nimeera’s arm and must have healed her. The catgirl’s face relaxed, and then she raced out of the room. Lina looked at me, sighed, and then ran after her. I couldn’t help but feel frustrated. I knew something was off—and yet, somehow, I was the one being cast in a negative light.

Denne looked at me. “I might have gotten a bit carried away.”

Josie used that bitter sarcastic tone which she had clearly mastered. “Oh, you think? You nearly took his arm off.”

Denne shrugged. “In my defense, I never expected anyone would be crazy enough to block an axe with his arm.” Then he looked back at me. “Seriously, though, how is your arm?”

I gingerly moved it around. It was still tender, but it worked just fine. As I had already seen, my grip didn’t seem to be impaired. There was a small scar, but it could have been from a childhood injury judging by its faded appearance.

“Tis but a flesh wound,” I replied, before realizing no one here would get the reference.

Denne and Mactosh burst into laughter at my quip, all the same.

Denne said, “You are one crazy SOB. Your technique leaves a lot to be desired, but I can tell you’ve been getting good training. Your foundation is solid; you just need more experience. In terms of raw physicality, you are a beast. Not even sure what to compare you to.” He shook his head. “I had no idea that human’s had stat caps that high.”

I looked at Mursha with a bit of surprise. It was oddly reassuring that she hadn’t told her brother about my stat caps, or lack thereof. It gave me hope.

Daria sent to me telepathically, “Josie, Lina, and I already discussed it. Even though we initially wanted to take his head off for what he did to you, we think you should hire him as a deputy. We could use more hands, especially skilled ones.”

“What about his wives? Will it cause problems, having other women in the house?”

“As long as your keep your hands off them, we will be good. But that is the Law of Family at its core, so we don’t see a problem,” Daria answered. “But don’t forget you still owe me a first time.”

I grinned, but didn’t answer. Instead, I jumped to my feet and extended my hand to Denne. “If you are willing, I’d be happy to hire you as a deputy. As for your wives, can they demonstrate their competence, or even just have you explain what their capabilities are?”

The orc grasped my forearm and shook my arm. “Of course,” he replied. “Nunani is due in only a few days, so she would not be able to function as a deputy for a bit. I would prefer if she had a couple of weeks with our child before she takes up any type of combat duties.”

I nodded, and then chuckled. “Of course. Paid maternity leave will be standard here.”

He didn’t seem to understand what was funny, but he continued all the same. “When she isn’t full of my child, Nunani is excellent with just about any type of thrown weapon, as well as being a good shot with a bow. She has a small talent for Slime mana, which as you probably know is very rare.”

I chose not to display my ignorance and simply nodded along. I figured the girls could fill me in later.

“Also,” Denne continued, “Melossi, is good with a spear and has some water magic—with a specialization in ice—but her true talent is her tactical mind. She was often the one directing us in battle, as she has an eye for who can help the most where. We don’t expect you to take orders from her, but hopefully, you can gain some insights from her tactical expertise.”

After a brief telepathic conversation, I replied, “Very well, we are willing to hire all of you as deputies.” I looked over at Lina who had walked back into the room. “I know my head clerk is very interested in having babies around, but I for one can say it will be nice to have another guy to talk to. Being surrounded by gorgeous women all the time can be hard on a guy.”

Several women glared at me and then at Denne as he chuckled, “I can see you are going to get me into all kinds of trouble.”

Mactosh stepped up and said, “Then there is just the matter of us reaching an agreement. Since I own their contract for three years, we will have to come to terms.”

I studied my friend for a moment. Clearly, he wasn’t such a huge supporter of the Sheriff that he was above leveraging an opportunity. “And what is it that you want in exchange for allowing me to hire them?"

“Nothing onerous, my friend. I simply want you to take Mursha back.”

“That is the one thing I can’t do.” I sighed. “I know that you want me to marry her, and truth be told, I like her enough and value her power enough, that I am willing to take her as a wife. But, she isn’t sure if that is what she wants. I respect that by your customs, a father may marry off his daughter without her say—but to me, this is a spot where there is friction between the Law of Family and the Law of Freedom.”

“I’m sorry if she has offended you, Lord Sheriff. She truly is a good girl,” Mactosh said. I was surprised by the tone of pleading I heard in his voice.

“I won’t take her against her will. I am learning to respect the customs of Olimero, but that is where I draw the line. That said, there is certainly a place for her here. I have a smithy in need of a talented smith. I believe she has what it takes to fill that role. But, I also believe there are other roles she could fill here. She simply has to tell me what she wants.”

“Bah, her magic isn’t metal magic,” Mactosh replied.

“My friend, I’m not spitting on your family tradition, but if she is going to marry me, then she will have to follow my family’s norms. Her Gravity mana is a large part of why I have been able to continue increasing my stats. I very much want her to come work for me, but it has to be of her own free will. Even my offer to marry her remains open. I want nothing more than to bring honor to your clan, to you personally, and to your daughter—but I won’t do so at the loss of my own.”

He sighed and his shoulders drooped, but I had a feeling he had expected this answer. Rather than let disappointment settle in, I said, “I do have a counterproposal, if you are willing.”

“Oh?” Mactosh’s eyebrow rose.

“Yes, I will need to meet with you at your shop, but I have a new line of weapons which I want you to create for me. We will need to explore what is possible on Olimero, but they would be made exclusively for my office and your clan. If we can make them the way they worked in my old world then they will give us a large advantage. I will offer to pay you fair market value for these weapons, and will give your clan the exclusive right to their production.”

I turned my gaze from the old orc to his daughter. “Furthermore, if Mursha decides she wants to rejoin us, then I will hire her for any spot that is open, which she wants. Finally, if she decides that she wants to marry me, then I will not ask for any dowry from you for her.”

I knew that Mactosh would be interested in being the exclusive maker of a new weapon type, but that was of limited value if he could only make it for my office and members of his clan. But saving the cost of a dowry would be significant, and help to offset the cost of whatever he’d had to pay for Denne’s mercenary contract.

It was obvious, the wheels were turning inside his head, but Mactosh finally said, “Agreed.” He extended his arm, and we shook on the deal.

“I will stop by your shop later today, but now perhaps it would be best if I worked on getting my new deputies settled in. They need to be shown around and we have much to discuss.”

Mactosh took the hint and a short time later, he and Mursha were gone. Then I had an awkward conversation with my women while Denne and his wives left to bring back their possessions. I got yelled at for mistreating Nimeera, but I refused to allow their rebukes to shake me.

Lina insisted that the poor girl had a crush on me, but I knew she had been using magic on me. I didn’t know quite what it was, but she had been doing something. By the end of the conversation, they at least agreed to bring the catgirl to me when next she showed up.

That left me a few minutes to check the notifications from my battle. None of my physical stats had gone up, but I still made some important gains. First, I checked my status sheet, or at least the increases.

 

Agility: 68 (+2)

Magic: 108 (+2)

Cultivation Grade: D7

Skills: Alchemy 58 (+1)  [+25%]

Melee Combat: 37 (+1)  [+25%]

Bone Hardening: 1 (+1)

 

D-Rank Body Fortification:

Left upper region fortification: Complete

Right upper region fortification: Complete

Left lower region fortification progress to D rank: 81%

Right lower region fortification progress to D rank: 82%

Heart region fortification progress to D rank: 11%

Groin region fortification progress to D rank: 12%

Mind region fortification progress to D Rank: 6%

By-Product Manipulation: 20%

Ki Condensed from Mist to Liquid: 0%

Progression to cultivation rank D6: 81%

 

Warning: Your body has sustained extreme trauma. As a result, your bones has been hardened with ki. This will result in the loss of access to ki for 6 hours, while the changes are made. You now have the ability: Bone Hardening.

You have gained two cultivation grades. This results in a +1 to your lowest physical stat for each level. Further, your ability to handle, absorb, refine and convert increasing amounts of mana has boosted your variant magic stat as well as provided a small increase in your alchemy skill.

Pay attention and you may find that your body is the best cauldron an alchemist could ask for.

I searched inside myself and sure enough all of my ki was occupied producing some change inside my bones. I could see that their structure was being altered but it was too subtle for me to discern.

The comment about alchemy had my mind spinning. I didn’t have time to deal with it yet, but I decided to go ahead and bring it up with Rava later. I was going to have to extend some trust if I was going to get what I needed from her.

All in all, this was shaping up to be a great day. More competent deputies, and it was time to set in motion plans for creating guns. I hoped that would close the gap on magic for me.

I expected that it would require a combination of Mactosh’s smithing with Rava’s alchemy to make guns work here, but I would speak to both of them today. I already had a deal with Mactosh. Rava would want something in return, but I was fairly certain that negotiation would end up being quite enjoyable.

Now, though, I needed to spend some time with Josie. I could sense through the soul bond that something was troubling her. I might not be an expert with women, but I knew that nothing good ever came of letting a problem stew. So, I invited her to join me on patrol.

 



Chapter 19 - On Patrol

 

Walking the streets with Josie felt like a date. Oh, I knew it wasn’t—or at least, it was not just a date. We were on patrol. I continued to spin my core slowly and kept my senses heightened. My body definitely felt stronger now, but I wasn’t interested in examining myself at the moment. How could I be when I had a gorgeous foxy woman walking next to me?

Even that wasn’t fair. She was so much more than gorgeous. She was witty— that is, when she let you through her cynical shell. She cared so much that it hurt her at times. She was loyal and fiercely protective of her friends and family.

I knew she’d take a blade for me, but I never wanted it to come to that .

We kept up a slow telepathic banter, even as both of us kept our eyes and ears open. I could tell she felt it was a breach of protocol to gab while on patrol, but she wasn’t going to argue with the Sheriff. That, or maybe she enjoyed my company just as much as I enjoyed being with her.

I didn’t go so far as to hold her hand or anything, we both needed to be able to react. I hadn’t forgotten that we had enemies, and powerful ones at that. But amidst all the banter about life and how it would change with Lina’s baby, and Josie’s running commentary on the other women in my life or the new deputies, she dropped a bomb on me.

“Are you sorry that I’m the one you soul bonded with?”

I stumbled to a stop because the question came so out of left field. Not exactly graceful, I know, but after turning to look at her, wide-eyed, I managed to reply, “Shouldn’t the soul bond allow you to sense what I feel? I may not know everything that goes on inside of that pretty head of yours, but I get enough glimpses across the bond to understand the lay of the land. I’m confident now that—snarky comments aside—you really do like me.”

“Yeah, but I’ve never experienced a soul bond before. I don’t know exactly how to trust it.”

“And words from my mouth would make it easier?”

“We’re speaking telepathically, silly.”

“There’s the snark I love.” I gave the mental equivalent of a snort. “You know what I meant. Will it help you for me to say the words?”

I felt a gentle mental assent. It was a powerful reminder to never underestimate a woman’s—or for that matter, probably anyone’s—ability to feel insecure. She could literally feel my love for her through the bond, and yet still she needed to hear the words.

It raised a similar question for me. One which I hoped I knew the answer to, but still wanted—no… needed—to hear from her. Maybe, I was the insecure one.

“And you think you can trust my words more than you can trust the feelings you sense from me across the bond?”

She paused, but then started walking again. We continued on for another block before she answered. “I trust you. You’ve proven that trust with your actions. You didn’t quit when you could have. And though you aren’t always right, you always give it your all.”

I couldn’t hold back and sighed out loud. I think every man… well, at least every guy I’d ever met, would kill to have the absolute trust of their woman. To know that she respected me like that, meant more than words could say.

 

I scanned the area really quick, and once I was sure there was no lurking danger, I turned my head towards her. I let the words come out of my mouth, because somehow they needed to be spoken out loud for them to be real. “Josie, I love you. I am thrilled to be soul bonded with you. I think you are an amazing woman, and I feel like a better man just because of my connection with you.”

There it was. The warmth of joy that surged across the bond flooded me. Powerful emotions were always easiest to read through the bond. Then she dropped another bomb on me.

“Then why haven’t you asked me to have your child?”

Whiplash. There is simply no better description for what a woman can do to the man who cares for her. It probably worked the other way too, but I’d never seen things from that side of a relationship.

“I know having babies is important here. I know it is how beastkin marry, that you don’t consider us formally married until you have my child,” I began, choosing my words with care. “But that isn’t how it works where I come from. There, people like to take the time to enjoy one another—and not just in the bedroom.”

Now I was the one who received a mental snicker.

“I want to know everything about you. I… I want to live life with you,” I continued. “And yeah, I’m sure the other will come, but there is no rush. Besides, I can sense that you are worried that if you become pregnant, you won’t be able to protect me. Has something changed about that?”

I knew the answer before she even responded. She was feeling shame for her defeat at the hands of Lucas, the orc. She had watched Denne fight and thought that maybe he would be a better protector for me. She worried about losing her place in my life, if she wasn’t the mother of my child or my chief protector.

I got all that through the bond, even though she only replied, “With the new deputies, I thought you might be better protected…” She paused. “And I can tell how happy you are about Lina’s baby.”

She could? Hmm… was I happy? I guess I was. Actually, I was more excited about it than I had expected to be. It still felt sudden, but it also felt… right. Yes, ‘right’ was the only word that fit. It was the beginning of another chapter in my life on Olimero.

I started to reassure her about her place in my life when something caught my attention. Someone had been watching us from a shop across the street, then suddenly jerked back and closed the curtain when they saw that I’d noticed them.

Josie must have seen it at the same time because her ears laid flat back against her head and her tail stopped swishing from side to side behind her.

“Did you see that?” I asked out loud.

She nodded.

“Worth checking out, do you think?” I queried telepathically.

She didn’t bother to answer, as she was already crossing the street.

As we walked up, the signage made clear that this was a candle shop—one I hadn’t ever been inside. Part of me wondered, in a world of magic how many candles might be needed? But then I remembered that we still used them at the office. They were backups to mana lights.

Most people weren’t mages, and even for those that were, few made light with their magic. Besides, as I should have remembered from certain former girlfriends, there were plenty of reasons to have candles besides basic lighting. Scents and mood lighting were just a few of the less kinky reasons.

A placard hanging on the door showed the shop was closed, but Josie still pounded on the door. “Open up for the Sheriff.”

I heard movement from inside the building.

Josie pounded again. “I’m only going to ask one more time nicely, and then you can face the Law of Strength.”

There was a soft reply from inside, but even my heightened hearing didn’t pick up more than indistinct mumbling. I telepathically asked Josie if she thought this was a trap. Her response was enlightening.

With a mental shrug, she simply said, “I think everything is a trap, but this is less likely than some.”

The door cracked open, and I could see a pair of eyes through the space, but not much more.

“We’re closed,” a man’s voice growled.

Josie snapped, “Then why were you staring at us?”

I stepped up. “Deputy, I expect he has something he wants to tell us, but is nervous to be seen with us.”

She looked back at me and frowned. Josie was familiar with ‘good cop, bad cop,’ and she certainly had no problem playing the ‘bad’ cop.

“It’s a little late for that. Everyone on the block has to have heard me pounding on his door. Heck, most of the shopkeepers are coming out to look. I see at least half a dozen people staring at us.” She turned back to the eyes hiding behind the door. “So, why don’t you just let us in and stop drawing more attention to yourself?”

Slowly, the door opened further. I reached out with my senses, but couldn’t feel any minds inside the building besides the one at the door. My other senses couldn’t detect more heartbeats than Josie’s and this small man.

I nodded to her—Josie, of course, wouldn’t allow me to go first. Once she went in, I followed a couple seconds behind her. A rather timid rabbitkin man in slacks, bare feet, and an untucked shirt stood in the middle of the room. His hands were trembling.

Josie all but snarled, “What’s your deal?”

The man stumbled over his words, while I pulled Josie back with a hand on her shoulder. “Give him a bit of space.”

Then I turned to the man. “Sit down. Relax. We’re willing to listen.”

Josie paced behind me while the man fidgeted.

I tried to be patient, but after a while I felt my knuckles pop as my hand clenched into a fist.

Finally, he spoke up. “I made a mistake.”

I put my hand on Josie’s arm to stop her from reacting as I spoke, “No, I don’t think it was. Do you wanna know what else I think?”

He looked at the floor, but nodded, so I continued. “I think you have something you want to tell us, something important. I think you care about Yonderton and want to stop the gangs.”

I tilted my head to the side, studying the man and his reactions to my words. “You know something that could help us do that, but I also think that you are worried about getting hurt, if they find out we learned it from you.”

The bunnykin trembled, but slowly nodded his head.

I returned his hesitant agreement to help us with a smile. “I can only promise you that we will keep whatever you tell us confidential, but we need the help of good people like you, if we hope to make a difference.”

He looked up at this. We made eye contact, and I saw his expression harden a bit. Maybe there was a bit of a backbone in this one. No, scratch that, I was being too hard on him. He wasn’t the Sheriff. He was a scared little rabbit, who was in over his head—and yet he’d still had the guts to make the first move. Sure, he might have stumbled, but he was still here.

“I heard something,” he said.

“Okay, tell us what you heard, but first tell me what your name is. I can’t keep thinking of you as the rabbitkin who makes candles.”

He chuckled briefly as some of the tension left the room. “Calbert. My name is Calbert.”

“Well, glad to meet you, Calbert. I’m Sheriff Case, and this is my deputy, Josephine. We’d very much like to hear any information you have.”

“It’s just that they have been recruiting,” Calbert said.

Josie asked, “You mean One Direction?”

“Yeah, that’s what they call themselves.” He nodded, but then frowned. “It’s strange, though. There are some others, too.” 

“You mean like some of the small gangs who are trying to step up to fill the vacuum left by the Back Street Boys?” I asked.

Calbert shook his head. “No, no. There are some of those punks, of course, but everyone just laughs at them. They don’t do anything but cause a little trouble. No, I mean there are people, powerful people, fighting against One Direction’s folks. They have been stopped several times.”

I nodded as I listened. In a strange way, this made sense. If one gang could come from the east, then why not another? It would also explain the strange fight between mages that had left me free to focus on the orc.

“You mean they are trying to recruit more manpower here in Yonderton?”

“I’m not an expert.” Calbert shrugged. “I just know they said they need more muscle. They have been offering bonuses and training for anyone willing to help out.”

Josie started to say something to me, but telepathically I told her to wait. I thanked the candlemaker for the information, and for his willingness to speak with us. And then, as much to make our thanks tangible as to give us an excuse for having entered his shop, I bought a number of his products before leaving.

As we stepped out into the street, I asked, “You know what this means don’t you?”

“Yes, that the enemy isn’t as strong as we thought they were.”

“That, and it seems there are multiple parties fighting for control of Yonderton. We have to act quickly, before one of them is able to solidify their position, or bring in more reinforcements from the east.”

“Its several weeks of travel by trade caravan from any of the major eastern cities,” she replied.

“Then that is the window we have.”  I stopped and looked across town towards the merchant’s district, coming to a decision. “I want you to go back to the office and check on everyone—fill in the others about what we learned. Then, I want you to get all the deputies, including Denne and his non-pregnant wife, patrolling. We need to get out a strong presence, now.”

Through our bond, I felt just how suspicious she was of me. It wasn’t a feeling of distrust, but rather one of concern—almost like she thought I went around purposefully getting myself in trouble.

Before she could reply, I sent, “I can handle myself. You saw that and I will stay in contact. I need to meet with Mactosh and then with Rava.”

“About those things you called guns? You really think they could help?”

“Depending on how well we can make them, I think they could forever change Olimero. There is a part of me which is concerned about whether or not we should let that particular technology into this world…” I half snorted; half grunted. “But right now, if we can just make a small number of them, it should help us counterbalance their mages,” I replied.

“And what does Rava have to do with that?”

“Guns will require much more than just metal work. You will understand if we can make one.”

“Are you sure you aren’t just interested in spending time with a certain beautiful alchemist? She does have very long legs; we’ve all seen you staring at them.”

One of the things about the soul bond, was that there was no way to lie or even hide a truth from one’s bonded partner—it would create too powerful of an emotion. Knowing that, I just decided to lean into it.

“She is beautiful,” I admitted. “But it isn’t like I don’t have my hands full with you, and Lina, and soon Daria. You have to remember that she is my alchemy instructor, and I still need that training. It will be a large help in the future.”

Josie laughed at this, and not just silently in my head, but rather a full belly laugh that had her stopping in the middle of the street. Anyone watching us must have thought I’d either told her the funniest joke, or done something incredibly stupid.

“I’m just messing with you my love; Lina and I already discussed it. Lina wants to hire her as a clerk. Neither of us entirely trust Rava, but we believe that—even if she has her own agenda—she is still on your side. So, feel free to take her and make her your own. I have to admit the soul bond gives me a new appreciation for just how much you enjoy… certain things. I just hope I’m not doing anything too important when you start. In fact, maybe give me a telepathic warning, first? So I don’t fall off a roof or something because of a sudden rush of… emotion?”

For a moment, I was torn between blushing in embarrassment that she could feel what I did like that, and the thought that she might have just told me the sexiest thing I’d ever heard in my life. A smile broke out on my face. I decided to just go with it—that seemed to be what was working for me now.

Josie stood up on her toes and kissed my cheek before pinching my ass and heading off to the office. In my head, her voice trailed off as she warned, “Just be careful. I’ll be very cross with you if you manage to get yourself hurt.”

 



Chapter 20 - Deals with a Metal Mage

 

I walked rapidly towards Mactosh’s shop. My excitement for what guns might mean for me personally propelled me forward. I have to admit, I was a bit nervous about talking to the old orc again, though.

Now, not only was I tied to him by the bonds of friendship, but his son now worked for me. His son, who now claimed a blood-brother’s bond with me. Not to mention, for all intents and purposes, I was going to be going into business with him. That, of course, masked the most significant issue.

When I’d seen Mursha back at the office, I had hoped she might have come to a decision. I’d noticed myself becoming more and more drawn to her. Perhaps it was the adversity she’d had to face, because of her clan’s sexist customs. Or, it might just be a raw animal magnetism I felt for her sleek, athletic beauty. Whatever the reason, it had been clear that she had yet to make up her mind about her true desires—and where I might fit into her future.

In some ways, she’d seemed so much more assertive. She made eye contact with me several times, though she still said very little. If I had to make a guess, it seemed she was processing all of this internally. It couldn’t be an easy thing, to contemplate going so diametrically against her father and their family’s traditions.

As I started to open the door to his shop, I only hoped that my friendship with Mactosh would survive this challenge to his way of thinking. At least the salesclerk up front still greeted me warmly.

“Sheriff! Master Mactosh has been waiting for you. He instructed me to bring you to him at the forge as soon as you arrived.”

I nodded and said a quick, “thank you, Merina.”

She was a beautiful bunnygirl, but I can honestly say it hardly registered with me. My life was full of beautiful women these days and, for the first time ever, I had enough emotional connections with them that my eye didn’t wander. Oh, I wasn’t blind—I acknowledged the appeal of an attractive female form when I saw one—but the sight of one produced more of a clinical observation, than a surge of hungry desire.

At least it was like that with women like Mactosh’s salesclerk, Merina. The sight of my women, though? Seeing Lina and Josie swing their hips provocatively, like Merina was so obviously doing, made my heart pound and my blood race. Then, there were women like Daria and Rava—those who were going to be mine. Little Rob had no doubts about how they made him feel, or how much he longed to be inside them.

The most confusing of all, though, was Mursha. I was undeniably drawn to her muscular figure. It was the perfect blend of strength and femininity. Little Rob never failed to take note of her when she was around. As far as he was concerned, the green skinned beauty may as well have had Magnetic mana, rather than Gravity mana.

When I walked into the forge, Mactosh stopped whatever it was he was doing. It seemed like he’d been instructing one of his sons. He walked over to me with large strides, like a man on a mission. When he held out his hand and clasped my arm, I let go of a bit of anxiety that had clutched my heart as I returned his greeting.

Once upon a time, his vigorous grip and shaking might have hurt my arm, but those days were long past. Truthfully, I was probably the strongest man in all of Olimero, at least in terms of raw, physical strength. Racial stat caps simply made it so.

Mactosh lowered his head as he gruffly admitted, “I owe you an apology.”

I’m sure my confusion showed on my face when I asked, “What do you mean?”

“You gave me a good reminder that there are four laws, not just the one.” He grimaced around his tusks. “Family just means so much to me. I… I tend to think of life only in those terms—of family, that is.”

“I get it.” I nodded. “It’s easy to focus on what is most important and nothing could be more important than family. If you want my honest opinion,” I grinned, “I believe the other laws merely exist to support the Law of Family.”

“Exactly!” he chuckled. “I knew there was a reason I liked you, Sheriff. Strength is to protect one’s family, and freedom defines the difference between families.”

“Does that mean that you will allow Mursha to work as a smith in your shop?”

He stared at me like I had just sprouted a second head. “Goddess, no. It means that I realized I needed to respect the freedom that other families have to do things differently. I know my daughter, and I can see she is smitten with you but is afraid to disappoint me.” He shook his head. “She gets to be someone different with you than she is with me.”

Throwing his arm over my shoulder, he pulled me into the forge. “I would still be angry with you, if you had my daughter doing things I believe only a man should do. But now,” he shrugged, “I respect that if she marries you, she will be your wife—and your responsibility. Your family will be different from mine, and can do things differently. But that is as the goddess intended, I think.”

“Thanks, I think.” I wasn’t quite sure how to take what he was saying.

“You know, you could make this much easier on her.” His wide grin was positively frightful. “Just accept my offer.”

I arched an eyebrow, asking for more of an explanation.

“Don’t be daft man. I already offered her to you as a wife. All you have to do is accept. I watched you when we were at your office. Your eyes drank her in. I’ve been around long enough to know when a man has found the proper sheath for his blade.”

I chuckled. Olimero was so much more raw than Earth. I couldn’t have imagined the father of any woman I had dated on Earth suggesting that I sheath my ‘blade’ in his daughter.

“If I take you up on your offer, my friend—however much I long to do so—then she will forever feel that she was forced. It will not be by her own choice.”

“Bah,” the old orc snorted, “sometimes a woman wants to be taken. Sometimes she wants to be freed from the weight of making decisions. It is as the goddess made them,” Mactosh replied.

I wanted to snap about how sexist and backwards that was, but again… this was Olimero. “I will think on your words,” I finally said. “But first, we should work on the weapon I need your help with.”

He rolled his eyes before agreeing with me.

When I began to explain how guns worked on Earth, he was immediately intrigued. Mactosh loved metal and anything that could be made from it. Something both intricate and complex like a gun would be right in his wheelhouse. He obviously loved the idea that something made by him would be able to reshape the future.

I was definitely not one of those guys who’d spent hours upon hours watching YouTube videos about gunsmithing or such, so I lacked specific knowledge about how to make gun powder or guns, themselves. Well, that wasn’t quite true… I’d once had to sit through an afternoon watching homemade gunpowder being made. The department brought in a couple subject matter experts to make corned gunpowder—so that we could recognize the rather interesting looking tools and chemicals used in the process by homegrown extremists.

As far as the guns themselves went, I obviously knew what they should look like—even the basic parts and such—as well as the basic concepts like rifling the barrel and the relationship between trigger assembly, hammer, and firing pin. But I didn’t understand how all the different parts worked together.

With that in mind, we decided to stick with a simple weapon, at least at first. A single shot weapon like the earliest firearms might have been the easiest thing to start with, but a single shot weapon wasn’t what I had in mind. I didn’t want to be a one and done kinda guy. We discussed lever operated rifles, but ultimately settled on the concept of a breach loaded double barrel shotgun.

It worked for me for two reasons. First, it was still a relatively simple design. Secondly, as powerful as guns were, the people I was likely to face here were far more resilient than humans—and I wanted to use more powerful ammunition. A part of me pined for a grenade launcher, but I figured we could find a compromise between smaller, faster projectiles, and big booms by using different alchemical cartridges for different purposes.

Mactosh was quick to point out, that while he could easily shape hollowed metal slugs, or shell cartridges with metal balls in them, that he had no idea how to create the gunpowder I completely flubbed trying to describe to him. I knew it required charcoal, sulfur, and potassium nitrate combined in specific ratios and mixed a certain way. I wasn’t sure about the ratios or mixing methods, but figured that was what I had Rava for.

“Don’t worry about that part,” I grinned. “I just need you to create the frame and barrel to contain the powder’s explosion, so to speak. I will want some solid slugs, some hollow shells, and some cartridges full of smaller balls which will spread to cover a larger area of effect after leaving the smooth bore of the barrel.”

He lifted a shaggy eyebrow at this, but I waved his concerns away with a hand. “I still think the most powerful rounds will be hollow shells filled with alchemical potions.”

“I’m just glad that you’re the one dealing with her and not me. I don’t mind admitting the inscrutable, terrible alchemist creeps me out a bit,” Mactosh said.

“Inscrutable… really?“ I stared at the old orc. “You aren’t the first one to mention her fearsome reputation to me, but I just don’t see it. She is a bit secretive,” I acknowledged, “but her art is based upon that—to an extent—so I get it. She has been nothing but kind to me.”

“That’s because she must want something from you. Well,” he slapped me across the back, “she probably wants you like half the women in town seem to do, but trust me, she wants something more than a taste of your meat. Be careful that she doesn’t gobble you up—literally.” He shuddered. “It might be a pleasant way to go, but gone is still gone.”

For a moment, I thought Mactosh was joking, but his grim expression convinced me he was serious. I nodded. “I’ll be careful. But we will require her assistance to make this work. And, if she truly wants something more from me than a grand ride, then I can use that to my advantage.”

“Yer playing with fire, lad, but think on what I said regarding my daughter, and I should have a working model for you in a couple days for this so-called shotgun.” He stared down at the sketches we had made, spread over several sheets of paper.

He grunted. “I still say hand cannon would be a better term, based on what you told me, but I’ve got some ideas I want to play around with.”

The orcish blacksmith turned back to his forge, and I knew he was already lost in his work. The key, at least for me, wasn’t that I needed to have my fingerprints all over everything—long ago I’d recognized that there were people in my life better prepared to handle certain things than I was. I was just the glue that would hold all this together.

Now, I needed to go visit Rava. I had been more than a little excited about seeing her again, but with Mactosh’s comments fresh in my memory, it was with a fair bit of trepidation that my steps took me to her shop.



Chapter 21 - Driving a Hard Bargain

 

I opened the door to Rava’s shop. She wasn’t out front, though, and the shop had a closed sign propped up in the window. But we were long past me having to worry about knocking or such things, so I came inside, shutting and locking the door behind me.

“Rava?” I called, “are you in the back?” Even if I was her apprentice, I didn’t want to barge in on her if she wasn’t ready for me. Or maybe I did, and that was the problem.

“Just a second,” she called out. “I didn’t expect you today after the demonstration you put on earlier.” Her voice sounded flustered, and her words came out in a rush.

I stood in the front room, waiting and looking around at the potions. I’d seen them all many times before. These were the normal ones—healing, mana, various cures, and such. Then I saw something new; there was a small table set up in one corner with a pink cloth over it and three pink vials with a sign that read: Love Potions.

I chuckled to myself. Even with all the magic that I had seen, I found it hard to believe that a potion could cause love. That simply seemed like too complicated a thing. Lust, that I could believe, but love was something different entirely. I realized I needed to get my mind off such thoughts if I was going to negotiate with Rava for her assistance in making magical bullets and not expect to get fleeced.

So, to distract myself I started running through the rules of alchemy as I knew them. The first rule of alchemy was well known to me by now: the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. That was one of those synergy principles they often talked about in training exercises back home, but it was just a simple alchemical fact. I expect it likely had been true on Earth, as well.

The second rule of alchemy was just as obvious: power releases power. This rule applied not only to alchemy, but also to my cultivation. It wasn’t possible to make a potion that didn’t take something from its creator. With my newfound ability to combine the various mana types for new effects, I realized that there was much I needed to learn about what benefits could be gained from different types of power. That also made me think of the way that each type of mana left different byproducts in me. The effect of Mursha’s Gravity mana byproducts had been both surprising and welcome.

A lightbulb went off in my head. If I could make a healing potion which captured the healing aspect of Life mana, and then absorb it to enhance my body, then why couldn’t the same thing work for Gravity mana? There was so much to consider, but I was definitely going to work on that.

I just had to finish the gun project first, well… that and a million other things. But if I could bottle the reaction I got from Gravity mana byproducts, then not only would it help me in combat, but it could be used to help all my deputies. It would represent a true leap forward in capability if I could share some of my gifts with them.

The third rule was one I was still working through. It was known as environmental appropriation. In simplest terms, it meant that if a potion needed extra mass or such to create its effect, that mass had to come from somewhere. The most stable potions included extra mass in the potion, but other potions could absorb what was needed from the environment itself, at the time the potion was consumed.

In one sense, it would be perfect if I could create slugs which weighed a thousand pounds the moment they impacted their target. The destructive force of such a shell would be incredible. Of course, that mass had to come from somewhere—and thus either my ammunition would have to be unbelievably heavy, or the potion in the bullet would have to draw the mass from somewhere else. I wasn’t sure if that would be possible since the potion most likely would be contained inside the shell and not be exposed to the environment until the moment of impact.

Rava broke my chain of thought when she walked out. Gone was her heavy apron or the usual robes she wore. She always dressed in a way that accented her long-legged figure, but this time she’d pushed it to an extreme. The skirt she was wearing was far shorter than anything I had seen on Olimero. And while her legs might have ended at the floor, they seemed to go on forever.

Her top was cut off and showed a significant amount of cleavage, while also exposing her very flat tummy. She didn’t have a fraction of the muscle that Josie did, let alone the ripped abs of Mursha. Nor did she have the soft curves of my favorite bunnygirl. But there was nothing lacking about her. She was just a different type of perfect.

“Um… that’s a new outfit.”

“This old thing?” She grinned. “I pulled it out from storage. I haven’t dressed like this in a long time. Almost certainly since before you were born.” She tilted her head to the side, studying me. “I hope it doesn’t bother you. For that matter, I hope my age doesn’t bother you.”

I let out a low growl. Rava knew how to push my buttons, and exactly how she affected me. She was the opposite of naïve.

As for her age, I pondered it for a second. She might be older than my grandmother, heck… make that older than my great grandmother, but she looked like she was in her late twenties, maybe thirty, at most.

I snorted. “You know how gorgeous you are. But no, why should I care if you are older than me? That would be the least shocking thing I’ve encountered here on Olimero. Actually, it might be something I want to learn about. Is it possible to extend the lifespan of others?”

My question seemed to have caught her off guard. She must have been expecting her outfit to be enough of a distraction, that I would think her question rhetorical.

“Maybe, but we would need to be far closer—and I don’t just mean physically—before I would even consider sharing my greatest secret with you.” She sighed. “I left a home of comfort, riches, and all the respect a girl could ask for behind because of this.”

Her wistful look turned predatory. “Besides, you definitely haven’t shared everything about yourself with me.”

“Fair enough. But are we not going to have an alchemy lesson today?”

“No, I don’t think so. I think we need to iron out some details between us first. Did you only come here to get another lesson?” Her raised eyebrow put me on the spot.

I could feel the barb in her question. If I answered it the wrong way, I might upset her. If I answered it the way she probably wanted me to, I might end up on a hook. “No, there were a couple of other reasons I dropped by, but I am serious about learning.”

“And you are actually quite a natural. I’m very happy to be your Mistress. But what else brought you here?”

“Before we play, we should get some business out of the way.”

Her eyes widened slightly in anticipation when I said ‘play.’

First, though, I explained about my meeting with Mactosh and the concept of modern firearms. We discussed what would be required to propel the shells and started brainstorming various options of what alchemical effects could be housed in them. At some point, we ended up sitting down and sipping tea in the back of her shop, but I couldn’t remember who had suggested it, and almost didn’t realize when it happened.

It was like that sometimes with Rava, she got so passionate about alchemy that I got lost in the discussion. It reminded me of something that my dad had once said. He’d told me there were three important things to look for in a woman that you wanted to spend the rest of your life with. He said, things like shared interests were nice, sexual compatibility and attraction were a given, but the most important things were even more fundamental. He’d said that even love can grow, but that liking the person you ended up with was much more important—and he meant at a deeper level than just physical attraction.

The second most important thing, according to him, was that she be someone you could lose track of time with when talking to them. That meant you were so completely into them, that it didn’t matter what you were talking about. At the end of the day, you had to enjoy being with them. The most important thing, though, and this he’d emphasized, was that you could sit in complete silence with that woman and not feel awkward—because that meant you were totally at ease with her.

Rava and I definitely had the first of those two things. I found most everything she said captivating, and it wasn’t because I enjoyed staring at her face—though that was certainly true. Her purple eyes were gorgeous and her delicate features perfect. No, it was because of her words. Well… that, and the enthusiasm she spoke with.

She did explain to me something I hadn’t known—or rather, I had been told about it, but didn’t have all the details. There were other gods who had been involved in the making of Olimero. Sativa was the chief goddess, but three other gods had been directly involved in Olimero’s creation: Mensor, the god of beasts; Telmorra, the goddess of mana; and, Korkanis, the god of shadow.

There was something about how she said Korkanis, which made me think she had some connection to that god, but I didn’t press. Maybe it was something I sensed over the incomplete soul bond we had. Thankfully, I could feel that it wasn’t anything I needed to worry about at the moment.

She said the relevant goddess for this topic was Telmorra. Legend had it, that the gods knew about technology from other worlds like mine, but that Telmorra had only agreed to lend her power to making Olimero if certain bans were placed on technology. Rava admitted the exact restrictions were beyond her, but that she knew that explosive potions were limited in power. And because of Telmorra’s restriction, they had to be mana driven explosions, not just purely chemical reactions.

That left me scratching my head. I wondered to what extent the natural laws of Olimero had been changed. But I put the thought aside. This was more about figuring out a way to make firearms work, rather than discussing why they wouldn’t.

“Does that mean that my idea is doomed to failure?”

“No, I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure that I can’t make the powder you described, the one that will ignite with a normal flame to spit lead balls out of an enclosed metal cylinder, like you described. But I do believe we can create potions in casings which Mactosh would make. They would have to be propelled by a combination of alchemy or magic—Fire mana or maybe Air mana might work. Actually, the more I think about it,  there are probably a bunch of magical ways to propel your… what did you call them?”

“Bullets,” I grunted.

“Bullets?” Rava’s lips twisted around the new word.

“But that isn’t really an accurate description of what we are going to create.” I frowned. “Let’s just refer to it as ammunition, for now.”

“Okay. I’m sure we can create a number of different potion types that can be stored inside this ammunition: environmental controls, poisons, acids maybe—if we can come up with the right container…” Her voice trailed off and she stood, walking quickly over to the little work bench she had set up against the wall.

I smiled. That was so like Rava—that she had a workbench out here on her porch.

There, she started to sketch with charcoal on a scrap of paper. I stood and went over, my curiosity piqued. Sure enough, her genius was proven again. “Is that your concept for my ammunition, divided into two compartments?”

“Yes,” she mumbled as she continued sketching.

“You think that could work?”

“You know more about these ‘guns’ than I do… but think about it. If we can control when the reaction happens then that will allow us to do many more things with the potions.” She beamed as she looked up at me.

She was right, and my mind raced with the possibilities. Staring at her sketch, I asked, “How soon can you start preparing potions for some ammunition? I will want to test as many as I can before things get serious with One Direction.”

When she didn’t respond after a few seconds, I looked up from her sketch to her face. Her eyes were narrowed, and she had the firm expression on her face that meant she was all business.

“Don’t think I have forgotten what you did to me.” Her brows lifted and she pursed her lips. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you, but I consider that only a down payment.”

I knew she was referring to when I had pleasured her, without allowing her to take my pants off. I could feel her yearning over the soul bond. It was a bit unfair, but I should be able to use this to keep the upper hand in our negotiations.

I simply nodded.

“I will start making potions for your ammunition and working on a way to propel the rounds, as soon as we have reached a deal.” She poked me in the arm. “And don’t think that I am unaware that you are able to sense my emotions.”

I almost said that I would never take advantage of that or use it against her, but I choked on the words. There was no way I could say it and be truthful. And Rava deserved the truth. It was part of my new creed: no more playing games with women. I would take what I wanted from those who wanted me.

“And what exactly is it that you want?”

Oh, Rob… I want so much.” She laughed, her eyes glittering. “Sooo sooo much!”

“My bad for not being more precise.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “What is it that you want, in exchange for helping produce alchemical ammunition for me?”

“Well, for starters, I want to be made a clerk—with all the rights and privileges that includes—but I also want to be allowed to continue running my own shop. I’ll meet certain of a clerk’s responsibilities, but I’m not going to be doing any cooking or cleaning,” Rava said.

It was my turn to chuckle. “I’m not in the business of making people do anything they don’t want to.”

“But there’s so much you want to do to me—things that I DO want—isn’t there?”

“You know there is,” I replied, grinning like a fool. “I’ll agree to accept you as a clerk with the limitations mentioned, because I know that Josie and Lina have approved of it, but your oath of loyalty is still required—and it has to be absolute. There is no way I can bring you into our family, or even the team, unless you are absolutely loyal to me as defined by Sativa’s oath.”

I paused, studying her. “The loyalty goes both ways, of course.”

“And you agree to let me keep practicing alchemy and to run my shop? I will commit to using 10% of my alchemy time to make your ammunition.”

“I don’t think you know how useful these weapons are going to be.” I rubbed the back of my neck. We were going to need her help much more than that; especially at first. “I will need up to half of your alchemy time, but that can be reduced once we have a decent supply of ammunition stocked up. I will, of course, pay for the cost of the ingredients you use.”

“Pffsh,” she snorted, “50% is far too much.” She shook her head. “And, of course, you will pay for the ingredients. I have too many other projects that I want to work on, to commit to giving you that much of my time. I will commit to 20% of my alchemy time, but in return, you have to have each of your deputies and clerks give me a couple hours of their time to supply me mana.”

“I thought you used generic mana?”

She smiled. “Different types of mana allow me to produce different potions,” Rava said.

“Is that why you suddenly have a love potion for sale?” I smirked. “Did you find a mage with Love mana?”

The bond let me feel the briefest spike of terror which went through Rava when I asked that question, but she smothered it so quickly that I wasn’t sure it had been real. “There’s no such thing as Love mana,” she replied, her voice not betraying any emotions like what I thought I had briefly sensed. “At least not that I’ve ever heard of.”

Again, the bond made me confident she was speaking the truth, but there was something more I could tell she wasn’t saying. I sensed that she was afraid of upsetting me. My guess was that she was working with one of the mages from One Direction.

Rather than confront her directly on it, I decided to take an indirect approach to get the information. “I can maybe go as low as 40% and will require each clerk and deputy to give you 2 hours every week towards helping you—as long as you do that work at the alchemy lab in my office.”

“That is still too much of my time. I have too much of my own research to do, so much still to learn.” She pursed her lips. “25%.”

“One third, but you also have to share your knowledge on all subjects with me—educate me in anything I need to know,” I said.

She shook her head. “I’ll accept up to a third, but will provide only what you actually need. Once we have a month’s supply of ammunition in stock, then I will only work on it as I choose—or when your supply falls below that level. As far as my knowledge goes…” She paused, studying my face.

I made a ‘keep going’ gesture with my hands.

“My knowledge is worth far more than you know. If you want my knowledge, then I want you to share all your secrets with me. Everything you know about Earth and its science—but more importantly, I want to know everything that is going on with you. I want to be your Chronicler.”

“My ‘chronicler’?”

“That is another elven term for a person who tests and documents everything about someone’s skill. Historically, important men have had Chroniclers—those who have created new fighting styles, or those who have discovered new types of magic.”

“I don’t need a Chronicler,” I said.

“A Chronicler isn’t for you, silly. A Chronicler is someone who has complete access to you—meaning there can be no secrets or privacy between the subject and their Chronicler. I would get to test you, and record my findings for the benefit of those who come after you.”

“Then most definitely, no. Besides, I haven’t created a new fighting system, nor have I discovered a new type of mana.”

She pursed her lips again. I wondered if it was just a physical quirk or tell, or if she kept doing it to draw my eye to her lips.

“Then unlimited access to my knowledge is off the table.”

I sighed and tried one more approach. “Do your love potions even work?”

“Why, do you want to drink one and then stare deeply into my eyes?” She smirked, bouncing her brows at me.

When I frowned, she continued, “I’m only jesting. The day I need something like that to get a man’s attention, is the day that I become celibate.” She rolled her eyes. “Yes, they work, but their duration is um… fickle.”

“Then let me cut to the chase. Is the reason you were able to make that potion now connected to my enemies, or will it harm me or mine?”

“Even apart from being your clerk, I swear that I would never work in any way to harm you.” She held her hand over her heart as she swore this oath. “I want to know everything about you, but I don’t wish you harm.”

She hadn’t exactly answered my question, but the bond—combined with her words—put me somewhat at ease.

 



Chapter 22 - Stirring the Pot 

 

“Okay, so I accept you as a clerk. You provide up to a third of your time practicing alchemy towards the creation of ammunition for me to create and maintain a month’s stock of various ammunition. You provide me with reasonable offers of your knowledge—as long as withholding such knowledge will not cause harm to me or mine. And, you take Sativa’s oath as a clerk, modified slightly to exclude domestic chores like cooking and cleaning,” I said, summing up my proposal.

“Fine, but one more thing… if I have to obey you everywhere else, then you are still my apprentice while we are here in my shop, and you agree to obey me here,” she replied with a smirk.

I laughed. I could feel how she wanted to be with me, but was trying to hold on to some shred of control. The bond made it clear that she had feelings for me, but it was far from what I felt from Josie—I wouldn’t go so far as to say that she loved me. And, unless I missed my guess, she still had unrevealed motives which were vitally important to her.

Yet, because I believed she would honor her oath, I agreed.

“And that means, you have to call me Mistress—when we are here.”

“Yes, of course, Mistress. We have a deal; it only needs to be made official.”

I felt excitement surge through her. I swear there must be something in the water of Olimero. The moment that Rava felt our deal was in place, she went from a shrewd negotiator to a horny cougar who had spotted her prey. She turned and stretched, allowing her top to pull up enough to give me an enticing shot of underboob—the most unappreciated aspect of the crown of womanhood.

I savored the image.

“Now, my apprentice, it is time to pay for the way you withheld yourself from me last time, while teasing me so harshly.”

“But Mistress, if I remember correctly, you moaned and cried out repeatedly, so I hardly think that can be called teasing.”

Rava shook her head and held out a long slender finger, complete with a well-manicured nail, to my lips. “Shhh… my oh so delicious looking apprentice. I don’t expect any banter or backtalk from you; you aren’t here for your conversational skills. And it’s up to me to decide what happened. If I say it was teasing, and that you need to be punished for it, then I expect you simply to agree and say nothing mor than, ‘yes mistress’.”

I smiled. “Yes, Mistress.”

“Yes, Mistress… what?”

“Yes, Mistress, I deserve to be punished?”

“Are you asking me, or accepting my will, apprentice?”

This time, I replied more firmly. “Accepting your will as my law in this place, Mistress.”

“Good, good. Then, I’m going to show you what it’s like to be on the receiving end of such terrible teasing.” The lithe elf grinned predatorily. “ Not, that I think you will ultimately mind it.”

As she spoke, she pushed me back slowly until the back of my legs bumped into the seat, and I was suddenly sitting in my chair once again. Then, she placed her right foot up on the edge of the chair and tilted her knee out to the side with her legs wide open. The motion pulled her short skirt up around her hips, and I could see the faintest hint of pink panties underneath.

I grinned. This was going to be fun.

Rava leaned in and started to kiss me, lightly brushing her lips all over my face. Her lips felt warm and soft. Whatever lip gloss she had on made my skin tingle and begin to grow warm. She pressed her right hand against my cheek and ran the fingers of her other hand through my hair while pressing herself up against me.

I reached out to grab her, but she pulled back and said, “Ah ah ah… Oh no, you can only sit there this time.”

Rava was so gorgeous that, though I wasn’t going to be her doormat, I decided we could play her game—especially since I don’t think she fully understood who or what I was. But she would.

“Yes, Mistress,” I murmured.

She lowered her hips down until she straddled my thigh, and began to slowly rock back and forth, grinding herself against my leg. Her hand pulled away from my face, trailed her fingers down my neck, and they began crawling down my chest. “Hmm, we need to get this off you.”

She was supremely confident. It showed in the deft way she helped me out of my armored vest and then relieved me of my shirt soon after. Her long fingers traced their way back and forth across the planes of my chest, occasionally stopping to tease my nipples. I had never ben into that, but I’d had a girlfriend once who liked to touch me there, so I let it go.

Besides, what was good for the goose was good for the gander. I slid my hands up her firm stomach and then under her top till I was cupping her breasts. She gasped but then narrowed her eyes to looked down at me sternly.

“You really are going to be a bad apprentice, aren’t you? I told you this is my turn.”

When she pushed my hands down, I sighed wistfully. I really did enjoy touching her breasts. They weren’t nearly as big as Lina’s, or even Josie’s, being just a little fuller than Daria’s. Fortunately, I didn’t have to be disappointed for long because she pulled my head down into them after she pulled her top off. When she pressed her breasts into my face, I smothered the upper slopes of her chest with kisses as she purred, arching her back.

“Good boy. See? You can be trained.”

It would have been easy to bristle at a comment like that, but I ignored her and just let myself live in the moment.

When her hand slid down into my pants, I was already fully at attention—but the soft warmth, as her long fingers wrapped around my shaft, made me shudder. I lifted my hips up just enough from the chair for her to coax me out of my pants and she began moving her hand up and down slowly.

She pulled back, smiling as she kissed and licked the fingers and palm of her right hand. It wasn’t all that much lubricant, I thought, but the act was still sexy. I’d forgotten about her lip gloss—which lit a fire in little Rob when the magic now coating her fingers and palm was spread along my shaft and balls.

I groaned as her hand worked my cock. Damn, she had a knack for this. Her mouth nipped, suckled, and pecked all over my neck, her breath hot in my ear. And the entire time my face was buried between her breasts, she ground herself against my leg. I didn’t think there was such a thing as too much of a good thing, but she certainly was aiming for it.

The way she moaned into my ear, and the wetness I felt soaking through my pant leg, only confirmed the waves of passion that crashed across our incomplete bond, given how turned on she was. That was as I wanted; it was what I was waiting for. Hiding my grin around her puffy nipple, I decided I’d let her push a bit more—let her feel like she was in control, just for a bit longer.

“Give me some pre-cum,” she purred. “I can feel it working its way up your shaft.”

Her throaty whisper in my ear pushed me that much higher, and I thrust against her hand. I could feel from the way her palm slid suddenly over the head that she must have gotten her wish. When she pulled her hand back from my cock, little Rob cried out in protest. I felt my balls tighten and my shaft trembled.

Rava lifted her hand to her mouth. She stared at her fingers for an instant before holding them up to show me the glistening sheen of precum on two of her long fingers. Slowly, enticingly, she slipped those fingers into her mouth. Her lips puckered and her cheeks sucked in as she cleaned the fluid from her fingers.

“Oh… yes,” she murmured, “I think you’re ready now. I need to taste that directly.”

She slid off the damp spot on my thigh and onto her knees. I had previously teased, tantalized, and then pleasured her orally without letting her do anything more than run her fingers through my hair. She clearly meant to return the favor.

As her lips enclosed the head of my cock in her mouth’s embrace, I almost couldn’t remember why she’d expect I would complain about this. It wasn’t that there was anything bad about this—her technique was simply… wonderous. There is something to be said, I thought to myself, about the sensations a tongue and lips can elicit with years of experience.

It was more that, with Rava, everything was a struggle for control. I couldn’t afford to let her take complete control at this, the true beginning of our time together. Still, it didn’t hurt to sit back and enjoy it for a moment. I shuddered and my head tilted back, my eyes rolling back in my head. I couldn’t say for sure how long she drew out what had become an exquisite torture, because my entire world focused on the sensation as she consumed me.

She slowly swallowed me, inch by inch. Rava definitely had skills, and I felt her slender throat stretch to accommodate my girth. Then the bobbing began. She worked me with a perfect blend of suction and motion. I felt her throat squeeze and release each time my cock slid further into her throat than I thought possible. If Rava had a gag reflex, she had learned to work past it a long time ago.

Her hands pulled mine down to her breasts as she sucked me, and I leaned forward to grope those delicious handfuls of flesh. She almost had me there. There has always been something about playing with a woman’s nipples while she sucks me, that just… does it. It is something of a trigger for me.

Our soul bond, incomplete as it was, allowed me to sense the satisfaction growing within her. Rava knew that I was getting close, and she wasn’t slowing down. Instead, she put her foot on the gas and started bobbing even faster. Soon, I’d have no choice but to unload into her throat. I knew she wanted it. I knew she wanted to demonstrate her ability to control me—just as I had done with her, before.

I hoped there would soon come a day that I could just sit back and enjoy this, but today was not that day. Today, the struggle for dominance in our relationship was fully in play. It was with a sigh that  I, oh so reluctantly, slid my hands away from her breasts and pulled her up off of me. 

She gasped as she drew in a ragged breath and began protesting that I had to do what she said.

I didn’t give her time to get the words out as, in one fluid motion, I stood and pushed her back across the floor by her shoulders before flipping her around until I’d bent her over the work bench. A quick sweep of my arm knocked the charcoal stick and sketches out of the way, then I hiked her skirt the rest of the way up around her hips followed by a quick tug and rip as I tore her panties off her.

“Wait… our deal…” She panted, hardly able to form coherent words, but I could also feel how worked up she was.

“Isn’t in place until you have given me Sativa’s oath at my office,” I growled in answer to her protest, as I lined my cock up with her slick nether lips. They would be the second set of her lips to swallow my cock whole today. I didn’t hesitate as I thrust forward.

Goddess, she was tight. Her long, slender frame had promised a snug fit, and delivered in spades. She definitely was far from the virgin that Lina had been, but her tunnel was still so tight that it grasped at my cock.

I began to work her with a rhythm as I put my hands held her by the hips. “You said you wanted the duties of a clerk.”

The shifting knot of her emotions was subtle, but I felt them break and give way. Then the words tumbled out of her. “Goddess yes! Fucck me. Harder. Fuck me hardder.”

I had won the battle for dominance. The war might not be over, but this round went to me. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t oblige her.

I began thrusting harder. One of her arms was pinned beneath her to the work bench, but her other hand managed to snake down between her legs. Her fingers furiously worked her clit as I powered into her. Then I felt her explode.

The worst sex is generally better than most other things in life, but since I’d arrived on Olimero, it felt like sex just kept getting better. I was stronger than ever, and could go on and on—it seemed like forever—if need be. As a body cultivator, my level of sensitivity was off the charts, but so too, was my control. I was able to continue to thrust while holding myself on an edge of pleasure that was so sheer, it could cut like a razor.

Then our soul bond, as incomplete as it was, fed me her powerful emotions. My body felt her pussy squeeze and clutch at me as she orgasmed. My ears heard the screams of passion as they were ripped from her throat. My mind suddenly understood the depth of her need, the ache of her loneliness, and the waves of pleasure she now rode.

Since this was what it was, I held back for a long moment, before allowing her spasming sex to push me beyond the point of no return. I grunted as I exploded inside of her, and I’m sure she felt it.

“Yess, yess give it to me. Fill me up. I need your seed in me.”

I sprayed rope after rope of my passion into her until my seed leaked down her thighs and I shuddered with my complete release. Physically, I could have continued, but this was better. I withdrew, sensing the feeling of emptiness which went through her as my cock slipped from her.

Without a word, I spun her around again and lifted her up so that she was sitting on the bench. Then I leaned down into her, crushing my lips to hers. My tongue invaded her mouth just as thoroughly as my cock had plumbed her depths moments before. This time, however, there was less urgency and more warmth.

I wish I could say that she melted in my arms with that kiss, but Rava wasn’t there yet. I could, however, feel her emotional walls slip down just a bit. More than the great sex, I wanted to know that I could trust her—and that glimmer of emotion meant more than she knew.

I broke off our kiss and pulled back, leaving her panting and clinging to my chest for a moment. Eventually, she held me at arm’s length and said, “You planned that all along.”

I winked.

“You’ve surprised me again.” Her face held an angry frown for just long enough to make me think I might have gone too far, but then she broke into a smile. “I like it. It seems you are going to keep me on my toes. It’s been so long since I felt like I had an equal.”

“For the record, if our deal had been finalized, I would have let you remain in control.”

She shrugged and then slid off the work bench. As she stood, her legs wobbled a bit and I caught her by the elbow. She grinned up at me. “A girl’s never going to complain when you make her go weak in the knees.”

I fought to keep the shit eating grin off my face. I needed to play it cool with this one. “What can I say? You bring out the best in me.”

“Speaking of which…” she started to say, then pulled away to walk over to a cabinet where she pulled out six potions. “I made these for you. I have been gathering information about how you performed in the fights you’ve been in and, for now at least, I think these will help with your current style.”

I looked at the potions. Two were a deep maroon, two were teal, and two were a rich silver. I raised an eyebrow.

“They will increase one of your physical stats by 50% for thirty minutes. That is only your base physical stat; not whatever you do to enhance yourself. I truly hope you will share what that is with me soon.”

I shrugged, noncommittal. “Which is which?”

“Maroon is Strength, teal is Agility, and silver is Durability. Now, you better give me some time to clean up. I have a few experiments to check on before I come to your office to give my oath.”

“I look forward to it and I’m sure that Lina will be thrilled.”

“Yes, she isn’t the first bunnygirl I’ve known,” Rava said while laughing.

I kissed her forehead. Maybe it wasn’t the right thing to do, but I wanted to set a certain tone between us. Then, without another word, I turned and walked out while still putting my shirt back on. I didn’t want to give it time to become awkward.

I stopped in the front of her store long enough to finish dressing and make sure my armor was straight. I stored the new potions she gave me in my pouch and double-checked my gear. It was a habit, but the sort of habit which can save your life. Then I stepped back out into the city with a spring in my step.

I was still tingly all over, but it may have been that heightened awareness which saved me. I threw myself to the ground at the last possible instant, as a heavy blade swung through the space where my head had been just an instant before, and rolled to the left just in time to avoid being pin cushioned by a trio of crossbow bolts.

I spun, using the momentum of my roll to generate force as I swept the legs of the cowkin who had swung his halberd at my head. He cried out in shock and pain as I took his legs out from underneath him, and he landed awkwardly on one arm.

An instant later, I was back on my feet and taking stock of the situation. It wasn’t good. There were six crossbowmen, and only three had fired. The other three kept their weapons leveled at me while the first three were busy reloading. There were also two other cowkin—one with a maul, while the other had… a large shovel?

I would have made a wise crack about being on the lookout for a bowling ball or a turbaned man throwing forks at me, but the air and my joke was knocked from me as the flat of that big shovel caught me across the middle and sent me flying back into the front of Rava’s shop.

Rather than panicking, I felt a calmness fall over me.

A grin spread across my face. These were not the same level of professionals that I had been expecting. They had numbers, but that was it. This was gonna be fun. Not as much fun as I’d just had with Rava, but fun all the same.



Interlude 3 - Another Test

 

That had been perfect. Rava was still shivering from it. She loved that Rob had both been willing to negotiate with her and then play along. But the best part, was that he was savvy enough to realize that their deal wouldn’t be finalized until she gave her clerk’s oath at the office.

When he had gotten tired of her tantalizing ways and bent her over the workbench… ohhh! Well, that was why her body was still shivering.

She definitely needed more of Rob in her life; she needed him in her, in every way. These feelings made her feel a bit ashamed. She was almost as giddy as a schoolgirl—and was acting like a naïve maiden in love. It had been several decades since she had felt anything like this.

Actually, she wasn’t sure that she had ever felt like she did about Rob. His toned, muscular body was part of it, but the way he took charge was a good part of it, too. That surprised her more than a little because she had always enjoyed her independence and had never enjoyed surrendering control to another. But damn, she had most certainly enjoyed it when he’d taken charge just now.

With a sigh and a shake of her head, she tried to focus. She looked down at the vial in front of her. She was running yet another test on the black ooze which he had excreted from his skin after causing her heart almost to stop with what Mursha had done to him. The promise held by what was essentially some odd waste product from his body’s strange processes was astounding. Rava knew she just needed to get her hands on some more pieces of him—some blood, hair, fingernail clippings... it all might work.

Whatever was going on in his body was so magical—and unheard of—that the master alchemist in her demanded she treat him like a rare magical beast, one who’s parts might make the greatest potions. The best part, was that she could collect samples while he was alive, almost making him a renewable magical resource for her.

Then it dawned on her. Rava couldn’t believe how stupid she had been. She had already collected another sample from him, and hadn’t even thought to preserve any of it.

She slid her fingers down between her legs and felt where his seed had soaked the panties she’d put on to replace the ones he had ripped off of her. She needed to get them off and get as much of it out of herself as possible. She didn’t know if his seed would hold the same potential as that black goop, but she said a silent prayer to both Korkanis and Sativa that it would—because the collection method for it was a whole hell of a lot more fun.

Heck, if he could supply her with alchemical supplies at the same time he gave her orgasms, he’d definitely be her White knight.

Before she could finish pulling her panties off, though, Rava heard a crash followed immediately by a scream just outside her shop. Her first thought was that one of the local gangs had forgotten what happened to people who caused trouble around her shop. It shouldn’t be either One Direction or Nisync; she had a contact with the one –not like they were here to cause trouble, anyway—and the other was just as unlikely, because this wasn’t how they operated.

Underneath the other sounds, she heard a low grunt that sounded like Rob. Rava was moving before she realized it. She pulled her panties back up and strode across the room, grabbing a bandolier of potions on her way to the door. She probably wouldn’t need these, on top of those she already carried in her spatial storage, but she was too experienced not to account for the inconceivable.

Before she reached the door to her shop, she had already downed three potions and picked up the loaded crossbow she kept under the front counter. Strangely, the thought that kept going through her head was not a concern for losing the alchemical wonders that Rob represented, but rather the thought that nobody better fuck with her man.

As she burst out her shop’s front door, she felt the potions taking effect. The Lightning Charge potion showed up as arcs of current jumping across the back of her hands. It always made her hair stand up on end and left so many frizzles in her long purple locks that were a bitch to fix that she seldom used it, but Rob was worth it. The Turtle Shell potion appeared as a hazy green aura that surrounded her, while the Dragon’s Breath potion gave away little by way of exterior signs, but she felt the burning sensation in her belly that told her it was working.

Her keen mind took in the chaotic scene in a single instant. Rob had his back against the wall, but didn’t look worse for wear. He might well be able to handle this situation on his own, or at least well enough that she considered simply waiting and helping to patch him up afterwards. That wasn’t what she wanted to do, though it was a calculated risk she was taking. Rava didn’t like showing this many of her cards. There was no way she would be able to play the helpless scientist before him, not after this.

But she decided the tradeoff was worth it. She wanted—no, she needed to gain Rob’s trust. She knew him well enough by now, to know that fighting for him would be one of the quickest ways to win that trust. So, instead of hanging back, she fired her crossbow at one of the enemy crossbowmen before any of them had a chance to react.

She released her hold on the weapon and it began to fall to the ground before the bolt had driven through the oval shaped eye of the catkin. Surprise had kept it from attempting to dodge, but Rava didn’t stop there. She flung out one hand and a brilliant bolt of lightning arced from her hand into two of the cowkin. The super-heated plasma burnt their flesh and caused their bodies to spasm wildly. Ribs broke as their intercostal muscles contracted with so much force, that their bones couldn’t handle it. Then, the charge burst out of each of them into the ground, burning the foot it exited into a charred lump that vaguely resembled meatloaf.

Some of the others were shrieking at her now, and two bolts were aimed her way. The fools fired their crossbows with a dual twang, but the bolts bounced off of her shield. Tiny cracks in her emerald shield appeared where each of the missiles had struck. Rava stepped forward again preparing to burn them where they stood, but Rob was already back in the fight.

He yelled something at her about getting behind him. He still had so much to learn about her, if he thought she was the type who would ever be content to follow. She wanted a partner not a leader. Besides, if one of them was going to be behind the other, she’d rather he be pressed up tight behind her. It was evidence of how much this image distracted her, that she allowed the corner of her mouth to crook up in a grin at the thought.

In the instant that took, Rob had already driven his electrical dagger into one of the two crossbowmen who had fired at her and smashed the skull of the other one in with his fighting stick. Goddess, a decisive man was such a turn on.

The first three archers were finally done reloading, but it was too late for them, as she closed on the trio, opening her mouth wide. Great gouts of flame poured out and the three shrieked in agony. This heat was so intense, that it caused their crossbow cables to snap and flash-boiled the fluid in their bodies. Such a death was too quick for them, but at least the scum had suffered a brief moment of terror and pain before consciousness and life was ripped from them.

Rava would pay the price for this potion, too. She could feel the ache of raw burns inside her throat and imagined that her normally sparkling teeth now had a charred appearance. Even her lips had chapped and been split by the heat. That part probably pissed her off the most because Rob had been a much more talented kisser than she had expected.

Rob had been momentarily delayed by the wall of fire she had created. So it was, that she took a shovel to her chest as she turned to locate the final combatant—or rather, her turtle shell did. The sheer force of the blow knocked her back fifteen feet flat onto her back. Rava’s mind raced as her fingers twitched to grab an Acidic Cloud potion to hurl into the brute’s face, but then she decided she could play this to her advantage.

She’d already proven herself a faithful ally and powerful in her own way. It wouldn’t benefit her to steal Rob’s glory. Better that he feel he’d saved her at the end—that way things would be more equal between them. Having him owe her a favor was good, but letting him stew and worry that he wasn’t her match was not. Instead of flipping back up to her feet and wreaking her vengeance on the one who’d hit her, Rava cried out in pain and collapsed back to the ground.

Rob collided with the shovel wielding cowkin and wrenched his weapon from his startled grip. It was a sad sign, that One Direction had gone so far as to recruit what must be a farmhand who had nothing but a shovel to fight with. Maybe they weren’t willing to dedicate the resources necessary for this operation.

The beastkin might only have been a laborer, but he definitely had the muscles to show for it. Still, Rob handled him like he was little more than a child. Rava propped herself up on one elbow so that she could appear still to be recovering while simultaneously watching Rob fight. She told herself it wasn’t just because she liked the way he moved, but because she was still gathering information about her new partner.

He threw the shovel off down the street and then drove a knee up into his opponent’s gut, making the big cowkin double over with a gasp. Rava wondered what Rob was doing as he wrapped his hands around the cowkin’s horns. Then the air around him shimmered for an instant and his arms moved with terrible force and speed as he nearly wrenched the man’s head off by his own horns.

There was a terrible snap and the cowkin fell limply to the ground. Rob spared only a fraction of a second to glance at his foes, before racing over to her. The other two cowkin were still alive, but both lay on the ground, whimpering. When he offered her his hand, she gladly took it.

“Are you okay?”

Rava chose just to nod, since her scorched throat and mouth would have made speaking painful. Alchemical power was versatile, and could be shocking in its brutality, but it usually came with a price. A price, however, which she’d chosen to pay long ago, and did so gladly again today.

“That was impressive. Thank you for coming to my rescue.” He smirked at her. “I think it’s supposed to be the other way around, but thank you all the same. Let me help you inside before I finish these others off.”

Rava stared up at him as he spoke. She could only think that taking her inside was good. Maybe, after a couple of healing potions, there would be time for more fun. But then Rob stiffened, like he was listening to a sound that only he could hear.

It must be his telepathy. She had established such a bond with him, and had experienced it herself before, but whoever was speaking to him now was doing so directly, because she didn’t hear anything.

Rob’s eyes widened as he rushed her inside. “I’m sorry. The others are under attack. Will you be okay if I leave you here? Don’t worry, I’ll finish off those two outside, so they can’t try anything.”

She nodded and whispered a feeble, “Okay.” Acting weak to get his attention was one thing, but she needed information. She quickly downed a red healing potion. It was one of her few exquisite quality ones.

It went to work right away, and by the time he had laid her on her bed, she was able to ask, “Who’s being attacked?”

“All of them. All the deputies.”

_____________

Daria flew overhead, as always. Her view of the world was somewhat different from those she’d attached herself to. Her father would have scoffed at her as a fool for agreeing to serve one of the landbound, an insidious voice in the back of her mind that kept pecking away at her confidence. But she liked Rob, and she respected Sativa.

In fact, that might be at the root of it. Daria might not call this feeling she felt she owed the goddess ‘worship,’ but Sativa was owed respect for creating their race and their home. It had been a proof of power worth paying homage to. Even thinking about the word ‘power’ turned her thoughts to her family.

Her father thought only about power—and not in a good way. He didn’t strive to unite their people for the betterment of hawkkin. No, he only ever looked after himself.

Once Daria had realized she was going to be a pawn in his next political acquisition, she’d decided to strike out on her own. It was the credo of her people, to fly free—so she had done so. She was sure it had infuriated her father, but even he would have trouble rebuking her. It was the prerogative of every young hawkkin to hunt freely.

As for her selection of Rob as a mate, some would mock her, but she wasn’t the only hawkkin to ever have taken a mate from a different race. Because he was an agent of Sativa, even those who mocked her would only do so behind her back. It might have been different if she were a male. Their race’s numbers had always been the fewest—the hawkkin race was dying out, and had been for years. Perhaps it had something to do with how they were the only race which laid eggs. Every male hawkkin owed it to his people to have hawkkin children, and that could only be done with hawkkin females. But because of the way Sativa had created Olimero, the race of the mother determined the race of the child.

Now, she just had to get him to mate with her. She liked Rob, and she could easily admit she found him attractive. She definitely liked his muscles. While a lack of plumage made him look rather odd to her, he made up for it by combining the best features of masculinity. Hawkkin males tended to be smaller than hawkkin females, so there was something exotic about having a mate who was much larger than she was.

Then, there was the fact that she had to adapt to the other wives her husband would have. In her mind, her oath as a deputy was important—but even more important to her was securing a husband who could guarantee her freedom. It was unfortunate that she hadn’t gotten to Rob first, but that was the way it was sometimes with the hunt. Somedays you found the prey where you expected them, and other times you felt like you were flying in circles for an age with nothing to show for the effort.

Josie was easy to respect, but Lina confused her a bit. The bunnygirl was so bubbly that it was impossible not to like her. But then there was the fact that she and Josie seemed so comfortable together. Daria wasn’t physically attracted to either of them—even if she could acknowledge they were beautiful. Her wings just didn’t beat that way. Even harder than those two to accept, were the others.

The elven alchemist remained an unknown variable. The fierce monkeygirl didn’t know what to think about her. Daria’s predatory instincts recognized when she’d found another predator, and she knew Rava was not to be trifled with.

Then there was Mursha. Orcs and hawkkin had fought often enough in the past, that the former was at least partially responsible for the decline of her people. She had rejoiced inside when the orc had been fired from her clerk position. At the time, it had felt like Daria moved up in line—and one’s priority as a wife was an important thing. There could only be one queen in the roost, after all. Then, when Mursha returned… or maybe she wasn’t back, it was hard to say. But either way, when she had shown up with her father, it had been obvious that Rob had feelings for her.

This raised a bigger concern for Daria. Would Rob expect her to be intimate with his other wives? Would she be accepted by him if she didn’t? She just wasn’t sure she could do that. It made Daria feel anxious.

She needed to get Rob to give her an egg. That would at least secure her place. He couldn’t cast her away after that.

Her fears were all shoved to the back corner of her mind as a flicker of movement caught her eye. She was a predator, through and through, and something about this movement drew her attention. It wasn’t like the city wasn’t full of activity, though. The landbound always seemed to be scurrying from place to place, but something about this movement was different. She couldn’t put a talon on why she knew it warranted her attention, but she trusted in her instincts—as all good hunters do.

She looked down and saw Josie on patrol, but then noticed there were streams of other landbound who seemed to be converging on her. So far, the telepathy Rob shared with them wouldn’t allow her to send a direct message to Josie, but she could shout out a warning that the entire team would hear.

“Josie there are groups coming at you from the north, east and west. At least a dozen total,” she sent to the group link.

She chose to make another circle. She would only get one first chance to attack, and surprise was often the greatest advantage winged predators possessed. But then, she felt an arrow swish by her. She was fairly far up, so it would have been a powerful bow to launch an arrow this far. It had come from the group to the north. They were climbing up onto rooftops and appeared to have several bows with them. It looked like her target had been chosen for her.

She called out in their telepathic link, “Archers to the north.”

Josie sprang into action, but Daria couldn’t spare any more of her focus for her fellow deputy. Instead, she tucked her wings and dove. Her speed built up quickly and she felt exhilaratingly alive. This was what it was to be a hawkkin. More than that, this was what it meant to be a hawkkin air mage. She could dive further and faster than almost any other of her people.

In front of her, she launched out a blade of compressed air. It wasn’t powerful enough to kill—or even to cause serious injury—but it disrupted attacks by archers. As she got closer, she saw they were all wielding crossbows. It was a more powerful weapon, but tended to be favored by those who were less skilled, and it definitely was slower to wield. She was a bit confused, because this wasn’t what she would have expected from a major gang like One Direction. Even in her distant aerie, she had heard of them.

The air blade she’d sent out wasn’t strong enough to destroy the crossbows or their wielders, but they were bent, banged up, and knocked off target enough that the bolts which were fired came nowhere close to her. Her air blast knocked over or at least unbalanced each of the six archers. Just before she pulled up, the force of her dive sent her extended spear through the chest of a wolfkin, whose chest completely collapsed as gore exploded out behind him. Daria couldn’t see the exit wound, but it must have been massive.

She was forced to release her spear but arced to the right over the other archers as she pulled up sharply from her dive. Daria extended her taloned feet and snagged a leg of two of the fallen archers as she zipped past. Then, with a summoned rush of wind to push her upward, she flew beyond the roof of the building before dropping the two foxkin she’d snatched. They were only a little more than two stories up so Daria knew the fall wouldn’t be fatal. She simply hoped it would take them out of the fight.

As she swooped around in a wide circle, the remaining three archers were climbing back to their feet. Daria powered forward, the wind at her tail. She tucked her wings in tight and zipped between a monkeykin and a catkin. Both races had a higher Agility cap than hawkkin, but she had the power of her flight to aid her. As she’d come back around, she’d pulled a pair of hand axes from her spatial storage, which she now used to chop down into each of her targets.

Something felt wrong here. Trained warriors, even relatively young ones, should have been able to parry or avoid those blows. Instead, both axes sank into the chests of their respective targets. Daria released their hafts and brought herself to a halt, before stepping forward to wrench her spear free from the dead wolfkin. The last catkin turned to run from her, rather than staying to fight. She let the man run as she turned her focus to the two injured beastkin.

Daria drove her spear quickly into the throat of monkeykin. The other injured catkin didn’t try to flee or to attack her. Instead, he fell to his knees and began pleading for mercy.

“Please, please... they made us! They made…” Her spear cut off his sniveling cries.

Her blood was boiling, and Daria didn’t register what the man had said, until after she’d pulled her spear from his chest. She cursed herself for getting carried away. It was impossible to question a dead man.

A part of her wanted to blame Rob. He had her so worked up and confused, that she had to vent all of her frustration in this fight. The rational part of her mind knew that wasn’t fair, but she still couldn’t help but feel that way. What could they expect? She had signed on as a deputy so that the Sheriff would spear her. Lacking that, she had to use her own spear for release.

Daria chuckled to herself at the feeble humor of her dark thoughts. Then, she realized that her fellow deputy was still in danger. That was completely unacceptable. She really needed to clear her head and get back to work. Down in the street, she saw Josie holding her sword to the neck of a badly burned cowkin. She dove down to land next to her colleague.

Josie glanced over at her and nodded. “Sorry that I wasn’t able to come help you. I had my hands full down here.”

Daria blushed. Josie was apologizing to her, but she felt she should be the one apologizing—she could have reached the foxkin deputy, to help her sooner, if she hadn’t had her head stuck on Rob.

All she managed to say was, “I was about to say the same thing.”

Josie smiled. “It’s good to work with competent people. Did you gain any information? This one has been too busy blubbering about his burns and claiming that he was forced to attack us, to answer my questions.”

The hawkkin nodded. “One of them begged for mercy, but the biggest thing I noted was that they were not experienced fighters.”

Josie sighed, as though Daria’s words had confirmed something. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I recognize a couple of these idiots. They are young hot heads, but hardly the type to go attacking deputies.”

The cowkin laying on the ground with Josie’s blade at his throat blubbered, “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. They made us…”

Daria kicked a painful looking burn on his leg. The cowkin yelped and jerked, causing Josie’s blade to open a small cut in his neck. Daria new it had been a risk, but had trusted Josie to be enough of an expert not to kill the man accidentally.

“You got lucky that the nice deputy captured you,” she sneered, “but I’m here now, and I’m not nearly as patient as Deputy Josephine.”

The foxkin’s eyes went wide for a moment, but then she hid a half smile.

Daria continued, “Tell us the truth, now. You’re part of One Direction. Don’t try to hide it.”

The blubbering only continued, to the point that it turned her stomach. Finally, the wounded cowkin managed to speak between sobs. “I didn’t want to, but Feder said they was hiring. He told me that they was taking over the town, and if we joined the gang now, we’d end up running the place.”

“And who’s Feder?”

The cowkin closed his eyes and shuddered before saying, “He was my brother.” The man’s head dipped to the side, pointing to an unmoving charred lump of clothes off to the left. “Before she done burnt his face off.”

“Well, you can cry about Feder, or you can tell me what I want to know before my friend’s hand gets tired and her blade slips and opens your miserable throat.” Daria leaned forward, reaching up to flick the beastkin’s forehead with a hardened nail. “You were hired by One Direction?”

“Sorta.” He flinched back, and then hiccupped. “They have been recruiting all over town. Most people weren’t accepted—or didn’t make the cut, whatever that means. But Feder was sure that we would, cause we’ve always been good at busting stuff up.”

“So, I’m confused. Are you part of the game or not?” Daria asked as she tapped a finger against her chin. When he didn’t answer right away, she kicked his burned leg again.

“Ow! N… N.. No. Not yet. This was a test. If we passed, then he said we would be part of the gang,” the cowkin managed to choke out.

“Oh, so your initiation was to kill us?”

“No, no. He just told us that he needed a distraction. All we had to do, was to make sure that the two of you stayed away from the Sheriff’s office.”

“Rob!” Josie gasped. “So help me, if you’re friends laid so much as a finger on him, then I’ll roast you so slowly that you get to feel your own eyes boil in their sockets before you die.”

Daria smiled. Apparently, they were playing bad cop and bad cop. That worked for her.

The cowkin wailed a few times before denying that they were going to attack the Sheriff. He even admitted, “No, he wanted the Sheriff alive.”

Daria stepped back in. “Two more questions, then. First off, who is this ‘he’ that you keep talking about? And second, if the Sheriff wasn’t the real target, then who was?”

The cowkin seemed eager to answer, now that he thought the ordeal was almost over. “Don’t know his name, but he was a tall elf in robes.” He frowned. “My head always felt fuzzy around him. And he didn’t say who his target was, only that he needed to make sure the Sheriff and none of the deputies came near the Sheriff’s office.”

Daria heard Josie gasp, “Lina!” Then had to jump back as the foxkin deputy suddenly opened the cowkin’s throat. It was over quickly, as she’d sent a wave of flame down her sword at the same time. There wasn’t even any blood spray, as it was all consumed in the fire of her anger. Without another word, Josie spun on her heel and started sprinting back to the office.

Daria agreed with her fellow deputy. It was nice working with competent people, but now they needed to protect their clerk. Rob would go crazy, if his favorite bunnykin was killed. As she took to the air, Daria was proud of herself—she hadn’t even considered for one second simply letting Lina die, so that she could move one step closer to becoming Rob’s head wife.

______________

Lina was happier than she could ever remember being. She had a husband she loved and, now, their family was growing. She felt fulfilled, both in her job and in her homelife. A quick pat to her stomach showed one way that her family was growing.

Other races talked about it like they understood it, but none of them really knew how powerful biological imperatives were for bunnykin. Thank Sativa, that wasn’t something she had to worry about anymore. Rob was helping her meet all those needs.

Bunnykin also tended to have somewhat looser ideas about how a family was defined. For Lina, family included all the people she had in her daily life. In her mind Josie, Daria, and Rava were all part of her family—along with Rob, obviously.

The introduction of Denne and his wives as deputies initially confused her. The idea of a male deputy seemed odd—let alone one whose wives joined him on the force, meaning they were considered out of bounds. Why wouldn’t Rob want as many women as he could get? Heck, Rob’s friend Mactosh had close to a dozen wives, or something like that.

Surely, her husband deserved that many.

Now, though, she was coming to like the idea. She still didn’t know much about Denne, or his wives, but the fact that he was Mursha’s brother made things easier for her. They were like… extended family. They would bring a different type of vibrancy to the house, and now Denne’s wives would be able to gossip with Lina and her sister wives. At least that was the way that Lina saw things.

She was also hopeful, because Mursha had come back. The green skinned woman seemed a bit aimless at the moment, like she was lost in her own world—or was having trouble making an important decision. This was something else that Lina just didn’t understand. She tended to be rather impulsive—as were most bunnykin—and felt that when it was time to decide something, there was no point in agonizing over it.

Her race formed attachments quickly, but also tended to be supremely loyal. To Lina’s mind, this only confirmed that it was best simply to trust your instincts. That’s what she had done, minutes after meeting Rob—and look how great that had turned out.

“I’m glad you decided to come back after your father left,” Lina told the orc girl, as she sat silently on one of the benches in the training area, staring unseeing off into the distance.

Mursha snapped her head up, as if she’d been caught by surprise. “Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t realize anyone else was out here.”

“Not trying to invade your space,” Lina chuckled, “but I’m here most of the time. Nunani is also inside—though I think she is inside unpacking. Oh, and Nimeera is helping her.”

“I should probably go help her. She is my brother’s wife and all.”

“You are welcome in the office.” Lina shrugged. “I think you fit in well here, and not just because Rob thinks you’re hot. Well, that is part of it.”

Mursha’s green cheeks reddened.

Lina winked before adding, “So do I if that matters at all. But the main reason I want you here, is because I just feel like Sativa sent you to us.” She gave the still blushing orc girl her best smile. “We have what you need, and you have what we need. The goddess works like that.”

Mursha’s eyes grew wide. “What do I have that you need?”

Lina shook her head, which caused her long ears to flop side to side. “I’d have thought that was obvious by now. Your mana, your skill as a warrior, your ability to help Rob train, and your skill as a blacksmith.”

Mursha snorted. “My skill as a blacksmith?”

“You do know that Rob had a special smithy created in the basement of the office, don’t you?”

“He did what?”

“Yes, he did, but before you ask, I’m afraid I can’t show it to you without his permission. It in a part of the office that is reserved for deputies and clerks.”

Mursha seemed to perk up when Lina had mentioned the smithy, and opened her mouth to say something else, when there was a loud crash from the front of the office, followed by groans of pain.

“That sounds like someone got hurt.” Lina stood up and raced around the side of the building. Mursha followed her, and both girls were outside the courtyard that contained the training area before Nimeera came rushing out the front door with the very pregnant Nunani following more slowly behind her.

No sooner had Lina stepped around the corner outside the courtyard’s gate, than she felt hands grab her arms. Instinctively, she tried to escape. She tried pushing the hands away, but they were too strong. She tried jumping back, but they held onto her so tightly that she couldn’t get away.

There were far too many hands to deal with, and they held onto her too tight. And then her mind felt fuzzy. Sounds felt like they were going through water to reach her. She turned and saw a pair of orc warriors had reached for Mursha, too. The orc girl fought them off, at first, but seemed sluggish in her efforts.

A moment later Nimeera came running up. There was something different about her as she pulled a small dagger before looking around and eventually dropping the blade. Without a word, the catgirl collapsed in a heap.

The world started to spin, and Lina lost track of what was happening after that. She tried to call out to Rob telepathically, but it felt like she was shouting into a void as her projected thoughts were swallowed up by a black wall of nothing.

 



Chapter 23 - A Matter of Trust

 

My panic began to subside as, one by one, my deputies reported in. Daria was even able to confirm that Denne and is wolfkin wife, Melossi were safe. But when she reported that One Direction’s target was the clerks at the office, my blood pressure skyrocketed. I knew they would be safe if they stayed inside, but there were a hundred different ways to lure them out.

“All of you, meet me back at the office, but don’t attack wildly. We need to gather intelligence on the situation there in case they are trying to use Lina and the others as hostages.”

My heart felt like it was trying to pound its way out of my chest. My enemies were going after what they’d perceived to be my weak spot. I started to race towards the office, when I realized I was doing it again—I was acting faster than I was thinking.

That was inexcusable. Rava had just shown herself to be powerful—shockingly so—but more importantly, she had proven herself to be loyal. I couldn’t leave her behind while she was injured. I’d never forgive myself if One Direction took advantage of her currently weakened state to get to me through her.

I rushed back into her shop and swooped up the stairs to her bedroom. She was standing up next to her bed, but she nearly collapsed just as I came into her bedroom.

“You’re too weak to be up. My clerks are under attack, and I can’t leave one of them behind unprotected. Do you think you are strong enough for me to carry you to the office?”

Rava nodded weakly and then allowed herself to be swept up into a princess carry.

She barely weighed a thing, I noted, as I pulled her close.

Her voice was hoarse, like her vocal cords had been damaged, but she managed to get out, “Now would be a good time for one of those Agility boosting potions.”

Without a word, I pulled one of the teal potions she had gifted me out and downed it. Immediately, my Agility shot up to 102. It was an incredible rush, as the world seemed to slow down around me. I felt like the Flash, yet my Agility was now only a little higher than Josie’s. No wonder she ran circles around me so much of the time.

I spun my core even as I began running down the stairs and out the door of Rava’s shop. I funneled mana into my core. This time, it was the potion’s mana; I knew I would burn it up faster this way, but I didn’t care.

This potion and the mana it contained was designed for the singular purpose of increasing my Agility, but Agility was only a single aspect of my body. As a body cultivator—perhaps the only one on Olimero—no one knew how to enhance their body better than I did.

And I pushed it hard. I converted the potion’s mana into ki and fed it into my legs. Over the course of the next half dozen seconds, my Agility shot up by another 50% to 153.

More than that, my speed now seemed to be superhuman. I flew towards the office at speeds which would have gotten me a speeding ticket back home. The precision of my control was so great, that I was able to effortlessly weave between the groups of people out on the street. At this pace, the trip to my office—which might have taken as many as ten minutes, would now only take about two.

Another problem sprang up though. I might be going as fast as a motorcycle, but I didn’t have a helmet or a windshield. Every bug I hit, struck me like a bullet. Only my Durability and cultivation enhanced body enabled me not to suffer a debilitating injury or go spinning out of control when a large bug splatted against my cheek.

Sadly, Rava didn’t have my same hardened skin. No… not sadly, I reminded myself. I liked Rava just the way she was. Her soft skin pressed against me stirred up both my carnal passions and my desire to protect my women. Thankfully, she tucked herself in tight against my neck and chest, and didn’t complain when a bug or two careened off her back.

I once again pushed outside my body with my ki. I still couldn’t extend it very far, but I tried thinking of it as a secondary skin. It was easy enough to extend it to cover myself, but much harder to push it beyond myself to coat Rava.

She wasn’t a part of my body, and I was a body cultivator. I couldn’t include her in my cultivation, and my body was limited to… my own body. Something told me that things wouldn’t always be that way, but that’s how it was at the moment, and I had to live in  the present reality, rather than in some potential future. 

I began to slow down. I couldn’t injure Rava in my urgency to get back to Lina. Lina might be the first woman in my heart, but I would be unworthy of her if I were to harm the others I cared about, just to get to her faster. Still, it made me ache to my very core—a core that was connected, albeit in an incomplete soul bond, with Rava.

This gave me an idea. Telepathically, I reached out to Rava. “Do you want to complete our soul bond?”

She responded back immediately with her thoughts. Interestingly, her mental projection sounded just like she normally did. There wasn’t a hint of her damaged throat. “More than anything. I told you, I think of you as an equal.”

I wasn’t sure if this would work. Hell, I wasn’t sure if I was ready for this, but so be it. It was time to go for broke. I slowed my frantic pace as I sought that same sense of unity with Rava that I’d experienced with Josie.

All I knew, was that intent was everything when it came to a soul bond. I had to purge any doubts from my mind. Doubt would cancel any chance of this working.

“Rava, in order for this to work, we have to become one. To do that, I have to trust you… completely.” I sighed. “That doesn’t mean I need to know your every secret, but can you pledge that you will always be loyal to me, above all others?”

I felt a mental humming as she considered this.

“I need to protect you, but I also need to protect Lina. Seconds count, here. I need to know. I am offering you my undying loyalty, in exchange for yours. I’m offering to become one with you.”

Rather than answer with words or thoughts, I felt Rava’s mana start to pour into me. It was the same untyped mana that I had felt before. I didn’t even understand what, exactly, it was. Or how she could be the only person I had met who had such generic mana. It didn’t matter though. It was who she was.

I absorbed her mana and then pulled harder, draining it ever faster as I spun it in my core. I refined Rava’s mana, while still converting part of it into ki. Then, I fed her enriched mana—laced with my ki—back into her. It created the same silvery force inside her that it had inside of Josie.

When, for some unknown reason, her mana shifted, Rava’s eyes grew wide. Suddenly, it was like it had a distinctive flavor. But I didn’t need to see her eyes in order to experience the shock she felt. This was new to her, as well.

No longer did the beautiful elven alchemist have generic mana. Now, she was a wielder of Study mana. What that meant, was still not entirely clear, but I guessed it perfectly reflected her intense focus on research.

I felt the connection between us sync.

 

You have formed a permanent soul bond with Rava 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 access to the other’s abilities, but alters your potential—based upon what each party brings to the bond.

Permanent gains for Rob Case: Primary gains have already been achieved during previous, partial soul bond. However, a dowry of sorts is offered by your wife’s other god. Access to the aspect of shadow is granted, as part of your body cultivation. Only time will tell what this means.

Permanent gains for Rava Case: Her mana type has now been identified. She is the first wielder of Study mana in the history of Olimero. Her progression rate and ability to understand relevant knowledge and apply it to any and all skills has been increased by 25%. As she is not only a daughter of Sativa, but also a follow of Korkanis, Rava Case gains access to shadow skills. Only time will tell what this means.

Permanent gain for Rava Case from Josie Case: +10% increased Agility Cap.

Permanent gain for Josie Case from Rava Case: +10% increased Magic Cap. (total now: +35%)

Grow and prosper together. What affects one of you, now affects all of you.

I felt a rush go through me, as if a foreign energy had imprinted itself upon me, though I didn’t feel any harmful effects. I didn’t even bother to fully read the notification, relying upon the success of what I had been attempting to do before. Now, we were one flesh, so I tried something new.

I envisioned the second skin of ki extending around Rava, and not just myself. There was a moment of resistance, like my core was resisting the idea that she was an extension of me. I focused on the idea of my unity with her—of the two of us being one—and the resistance broke. I felt my barrier of ki expand to cover her.

Instantly, I accelerated to my maximum speed. When I was less than thirty seconds away, I heard Josie practically shouting telepathically, “She’s gone. They took her.”

I didn’t need to ask who she meant. I could feel through our bond how deeply she grieved over Lina being taken from us. I felt the weight of that burden settle on my heart—but I had to be strong. I had to think about Mursha, too, and any others who might also have been caught up in this.

The temptation to start peppering Josie with twenty questions was great, but I resisted it. Instead, I simply sent, “Almost there, secure the scene.”

When I arrived, I set Rava down. I could feel the maelstrom of emotion within her. I wasn’t sure if my soul bonds could feel one another but that wasn’t a long-lived mystery, as Josie’s head immediately snapped around and she asked, “You bonded with her?”

“We can discuss it later, but it isn’t what’s important right now.”

“The hell it isn’t important. I can feel her inside my head now, too,” my foxkin growled.

For a second, I thought that Josie was going to argue with me. But, after narrowing her eyes at our bond’s newest member, she agreed with me.

“It will have to wait,” Josie finally said. “As far as we can tell, Lina, Mursha, Nimeera, and Nunani were all kidnapped. It appears that they were lured outside the protected area, and then captured.”

 



Chapter 24 - Scene of the Crime

 

Questions were piling up inside my mind, but I took a moment to evaluate the crime scene myself. It was always good to form your own impressions before learning too much from another investigator. Their perceptions and biases might color your own search.

Out in the street in front of the office, there was a crashed wagon. It looked like it had been intentionally scuttled. I could only imagine that had been done as a distraction, or as a lure. The fact that there were two dead adults on the ground beside the wagon, and a pair of dead children in the wagon’s bed, indicated just how far whoever had done this was willing to go.

Normally, a wagon overturning wouldn’t have produced so much damage.

Upon closer investigation, I could see where small stone blocks had been ripped up from the street. These had somehow latched on to the wagon’s wheels, which must have brought it to an almost immediate stop. I knew an Earth mage who liked to use similar dirty tricks in a fight. Certainly, it could have been another, but this definitely made me think of Lucas, the orc. His involvement would explain the bigger mystery to me.

I didn’t really wonder why Lina had left the safety of the office. She did so all the time to run errands because we hadn’t expected her to become a target. No, scratch that—I hadn’t expected it. Sure, the others had never brought it up—maybe it wasn’t something that had ever happened before—but I should have known that if there was an open threat to me, my bunnykin wife and Chief Clerk would also be in danger.

One Direction wanted something from me and kept failing to get it. They wanted me alive for this unknown purpose, which meant they needed a way to control me. It was obvious to anyone with half a brain, that I only kept growing stronger, so my largest liability was those that I cared most about.

With a little leg work, they would have figured out who was most significant to me. An assessment of those people I was close to would have quickly indicated that Lina was the softest of those targets. No pun intended. I should have foreseen this risk.

That was my job, but there would be plenty of time to beat myself up about this grievous oversight—later. The simple fact that Lina hadn’t cried out to me telepathically told me that the elven mind mage, An’kesh, had to be involved. He was the one most likely to be able to block her communication—that, or the attack would have had to have been superfast.

But the stone blocks on the wagon’s wheels, along with Lina’s telepathic silence, reeked of the elf and orc duo who had given me so much trouble. The first time I had encountered them, they easily could have killed me. Maybe even the second time, had Josie not been there.

This time, though, I was determined they would find a very different target facing them. But, I wasn’t done investigating the crime scene. I focused my ki into my brain meridian and enhanced my senses. I started with my eyes, and my ki-enhanced sight picked up a few details I might otherwise have missed.

It was astounding how well this worked when I really focused. I noticed marks on the children in the bed of the wagon which were highly indicative of death from puncture wounds—the kind only made by weapons—prior to the staged crash. It seems they really had been just a prop.

My rage grew, as I realized my enemy had been willing to kill innocent people—and children, too!—just to use them as bait. That type of sociopathic enemy would get absolutely no mercy from me. It definitely eased any twinges of guilt I might have had about killing those who’d attacked me outside Rava’s shop.

I saw signs of a struggle in the street. There were scuff marks on the cobblestones, and the light coating of dust which covers everything was clearly disturbed in such a way as to indicate that Lina and the others had been dragged off unwillingly, and not without a fight.

I enhanced my sense of smell and almost immediately regretted it. The sharp coppery tang of blood hung thick in the air. As I focused more ki into my sense of smell, and pulled back from my other senses, I was actually able to pick out the differences between bunnykin, orc, catkin, and monkeykin blood. There was also a liberal dosing of wolfkin and cowkin blood in the mix. That made me happy. I knew that my girls had given as good as they got. They might not be fighters, well I had hopes for Mursha and Nunani, but the monkeykin was pregnant and due to pop any day now, so there was only so hard she could push herself.

Then I noticed a blade that I didn’t recognize. The way it was sticking out, with its hilt straight up, indicated that it must have been dropped that way on propose—it seemed to have been deliberately wedged between two cobblestones. It had to be a signal left by one of ours. I knew it wasn’t Lina’s blade, as she tended to prefer a filet knife or kitchen cleaver. I had never seen Mursha use anything so dainty, so that meant it was probably from Nunani.

I called out to Denne, “Any signs left inside, or messages from Nunani?”

The orc bore a grim expression on his face, but seemed to understand I was trying to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible. “No, she hadn’t quite finished unpacking.” He shook his head. “This is really my fault. I thought she would be safe here at the office, so Melossi and I decided to go back to my father’s house to bring the rest of our possessions here.” He blew out a heavy sigh. “If only we had waited.”

“Nah man, you can’t blame yourself. I lost a wife too. And while she wasn’t as far along as Nunani, Lina is carrying my child. I mean to get them both back.”

He walked over with that intimidating stride of a man who can’t be dissuaded from his course of action. A part of me prepared for him to take a swing at me. He was a better warrior than I—of that there was no doubt—but in a contest of pure strength or speed, I was always going to come out on top.

Instead, he extended his arm in the fashion of orcs. They do a full arm shake, where each clasped the forearm of the other rather than just the other’s hand, and then vigorously shook.

Denne stared into my eyes as he shook my arm. “My blood before harm shall come to either of your wives, in exchange for your oath that your blood shall spill before any harm comes to my Nunani.”

I didn’t hesitate, but shook his offered arm and gave my oath in return. Only after we broke our clasp, did I point out that Mursha wasn’t technically my wife—yet.

Denne only said, “Bah, technicalities! As father would say, the details do matter—as even a small flaw can make metal brittle and weak. But he has offered her to you, and you offered to waive the dowry, in exchange for me and my wives’ service as deputies.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, as my cheeks heated up. He wasn’t wrong.

Despite the situation, he grinned around his tusks. “I’ve seen the way you look at my sister—and from the way she talks about you, one would expect that you were twenty feet tall and swallowed fire for a mid-morning snack.”

“I respect your customs, but ask that you respect mine. I won’t marry a woman against her will. I can see the conflict in her; she has to decide what kind of life she wants.” I shrugged. “Marriage to me, will mean a breaking with some orc traditions.”

Denne waved his hand. “Bah, my father’s generation can get too stuffy. And as I heard you point out before; the Law of Freedom helps define what is meant by the Law of Family.”

“Either way,” I nodded, “you have my oath—as I have yours. Now what do you make of this dagger that is sticking up. I assume it is Nunani’s. Does it mean anything to you?”

Denne shook his head. “That is not my wife’s blade. Trust me, any orc warrior worth his salt recognizes his wives’ blades.”

When he said that, Melossi snickered.

I could only shake my head, as I wondered what it would be like to be married to an orc. I already had a bunnygirl, a fox girl, and an elf for wives—although each were special, they were special in different ways. Then there was Daria, who was clearly pining for me. Or, perhaps not specifically for me, but more because I think she saw me as a means to escape her aerie and her father’s machinations. But her oath had been truly given, and she had proven her loyalty several times over.

“Whose blade is it, then?” I pulled the knife up to my nose and detected the faint scent of cleaning soaps on it. The blade was light, perfectly balanced for throwing, and had a raven worked into the handle. It was clearly a well-made blade—made for someone who knew what they were doing.

As I asked about the owner of the blade, I felt an uneasiness rise in Rava. I almost immediately turned to her to ask what she knew, but bit my tongue in an effort to be patient. She still needed to prove herself loyal—and this would be a good chance to do so. Fortunately, it was only a few seconds before she spoke up.

“That blade belongs to Nimeera,” she said.

Now I did turn towards her. “How can you be sure?”

“The blade is marked as one belonging to an adherent of the Raven Cult. She must either be a true follower, or one who works for them quite regularly.”

“Why do I get the feeling that you knew this about Nimeera before?”

“Umm… well…”

I cut her off with a glare. “Wife and soul-bond of mine, you got some ‘splaining to do.” I let her wilt under my glare for a moment. “But it can wait. Just tell me, is she working for One Direction?”

“Almost certainly not.” The relief I felt surge within her across our bond was palpable. “The cult tends to request aid from Nisync, another major eastern gang. I expect that whatever team Nimeera was part of, was sent here to interfere with One Direction’s plans.”

Josie broke in. “That would certainly explain the battle between mages we witnessed the other day.”

I didn’t like it. Not one bit. There were too many moving pieces, and Lina’s life was on the line.

Melossi walked over at that point, extending a piece of paper to me. “We found this stuck to the outer wall behind the office.”

I opened it and saw the words were written in a rather spidery script, but thanks to whatever Sativa had done when I’d first come to Olimero, I was able to recognize it.

 

This is twice more than I have ever offered anything to any man. But apparently the powers that be want you badly. To me, you are just a pain in my ass. The time for playing is up. I will exchange you for your women I captured if you voluntarily submit and agree to travel to a destination in the east of my choosing.

You have one week to find them. No harm shall come to them, and they will be treated with every courtesy we can muster in this backwater town. If you find them within the allotted time, then we can make the trade. If you fail to, then you aren’t as good as I think you are, and we will just kill them.

Then, I’ll have to find a different way to coerce you into coming with me. If you attack and try to free them, the result will be the same. I don’t need them alive, nearly as bad as I suspect you do. That is unless your taste range to the very kinky side.

Either way, you must prove yourself worthy of all this trouble. I’d sign the letter, but you already know who this is.



Chapter 25 - At Least It’s a Plan

 

I reread the note a few times. Some things all but leaped off the page at me. Specifically, there was never a mention of letting the girls go—only a promise that if I found them and then surrendered myself, that they would be safe. For all that this note appeared to promise, they would most likely be kept as perpetual hostages to ensure my good behavior.

“First, let me state the obvious. We are going to get them back. I don’t know the how of it yet, but everyone here is welcome to chime in with suggestions. I do have a couple of questions, though, like how do you know about Nimeera?” I turned towards Rava with this last query.

Everyone focused on her.

“It’s simple,” she replied. “You’ve heard that there are other gods besides Sativa who were involved in the making of Olimero, right?”

I nodded, and no one else even moved. To them, this was just a basic understanding of life on their world.

Rava continued, “Some of this, I will only share with you…”

Josie cut her off, “And me, of course, since it seems we are bonded now as well.”

Rava shook her head. “That was most unexpected.”

I held up my hands, “What are you two talking about?”

Josie grinned. She loved me fiercely. I could feel it through the bond, but I also knew that she loved knowing things I didn’t. It was a dynamic to our relationship which had been set in stone the first time we met—and honestly, I wouldn’t change it for the world. It brought her so much joy.

“Of course, I bet you didn’t read your notification. You were probably too worried about getting here to save Lina and the others.”

I shrugged guiltily.

The redhead gave me a fond smile. “That is just one of the things that I love about you, Rob. Males here will protect their family, but not at their own risk. They are taught from a young age, that they are a more valuable commodity than any simple female. After all, there are plenty of women who would willingly fill another’s empty shoes.”

I felt my stomach turn at the very concept. “Where I’m from, there is a concept that many feel is outdated… but woman’s lib be damned. As long as I’m alive, chivalry isn’t dead.”

“But…”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, holding up a hand to stop the argument I sensed coming. “Not that I’m gonna be stupid about it. Women are pretty freaking amazing, and any man who underestimates the women in his life deserves what he gets. But simply put, I can hardly expect you to respect me and still care for me, if I won’t step forward to protect you.”

Denne chuckled at that, but when he realized his wolfkin wife was staring at him, he cut it off immediately. Maybe there was still hope for him. The orcs seemed to be the most patriarchal element of this society, and while I didn’t necessarily think there was anything wrong with patriarchal societies, I also was a strong believer in the concept that men and women are equal—while delighting in our differences.

My two soul bonds simply nodded along with me. They could clearly feel the strength of emotion in me, while Daria seemed a bit clueless. It clearly was not the way she’d expected her life to go, but I’d cross that bridge when I had to.

“Give me a sec, and I’ll read my notification.”

I scrolled back and checked the notification I had gotten when completing the soul bond with Rava. A few things immediately stuck out to me. It seems I’d gotten myself another wife. I wondered if that was more than Rava had bargained for. A quick pulse of her emotions told me that I was correct about that, though I surprisingly didn’t sense any regret from her.

The second thing that leapt out at me, was that they both gained further bonuses from each other. The secondary bonuses were smaller, 10% versus 25%, but not insignificant. The bonuses also appeared to be connected to what each of them was best at.

The third thing that I noted, was that the Soul Bond was not just between myself and Rava, but that it connected all three of us—me, Rava, and Josie—together. The part that stuck out to me the most, however, was:

However, a dowry of sorts is offered by your wife’s other god. Access to the aspect of shadow is granted as part of your body cultivation. Only time will tell what this means.

There was the corresponding part about Rava also getting a secondary bonus related to ‘shadow’ skills. It appeared this Korkanis must be the god of shadow, or something like that. I thought I remembered someone explaining something about that to me, before.

But, Rava’s connection with him must be greater than I had understood. Before she could continue, I growled, “Please explain what your connection with Korkanis is… or rather, explain what it means for our family.”

She sighed. “I have left him behind, but he is a god and so never really wants to let go of something or someone he once found useful. I honestly hadn’t given him much thought for the past twenty years—not until I saw Nimeera.”

“You knew her from before?”

“Goddess, no. She wasn’t out of swaddling clothes when I left my old life behind. But I recognized the mark of the Raven on her.”

“The ‘Raven’?” I asked, hearing the capital ‘R’ in her tone.

“It is what Korkanis is sometimes called, and it is his symbol. His cult is about political intrigue and perhaps some darker things. While they do have some truly evil members, most of them are only interested in playing games of intrigue.” She shrugged. “It is his way.”

I nodded, then gestured for her to continue.

“Whereas Sativa created this world and tends to leave her emotions out in the open, Korkanis helped but he prefers to do everything from behind the scenes. He wants to control as much of Olimero as possible, but doesn’t like to step out into the light. As is true with any shadow, it disappears when light is shone upon it.”

“Okay. And do you owe any commitments to him that would harm our family?”

I could see that Rava took a minute to think about it. I felt the jumble of her emotions, but didn’t push to try and read her mind—no matter how much I wanted to. That was a slippery slope, one that could ruin all of my relationships.

“No,” she finally admitted. “I would have to do simple tasks for him, if he asked it—or rather, if he had the appropriate representative ask me. It couldn’t just be any lackey, either, it would have to be someone with sufficient influence in the cult.”

I frowned, but she rushed to continue.

“But, I broke my ties with them twenty years ago, even if they never released me. I would never do anything that would harm you or the rest of our family. You can take seriously the last words of the soul bond notification. What affects one of us, affects all of us.”

“I’m inclined to accept that explanation—for now. Will this supposed access to the ‘shadow aspect,’ whatever that is, help me to rescue Lina and the others?”

“It would undoubtedly, if you had mastered it, but that is the work of a lifetime, or at least longer than we have for someone with your unusually quick ability to pick new things up,” Rava replied.

Denne seemed to be growing impatient. “If it can’t help now, then this is a tool for the future. Can we not talk about how to find One Direction? I’m ready to start cutting my way through all of them.”

Melossi growled her support for such a plan.

He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t care how many I have to kill to get to Nunani. My wife is not going to give birth without me there. This will be my first child, and I will be there to name him or her.”

I knew how important family was to orcs, so I didn’t get upset at his flare of temper. But I still looked sternly at Denne. “We have to do this my way. A direct attack could lead to them killing the girls. You read the note the same as I did.”

Denne grunted.

I could see that he understood, but that didn’t make it any easier on him. He was a man used to facing an enemy he could cut down with his axe, which was good. That time would come. Of that, I had no doubt.

“We will need someone to go undercover. The problem is, I don’t know who to use. I would have said Denne or Melossi would be a good fit, but we have to assume that since they took Nunani, they know about our newest deputies,” I said.

Everyone else nodded.

Josie said, “Rava and I are both far too well known in Yonderton to go undercover.” She narrowed her eyes at me and poked a sharp claw into my chest. “And don’t even think you could do it. There is no way that the only human in town could blend in.”

Rava coughed and I felt a bit of trepidation within her, mixed with a liberal dose of hope. “That may not entirely be true.”

All eyes turned to the lithe elf, but Josie snapped, “Have you lost your mind? He would stick out more than any of the rest of us. I’d say that Daria, as rare as hawkkin are, has a better chance.”

“Not if he didn’t look like himself.”

Everyone got quiet for a moment, and then I said, “Your transformation potions are impressive, but I don’t think that drake scales or any such thing would hide who I am—and all of your potions have far too short of a duration.”

She smirked. “The ones you know about. But there is a type of potion which might work. It’s just…” Her voice trailed off.

“It’s just what?” I demanded.

“Well, it has never been brewed successfully… to my knowledge.” The way Rava answered, told me she knew more than she had said. But I sensed she was still thinking it through.

“Some of this is just theoretical, but let me try to explain.”

Melossi growled, “Time is wasting. We need to rescue Nunani and the others.”

Denne placed his arm around his wife. “We will save your sister-wife, but my father said Rob can do the impossible. I think a little trust here is warranted.”

I nodded in thanks to the orc warrior even as I felt the weight of their expectations settle on me. I looked to Rava, silently willing her to continue.

She nodded. “So, you know how the transformation potions add elements to you from other creatures? The theory is all based upon the idea that the proper potion should be able to change a person to look like someone else. There are arguments about what the extent of the transformation would be, but everyone agrees that if the potion were perfected, that it should make you into an exact physical representation of what you were trying to change into.”

“Okay, that doesn’t seem so hard,” I said.

She shook her head. “For hundreds of years, alchemists have tried to do that very thing, but none have been successful. We can alter the appearance of, say, a foxkin—but they are still a foxkin. What we can’t do, is turn a foxkin into a bunnykin, for example.”

“So why do you bring this up now, then?” Daria asked. “I know you are some kind of genius, but we don’t have time to wait around for you to crack this. We have less than a week.”

“I believe that Rob is the key. My theory is that all the races of Olimero were based originally upon a human template, and then modified from that. There were always rumors in the Cult of the Raven, that there was a fifth unknown god, a god of the human world, who donated samples to Sativa for some reason. Much of that is only a myth, but I have found there is generally a scrap of truth that every myth is based on.”

I nodded to show that I was listening—mostly for the benefit of the others, as the soul bond would already have made that obvious to Rava.

“I already know that you are particularly responsive to potions. And I… well, I’ve been conducting some tests…” Rava suddenly looked nervous. “Well… um, testing some samples that I collected.”

Josie barked, “Samples of what?”

“Well, from Rob. I was around him a few times when he’d been hurt, so I got some blood, but not very much as I didn’t want to be too obvious. The most promising substance I was testing, though, is that black stuff that oozed out of him the other morning.” She frowned. “I still don’t know what that is.”

“We will explain what she is referring to later,” I said to a perplexed looking Denne and Melossi, “now is not the time.”

I turned back to Rava. “Do you really think you can make a potion that will allow me to change into another race?”

“Yes. And if I’m correct, it will last until you turn it off. But I have to admit, I’m not sure what side effects there might be,” Rava replied.

“How long do you need?”

“If I have access to a working lab and you, then I think I could get it done in a few hours.” She grimaced before adding, “If I can’t create it in a few hours, then I think the plan will have to change.”

My mind was racing as I turned to Josie. “Go and speak with the candlemaker again—take Denne, Melossi, and Daria with you. I don’t care if people see you going in. I need to know where recruits go to make contact with One Direction. If this works, then I intend to apply for a job with them.”

I was grateful when Josie didn’t argue, and everyone jumped into action. I understood where Denne was coming from, when he said he wanted to slice his way through One Direction. I was missing my favorite bunnygirl, and it took everything I had not to just start ripping the town apart looking for her.



Chapter 26 - Impatience

 

I followed Rava into the office and accepted her modified oath as a clerk. I was sure that Lina would insist on doing something official later, but this needed to happen—now—to sync her with the office. I had done the same thing moments before with Denne and Melossi. It was a relief, to realize that the team was finally growing.

But now, I felt pulled in every direction. I wanted to personally oversee every aspect of the mission—but the truth was, that I would serve best by remaining here to help Rava. She needed to be able to experiment on me, so to speak. I wasn’t sure if I should feel excited about that, or nervous.

When we reached the alchemy shop, she was shocked that it had been set up by the system. Apparently, none of the other Sheriffs had made use of the insta-build functions. The long-legged elf spent the better part of an hour walking around the room like a kid in a candy store. Her enthusiasm was contagious—and would have been, even without our bond.

I also appreciated that I could feel a sense of urgency in her. She really wasn’t just enjoying herself, but felt like any time spent understanding the new things in this lab would help her make the best potion possible.

“You understand that even the alchemy guild doesn’t have some of these things? I’m not certain that I understand how all the machines here work, but this is beyond amazing.” She turned to me with wide, purple eyes. “Sativa has truly blessed you by implementing so much of your understanding of technology from your world.”

“I was hardly very knowledgeable about such things.” I laughed. “I wonder what she could have done with an engineer.”

Rava frowned, and I felt a wave of annoyance go through her. “Don’t undersell yourself. What you have accomplished since arriving here is nothing short of amazing.” She pursed her lips, arching an eyebrow. “Insulting yourself also insults me, as both your Alchemy Mistress and as your soul bonded wife—and I won’t accept that.”

I started to protest, but she cut me off. “We are bonded—what affects one of us affects all of us. For me, and for all your wives, know your value.” She snorted. “Don’t worry, if your head starts getting too big, one of us will let you know. For now, you need to dream big and then act to make it come true.”

I nodded.

She looked around, grinning. “I feel more excited than the day that I was admitted to the guild. With me and your other wives at your side, there is nothing you can’t accomplish.” Then she went around the room, explaining what some of the machines were for, since I was unfamiliar with many of them.

The mana mixers were one of the things which had her in a tizzy. Apparently, if mana could be condensed until it reached a pure liquid state, then this machine could mix different mana types, which would make potions far more powerful than anything she had ever considered. They would be, in her word: legendary.

The mana distiller was the next wonder. It acted in two ways. First, it could drain mana out of potions or other substances put into it—albeit at a painfully slow rate. But it also acted like my mana refinery skill, in that it could supposedly increase the mana’s potency. Best of all, it didn’t require pure liquid mana to work, but had a series of twelve crystals which would store the mana and then work to distill the mana inside them. I thought they looked almost exactly like the crystals which Mursha had charged with her Gravity mana for my weight equipment.

Thinking about the orc made me angry. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to be part of our family, and here she’d been caught up in something that she shouldn’t have to worry about. I would have to find a way to make things right with her after all this.

Rava said that the common ingredients were adequate, and that we possessed large quantities of them. It turned out the ingredient drawers were also spatial containers; these cabinets could hold dozens of times more than what they appeared to be capable of. The herb garden was also good, though Rava had some suggestions for what we should grow, especially since she said the mana concentration was slightly higher in here than she would have expected.

That prompted me to tell her about the Mana Room. Her first reaction was that she wanted to go see it, but she caught herself halfway to the door with a frown. “Promise to show it to me later? For now, though, I need to go back to my shop to get some ingredients which we will need that are less common.”

“Okay, I’ll come with you.”

“Not a chance. There is far too much to do, and we all have to do our part.” She smirked. “And as you saw, I’m far from helpless. I’ll be back in about an hour, and then I may need your help with some of the mana things. You should work on yourself until then.” She stepped close, reaching up to cup my cheek in one long-fingered hand. “Clear your head, Rob. Go work out to relieve some stress.”

She shook her head. “I’d say bust a nut, but I know your emotions aren’t in a place for that. But whatever you do, get into your best possible headspace. That is going to be critical to making this work.”

I frowned. I still felt helpless, but knew I needed to focus. With a nod, I let her go, after double checking our telepathic connection. Maybe I was being a tad overprotective. She had shown herself to be one bad ass bitch after all, but it is a man’s prerogative to take care of the women he cares for. I knew what I had wasn’t love with Rava—not like with Lina and Josie—but we had a real connection, and not just because of the soul bond.

The thing is, I knew I finally had time for myself, which was something I hadn’t really had much of lately. All my deputies, including the new ones, were out gathering information or getting ready for when we made our move. Oddly, my thoughts turned to Denne. He was never going to be my favorite deputy—I mean, he just didn’t have the same assets that Josie or Daria had. But it was reassuring, having another guy on the team.

I don’t know if that made me sexist, but in the privacy of my own mind, I could admit it. It was good to have a bro. I didn’t know him very well—yet—but he was Mactosh’s son, Mursha’s sister, and he had taken the oath as a deputy. I decided to extend some trust to him and was surprised how much of a weight that pulled off my chest.

I had never been a ‘bros before hoes’ kind of guy, but this was going to be good.

The next thing I thought about, was that I needed to figure out what to focus on in the time I had until Rava got back. I looked at my notifications. I had updates on a couple of quests. The New Kids on the Block quest was now considered to be 20% done. I frowned; that was odd. I hadn’t done anything beyond firming up the names of the two gangs which were in play here. Well, that, and I’d learned they might have different purposes in Yonderton.

One Direction wanted two things, as far as I could tell. They wanted to take me back to the east, as a guest or more likely as a prisoner. I don’t think it really mattered to them. But they also wanted to expand their operations here, and planned to take control of and run Yonderton—just as the Backstreet Boys had done, but with a larger support system back east to call upon.

I also knew that Nisync was fighting to keep them from achieving either of those goals. I pinched the bridge of my nose, thinking about this new player. Their own goals were a bit harder to decipher, but I didn’t for one moment think that it was being done out of the goodness of their heart.

The fact that Nimeera was an adherent to the Cult of the Raven made me backtrack every interaction I’d had with her so far. Hindsight is often 20/20, and looking back, I realized she had set me up at the stadium. She had intentionally bumped into me.

She must have wanted to be caught so that she could get close to me. I couldn’t understand why at first, but then it started to make sense. She was part of the Cult of the Raven, and they were working with Nisync. That had to be it. I couldn’t have proven any of this in a court of law, but every decent lawman learns to trust their gut about certain things—and I wasn’t going to ignore mine now.

I also knew Nimeera had been manipulating all of us with her mana, though I seemed to be more resistant to it than the girls. She almost seemed to be controlling their minds. No… that wasn’t accurate. It didn’t feel the same, but there was no denying that she had the other girls wrapped around her little finger.

I slammed my fist into the wall. That was it. I had been thinking of this like her mana must be Mind mana, like An’kesh. That assumption had gotten stuck in my head, even though it didn’t feel the same as what the elf did. No, this felt more basic, more… primal.

It had to be some type of emotional manipulation. For lack of a better term, I decided to call it Emotion mana. Maybe that was too broad of a term; maybe it was just Love mana. Either way, I didn’t want to underestimate the manipulative catgirl. I preferred to think of it in broad strokes, until I knew for sure.

In fact, as I looked deep within myself, I noticed traces of her mana spread throughout me. The more I turned my sight inward, the more I could discern the complicated web of mana, almost like lace, that she had laid over me. It wasn’t particularly thick at any one spot, and I could easily remove it—though it was oddly painful to pull apart.

But then, I realized that if I was going to do this, I might as well get some benefit from it. I decided that I would take the hour I had now and spend it inside the mana room. That would enable me to disassemble the complicated weave of Emotion mana and refine it.

Who knew what benefits I might be able to draw from that? I had used up the supply of Life, Fire and Air mana that I’d had inside of myself. But then again, I knew I could down a healing potion to get some Life mana from it. One more idea struck me, and I ran outside to the training area.

I opened all of the weights and pulled all the Gravity mana charged crystals out of them. My first instinct was to drain the mana into myself out here—but instead, I simply carried them in my arms. I had a gut feeling that I would lose much of the precious Gravity mana if I drained the crystals anywhere other than in the mana room.

Maybe now wasn’t the best time to experiment, but I had to maximize the limited resources I had on hand, and I needed something to keep me busy. With my arms full of the dozen crystals, I made my way down to the mana room, beneath the firing range. I could only assume that Sativa had placed it there intentionally, to make its location less obvious. It was subtle, but even in the training area above it, I could feel a slightly elevated mana level. I must be growing more sensitive to mana in general.

Something Rava said got my mind to spinning. If we could come up with a way to connect the mana room with the planters in the alchemy lab, what impact might that have? We could grow mana enhanced components, or perhaps accelerate their growth. A part of me knew my mind was simply flitting from topic to topic, to keep me from thinking about the one thing I couldn’t bear to contemplate right now, but it was still a useful exercise.

I opened the round door that gave me access to the mana room. I paid closer attention to it this time, and noticed how it had seals and locks on it. This was a level of technology that I hadn’t seen anywhere else on Olimero.

The irony was, of course, that the highest tech I’d found protected a room wholly dedicated to magic.

In I went for the second time. This time, though, I pulled the door behind me. Before I could get it to seal, I had to respond to a prompt.

How long do you wish to remain in the mana chamber? Note time may not be altered after it is set. Longer durations will allow for an ever-increasing concentration of mana.

Options: 1 hour, 2 hours, 4 hours, 8 hours, 24 hours.

I immediately selected a single hour. That was how long Rava had said it would take her to go to her shop and get what she needed. Even then, a part of me felt guilty to take what I assumed would essentially be an hour to meditate and relax, while the mother of my child was being held by my enemies. I growled as a white-hot core of rage flared to life in my gut. This hour of meditation might not help me find inner peace, but I knew it would help me refine my hatred for An’kesh and One Direction to a razor’s edge.

As soon as I’d made my selection, the door finished closing and I heard the whoosh of suction, as heavy tumblers fell into place. The inside of the room remained muted and hard to look at, so I simply focused on my own hands as I climbed down a stone ladder to the bottom of the pit.

It was a perfect sphere, without so much as a ledge in it to sit on. That left me sitting uncomfortably at the bottom. After a minute, I started to feel silly, wishing for a seat. With a grunt, I assumed a lotus position—it wasn’t necessary, but always helped get my mind in the right space.

I had learned a great deal about meditating since I’d arrived on Olimero. It was part of how I cultivated mana into ki and thus altered my body, after all. For some reason, cultivating felt oddly out of place here. Like I was trying to sing off key.

I tried to recall what I knew about this room. I pulled up the room’s description.

Mana Room: 200 merits - A room which focuses the spirit of Telmorra, goddess of mana. Over time, the density of mana will increase not only in this room, but in the areas adjacent to it. Increased mana density has a number of positive effects, including improving the growth of mana related skills and mana regeneration. It also makes crafts related to mana easier to use. It is hypothesized that denser mana may have other purposes, but there is little known about that—or if there is, it is a closely guarded secret of Telmorra.

Hmm… I wasn’t sure that I wanted to focus the spirit of some unknown being. Sativa had brought me to Olimero, and I’d be forever grateful to her for doing so, because of the women she had brought into my life.

Here, I had found love. I knew that was more of a happy accident, though. Sativa had dumped me here, completely unprepared for what I would find. Worse, she had brought me here knowing I would be weaker, slower, and more vulnerable than any of Olimero’s native races. It galled me that she hadn’t bothered to mention that I would be unable to access magic.

If I hadn’t pushed myself to the breaking point, I would have long since been dead. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was like a rat in a maze. Someone, or something, was testing me to see if I could find my way through the maze. There were bits of cheese scattered along the way to reward me for good decisions, but this entire body cultivation thing was something entirely new.

I felt it to my bones. Even the one testing me didn’t appear to be entirely sure how it would work out. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that Sativa was not the one behind this experiment. That left me wondering about these other gods.

I knew there were three others who had helped Sativa create Olimero, but I could only remember the names for the gods of mana and shadow. The other god, apparently, was the god of monsters—but that was all I knew about him. I just didn’t know what any of them might have to gain by experimenting on me.

On a whim, I called out, “Telmorra!”

Nothing happened, of course. No one could expect even a goddess to be everywhere. And even if she were, why would she pay attention to me?

Then I felt my body start to float up from the floor. I felt less than graceful as I struggled with this sudden weightlessness. Just before I banged my head into the ceiling, I pushed off it to find that I was truly weightless. I wasn’t being pulled towards the floor or any of the walls.

“Oh, would you stay still for a second?!” A woman’s voice snapped. “This really isn’t that hard. And I’m not the one who brought a dozen crystals full of Gravity mana into a refining chamber.”

The voice was raspy but held an imperious tone of impatience. I struggled for a few seconds to get my bearings, vainly trying to twist around until I saw a figure in what would have passed for silky, gray robes hovering in the center of the sphere. She, for the figure had a feminine form, was unlike anything I had ever seen. Her head was hairless and, instead of hair, had a small set of ridges which ran along it back around to her neck. Her mouth was small and thin-lipped, with catfish like tendrils hanging from its sides. Her nose was nothing more than a pair of slits, and her eyes were large and jet black. I couldn’t help but stare into them; it was like the entire universe sparkled in their depths.

Her skin was a pale pink—not like how people say humans are pink, but a rich, bubble-gum pink. The body I could see beneath the elegantly cut silk robes was clearly humanoid, and rather attractive. I felt myself strangely drawn to her—which seemed to elicit a snort of amusement from her.

“Humans,” she said, “the horndogs or whores of the multi-verse—depending on your perspective. I guess there is no need to fix what isn’t broken.” She sighed before continuing.

“I only have seconds before the others will know that I’ve spoken to you, but there are a few things you need to know. First, humans are not native to Olimero. Yes, I know that you know that, but stop and think about what that means.”

My mind started spinning.

“Not because it shakes the universe,” she continued. “That isn’t your concern—nor is it your task to shape the destiny of this world. That is for my younger sister to do.”

The goddess gave me a thin-lipped grin. “Simply do what humans do best: get into shit you have no business messing with, stomp around, and make waves in the pool.” She nodded, eyeing me. “But then, in the end, settle for only what effects your life. That is your path forward.”

“Telmorra?”

There was that sigh again. “I almost forgot about the mortal penchant for asking the obvious.”

I blushed. I had known this had to be Telmorra. Asking that question had really only been a way of centering myself, but she was right, it had been obvious.

“I have so many things to ask you. Why can’t I use mana?”

“What do you mean?” She frowned, the expression drawing her mouth tentacles down. “You do use mana. Where do you think your ki comes from? But simply put, you aren’t one of my creations, so mana is not part of your makeup.”

“Who created humans then?”

“That isn’t the right question. You aren’t here to solve the destiny of the multi-verse or even one world. You are here simply to live your life.”

One eyebrow… err, ridge?...  inched towards the first ridges on her head. 

“A better question would be: who has been overseeing the development of humanity for more years than Olimero has existed? And an even better question, is: how did Sativa get access to humans for her experiment here on Olimero?”

She smirked to herself. “Then again, perhaps the best question is: how will the others respond to what Old Scratch is up to?”

Suddenly, she extended her slender arm towards me. Her hand was thin and her fingers impossibly long—much longer than what seemed natural. Before I could respond or even flinch back, she touched my forehead with one of those fingers.

I felt a resonance within me and then the world went black.

 



Chapter 27 - No One’s Guinea Pig

 

The blackness lasted no more than an instant. At least that is how it seemed to me, but something was definitely off in here. The entire lack of gravity was incredibly disorienting. It was hard for me to grasp how much I was accustomed to up being… well, up—and down being down. But now, I had no frame of reference. Looking at the walls in an effort to try and find the door gave me a headache, so I closed my eyes and turned my focus inward.

My channels and meridians were flooding with refined Gravity mana. I still had the crystals from the weights clutched under my arm but could sense Gravity mana leaking out into the room and being absorbed into my body. If this kept up, I would become overloaded. At least, I thought to myself, I was only going to be in here for an hour.

Then I got another notification.

At the increased gravitational level, time is distorted. 15 hours and 6 minutes will pass inside the chamber for every hour outside.

Hmm, that seemed… bad.

I had some food and water in my spatial storage, but not a lot, though I could readily last fifteen plus hours without either. I might be looking for a bathroom before this was over, but what concerned me more was how my body would handle the massive influx of mana.

If anything, this mana seemed to be even more condensed than the mana I refined inside my core. There were two ways I could look at my dilemma, though—I could see it either as an opportunity, or a threat. I hadn’t made it this far in Olimero by rolling over and giving up when things got tough, so I decided to push.

I released the crystals full of Gravity mana from under my arm, grabbing one. For a moment, I couldn’t help but chuckle, hearing Mactosh calling Mursha’s mana ‘heavy’ mana. Sure, it could make things heavy, but it could also do the exact opposite. Oh well, nothing for it but to dig in.

I held the crystal in my mana absorbing glove. These gloves were the first prize I had won for completing a quest here in Olimero. They enhanced my natural ability to absorb mana. And now, I was going to put them to the test.

I began draining the mana out of the crystal and was immediately surprised by how much it held. If most casters could hold anywhere between forty and ninety mana points, then this crystal dwarfed the amount of raw mana any of the races could hold. Even my variant magic skill, currently at level 108, meant that I could only hold one hundred and eight mana.

Of course, I could refine that mana to a far greater degree of purity. So far, about five-to-one was my best level of refining. I set about seeing how much purified mana I could handle. I absorbed mana from the crystal and began condensing it even further.

Interestingly, at least half the mana was leaking out into the air surrounding me. The room was already performing its own process of condensing the mana. I felt the mana density around me rising precipitously.

The lack of gravity was also beginning to have an effect on me. Instead of feeling compressed, I felt like all the energy within my body wanted to explode outward. But for the greater mana density around me, I’m not sure that isn’t exactly what would have happened.

I had to split my focus. A part of me began to focus on cultivating; I refined the already dense mana and then spun it in my core. From there, I converted it to ki that I fed into my channels. The byproduct from converting gravity essence was building up within my meridians but, I had to admit I was a bit excited about that. The way it had worked for me in the past, made me more than a little excited to test out how it could affect my perceptions.

The first crystal was soon exhausted, and the mana density inside the chamber had hit nearly seven times normal, while my channels were glutted with Gravity mana byproducts. I pushed harder, continuing to cultivate the dense mana, and felt the gravity around me begin to take on a new shape.

The crystals in my hands began to drain, emptied as much by the pull in the room as by my glove, and soon there was a small core of gravity that had formed in the exact center of the space. This gravity was entirely separate from Olimero’s, but was quickly growing out of control. If the pressure I started to feel pressing at me from the tiny black disc which was forming in the center of the mana room hadn’t been enough warning, I got another notification.

 

Warning: Gravity levels are reaching critical mass. Time distortion is increased. Current time remaining inside the chamber is 3 days, 11 hours, 12 minutes… Correction: 3 days, 19 hours, 41 minutes.

The affect is accelerating. Local gravitational force is entirely in flux.

I wanted to scream, ‘No shit, Sherlock!,’ but was slammed into one side of the chamber. Suddenly, I felt weightless once more. My body felt like a doggy chew toy, stretched to the breaking point between a pair of competing mutts.

I stopped trying to draw any more of the mana into myself. I had already reached my capacity and beyond. I felt stretched and pulled apart on the inside, while at the same time being compressed by gravitational forces which were far beyond anything that Mursha had done to me.

Without a doubt, if Rob from Earth had set foot inside this room, he’d have been dead in an instant. Heck, even the me of a week ago would probably have been crushed. I wanted to curse Mursha for this powerful and exotic mana, while simultaneously kissing her for having pushed me so hard in training. That was all that was keeping me alive, now.

The worst part of all this, was that I knew I was the dumbass who had brought a dozen crystals full of Gravity mana into this room, rather than experimenting with a single one first.

At this moment, though, it was all or nothing. Time to go big, or go home—literally. I’m fairly sure I was screaming so hard that my vocal cords strained, but the chamber was soundproof so no one could hear me. As for me, it wasn’t so much that my ear drums had ruptured, as it was just that I was so caught up in this life and death struggle, that I couldn’t be bothered with little things like listening to my own ragged screams.

I felt my body toughening. My bones hardened as I focused ki into enhancing my skeleton. My muscles grew more durable as my body took major steps forward towards the next body cultivation rank. The notifications were starting to come fast and furious, but I ignored them.

My biggest problem was that time kept distorting around me. If I slipped into the parts of this odd field where gravity didn’t seem to exist at all, then I could end up spending days inside here. I had already tried to pull a durability enhancing potion out of my spatial storage, but found that the gravitational forces warped everything so badly that the effort was frustratingly difficult. I might be able to get something out of my storage, but I couldn’t count on it.

I realized I could very well end up dying of dehydration in here.

If I shifted too far towards the accelerated gravity area around that condensing black disc, I felt almost certain that I would be crushed. I estimated that gravity was at least one hundred times greater than normal at the surface of the disc—and it was only growing stronger. The upside was that the closer I got to the disc, the faster time moved relative to the flow of time outside the mana room. If I could get right up against the event horizon of what was essentially a miniature black hole, then my time in the room would most likely shrink to mere seconds.

The critical question was whether I could survive even ten seconds of that pressure.

I danced along a knife’s edge between death by from dehydration and death from being crushed to a pulp, pushing outward with my ki to maintain my position between the two extremes represented by the center of the chamber and its walls. Time ceased to mean anything to me, as my entire world became a blur of pain and struggle. I fought to continue to refine my body, even as I tried to maintain my position.

As I struggled, I felt the ki within me being squeezed and condensed. I knew I was taking great strides forward in cultivation. I just had to survive this hell long enough to enjoy it. In my delirium, I realized that I was coming to a better understanding of what body cultivation really was.

At its core, body cultivation was a way to upgrade my body. I didn’t quite know what I was trying to upgrade it into, but for now I simply called it a perfected state. I wasn’t really comfortable with the idea of trying to call it a step towards some type of divine tier—like most cultivation novels I had read did.

It was just that there was more to it than that. The human body could only be improved by so much. This had been demonstrated time and time again on Earth. The greatest of athletes all reached a peak. Peaks which, I might add, I had long since surpassed. Yet on Olimero, while I was stronger and more durable than most, I was far from becoming some god. There were plenty of others who were close to me, or even exceeded what I had managed to achieve.

The new environment had forced new changes on me. Perhaps, I realized, that was what this was all about. When you wanted to perform an experiment, you had to change a controlled variable to see what the effect was. Body cultivation was less something that I had discovered, than it was something I was being used as a test subject for.

That thought alone, the loss of agency it represented, sent a surge of  rage through me. What made it worse, was that any being who could do this was probably so far beyond me as to be unreachable. Then, I remembered Telmorra’s final words before I had passed out. 

She mentioned someone—or something—called Old Scratch. The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had heard it before. The way she’d said it made me think that it was a being like her. Given what she was, that meant most likely some type of god.

That was it. This Old Scratch was experimenting on me. I knew Olimero was Sativa’s world, but it was obvious she was a bit naïve. Maybe I shouldn’t make fun of goddesses and all that, but it didn’t seem all that hard for me to imagine another deity pulling one over on her.

The thing is, I didn’t give two shits about whatever game they were playing. I wanted as little to do with any of them as possible. I’d read enough mythology, to know that the best thing which could happen to a mortal when gods decided to play with their fate, was a quick death being squished under their heel.

Here, I was just beginning to truly enjoy my new life, and I had to go and figure out a divine puzzle. Interestingly enough, there wasn’t a notification that said I’d completed the quest Sativa had given me about cultivation, so maybe there was more to it. Either way, it wasn’t the problem I had to deal with right now. It was simply one of those odd things my mind fixated on in the middle of chaos to escape mind-bending pain.

Ultimately, I decided that if I was going to die today, it would be because I took charge—not because I got batted around like a ping pong ball between two opposing gravitational fields. I wanted out of this chamber so I could rescue Lina and the others. And come hell or high water, that was gonna happen.

My body was already stronger. I could sense it. Unfortunately, I figured it still wasn’t strong enough for what I was about to do. But I only had to survive this test—not pass it with flying colors.

I condensed my ki as thickly as I could, and then pushed it out to cover my body, all the while curling up to try and make myself as small as possible. I pushed my ki out to create that second protective layer around myself... then I pulled.

I pulled for everything I was worth, sucking as much Gravity mana as possible into myself.

My channels began to bloat and then swell. I coated them with ki, but the pain was intense. I simply had to become more than I should be capable of. I had to drain enough energy from this gravitational field that I could escape.

The pain was terrible, so great that my world contracted to that alone. I was able to condense the mana further. A part of me said that, if I had time to do this properly, I might have been able to soar to impossibly new heights.

But then again, when had any of my advances on Olimero come through slow and steady progress? I kept taking stupid chances and overcoming impossible odds. I might as well ride the streak. Just as I felt I was going to be ripped apart from the inside, I drained enough Gravity mana that the conflicting fields collapsed into one another—leaving only the baby blackhole in the center of the chamber.

I know it was pretentious of me to think of this dot of nothingness as a black hole. It was a tiny, impossibly condensed gravitational field. Even a fraction of a blackhole would most likely have ripped not only me, but the planet, apart. I was determined to ride this out, so I was probably lucky it wasn’t really a black hole.

I felt an intense pressure against my second skin. Ki was truly amazing; it was an extension of my body, but it was also separate. It was the fuel I was using to reshape myself—at least it was, after I converted mana into it. Right now, though, it was my lifeline.

A countdown appeared in my head, starting at ten. The seconds ticked by each an eternity of agony. But I didn’t know if this was a countdown to when my ki skin—as I was coming to think of it—faltered, or something else. Goddesses, I prayed, please let it be something else.

Cracks started to form in my ki skin. Even through that barrier, the immense pressure exerted by the black dot was enough make me feel like a squished grape. When my ki skin gave way, then even my hardened bones would be shattered. No… not shattered—they would be ground to dust.

It was all fine and dandy, to hope I could survive even a moment in a field of more than one hundred times normal gravity and live, but that just wasn’t the way physics worked. Even this cultivated body would be obliterated, and I’d find myself strumming a harp in heaven.

Then again, I likely wasn’t pure of heart enough to go around riding on clouds. I clenched everything, holding my breath as the final numbers ticked down… three, two, one.

When the countdown hit zero and the door to the mana room opened, I crashed to the bottom of the chamber as a semblance of normalcy returned. I immediately sensed Josie and Rava through our bond. They seemed terrified at first, and then relieved, and then furious.

All I could get from Josie, was a sense that I was like a child who had burned his hand on the stove top—but who insisted on trying it again, to see if he could avoid the burns if he pulled his hand away quickly enough. Rava, on the other hand, alternated between horror, disgust, and awe. I tried to let them know I was okay, but couldn’t think very clearly.

My body was still under tremendous pressure, being ground into the floor of the chamber. Even with the door open, it seems the gravity disc hadn’t completely disappeared. But it was shrinking, the energy dissipating. I knew I should crawl for the door, but I hated to let this power go to waste.

I focused all my remaining ki into a barrier around my right hand and reached out to grab the disc. It was no wider across than a golf ball, now, and entirely flat, but I still grabbed it. I felt the edge of it cut through my ki barrier, almost severing my hand in half, but I didn’t let go. I was too stubborn for that.

At least I had the wisdom to alter my approach. Instead of trying to grasp it with my hand, I pushed my ki around it like a pair of tongs and pulled. I didn’t know what I really expected to happen, but was pleasantly surprised when it moved.

A sense of victory surged through me. I stared at the little black hole and shouted, “Oh yeah?! Who’s your daddy, now?” My grin was manic. “Think you’re just gonna crush me into nothing? Well, I showed you.”

I pulled it down and shoved it into my spatial container. There was a moment of resistance as it kept cutting at my ki barrier, and I had to dig deep to find enough power to encompass it completely. Then, there was the matter that its gravity field was pulling at my spatial storage. But I wasn’t going to give up just because something should be impossible. I’d gotten the idea in my head that this disc could come in handy, and I had gone through too much trouble to get it, to let little things like what should or should not be possible stop me now.

My last idea was what finally worked. Creating first a wall, and then a thick coating around the now marble sized dot, I encased it in ki. It was the furthest I had been able to expand my ki beyond my body, but thankfully it worked.

Somehow, beyond all hope, it worked. The gravity disc was entirely encapsulated within a ball of my ki, which I was then able to stuff into the spatial storage on my belt. I hoped it wouldn’t rupture inside that extra-dimensional space, but I couldn’t bear to let something like this go. How many guys could say they had a black hole in their pocket?

Stumbling forward, I managed to pull myself up the ladder to the entryway before collapsing in a heap. With a groan, I shut my eyes. I just needed to rest a bit—to recover—then I would go find the girls.



Chapter 28 - Drink… What?!

 

I had a series of notifications flashing on the backs of my eyelids, but ignored them all as I suddenly had two worried women kneeling on either side of me. They each took hold of an arm and stood, dragging me away from the mana room. Then they started speaking to one another as if I wasn’t there.

Rava grunted, “Is it always like this?”

“You mean where he does something stupid, and we get to feel the pain?” Josie responded.

I could feel Rava nod, even if my eyes were still closed.

Josie continued, “Pretty much. It’s impossible to talk him out of it, too, because it keeps working out for him. The only comfort I have, is that I know he isn’t doing it selfishly—or even blindly.”

They managed to set me up in a chair and the edge of a cup was shoved against my lips. I drank down the cool fluid that poured from it into my mouth and immediately felt better. It must have been a healing potion—one of the better ones, given the way it rushed through and re-energized me.

Rava said, “I think I know what you mean. All this is new to me, but he really does care about all of us. He’s only been on Olimero for a few months, yet still he pushes himself to the edge for our benefit.”

“That’s my Rob…”

I sensed Rava go cold as ice inside.

“Or,” Josie paused, “I guess it’s ‘our’ Rob, now.”

“Don’t worry, deputy.” Rava seemed to thaw, letting out a chuckle. “I have no delusions of grandeur. His love for you is like a bonfire compared to the candle he holds for me. He is fond of me, but I don’t expect to ever replace you—or the bunnygirl—in his affections.”

“Don’t be so sure. Rob’s heart is bigger than is good for him.” I could hear the grin in my foxkin’s tone. “You are just gonna have to let down some of your walls. But we can talk about that later. For now, it looks like our good Sheriff is awake enough for us to yell at him,” Josie said.

I opened my eyes and winked at both girls. Josie put her hands on her hips and Rava simply shook her head while stifling a laugh, before saying, “You know that we knew you were awake the entire time, right? We could tell you were just a bit out of it.”

“Oh, he knew, alright,” Josie groused. “He just likes to push my buttons.”

“Because you have such lovely buttons to push,” I replied with another wink. “But trust me, I just needed a bit of time to recover. That mana room is one crazy contraption.”

Rava frowned.

“A bit of advice though, don’t take twelve mana crystals full of Gravity mana into it.”

The elven alchemist gasped.

“You might not like the outcome.”

“Duh,” Josie snorted. “Only you would try to do something like that. But then again, only you could make it work. You feel more… solid. Did you get some advancements?”

I nodded. “I think so, but we need to give Rava the five-minute explanation about cultivation before she explodes with curiosity.”

I grinned up at the elf until she made eye contact with me. “I know you’ve been wanting to know what is different about me, and I’m going to give you a quick summary now. You will want to ask questions, but that is gonna have to wait.”

Rava grimaced in frustration.

“I need you working on this potion, now. But I know you well enough to understand that you won’t be able to focus until you have a bit of information.”

She nodded and bit her lip.

I knew it would be painful, not being able to ask questions, but sent a warm feeling of appreciation across the bond to let her know that I understood the sacrifice she was making. Then, I explained to her what I knew about cultivation, and how it worked. I talked about the changes it was making in my body, and how that black goop she had collected was a waste product from my body advancing.

I held back my thoughts about what Telmorra had said, but was honest with them both that I had some new theories, but needed to process them first. It took closer to fifteen minutes than just five, but Rava limited herself to three questions. Even Josie clearly had more questions, but Rava went into the alchemy lab to get to work on her potion, while Josie offered to go upstairs to get me some food, since Lina wasn’t here.

Even that offhand comment cut each of us to the quick. When she’d gone, I took the opportunity to open my notifications.

 

You have experienced strain and trauma to both your ki channels and meridians, as well as to your physical body. Fortunately for you, you survived—this time. Further such action is not recommended. As the expression from your world goes, ‘slow and steady wins the race.’

Summary of gains listed below:

Strength: 126 (+6)

Agility: 74 (+6 secondary to cultivation grades)

Durability: 85 (+8)

Magic: 119 (+11)

Cultivation Grade: D4

Skills: Alchemy 58  [+25%]

Ranged Combat: 34 

Melee Combat: 37 [+25%]

Telepathy: 15 

Mana Refinery: 19 (+4)

Bone Hardening: 4 (+3)

 

D-Rank Body Fortification:

Left upper region fortification: Complete

Right upper region fortification: Complete

Left lower region fortification: Complete

Right lower region fortification: Complete

Heart region fortification: Complete

Groin region fortification progress to D rank: 84%

Mind region fortification progress to D Rank: 76%

By-Product Manipulation: 20%

Ki Condensed from Mist to Liquid: 25%

Progression to cultivation rank D3: 84%

 

The next notification was perhaps even more exciting.

 

You have completed the initial stage of:  What the Hell is Cultivation? 

More questions are raised by this result than are answered, but that is not your fault. Know that you will eventually have to choose a side, but for now, the rewards will be honored.

Reward: Merits (+1000)

Reward: A B-grade resource (which must be collected at the Hall of Justice)

Subsequent quests in this chain may become available after all data is processed and some uncomfortable conversations are had.

 

A thousand merits was a significant reward, in and of itself. I wasn’t as excited about obtaining a resource as a reward, since I had little choice about what it was, and Sativa had been pretty vague. I wouldn’t say no to some upgraded armor or another weapon—but then again, if the project with Mactosh went as well as I hoped, then I should have a major weapon upgrade coming soon.

Perhaps the most interesting part, was the obvious undertones of frustration in the notification. I still assumed that Sativa was the one who sent me these notifications. It only reinforced my opinion that Sativa was far from omniscient and, in fact, was looking to me for more information.

I guess that was better than her squishing me—although I didn’t care for that closing comment about choosing sides. I just wanted a quiet life with my wives, and maybe a little job fulfillment as the Sheriff of Yonderton.

The final notification was the one which excited me the most. I read it twice.

 

Unique object captured. You have managed to contain a miniature gravity well. While this is far from a world destroying object, it is still potent and could find many applications, which are likely only limited by the extent of your imagination. What kind of man will you be? What you do with something like this will say a great deal about you.

Warning: This object is potentially B+ or A- in grade. Exercise great care. It should be safe inside your spatial storage device but if your ki barrier degrades too far then it would rupture both with instantaneous and permanent effects for you and everyone within a few hundred feet.

Reward for being the first in the history of Olimero to create such an object: 1000 merits.

I knew it had to be quite powerful, given how it had cut through my ki and ki-enhanced hand with even a slight amount of pressure. A slight cough at my side pulled me from my thoughts.

Before I could speculate any further, Josie was setting a plate in front of me. She had good news for me—it seems they had been able to get the name of a recruiter for One Direction. Josie was more than a little excited when she told me this information.

It prompted me to ask, “Is there more?” Her big grin told me there was, but I forced myself to be patient.

“It turns out that it’s a merchant who has been in town for nearly fifteen years. He is responsible for a good portion of the exports that go via caravans back east.”

“Okay,” I paused, “was he turned by them, or has he been an agent of theirs all this time?”

“You tell me, Sheriff,” my foxkin deputy smirked, “his code name is the ‘Keeper’.”

Now, I understood. That was one of the two people we still had to kill to complete the kidnapping ring quest. It made a lot more sense, once I thought about it, that a group bigger than the Back Street Boys had been behind the disappearances all along.

I grunted. “Now we know, and we have a saying back home: ‘Knowing is half the battle.’ He will die, but first we have to use him to get me on the inside.”

Josie nodded. “I understand. As much as I wanted to march over and slit his throat for pretending to be a friend while doing this to the children of Yonderton for so many years, I would never risk Lina.”

“None of us would,” I said.

She hesitated, staring at the floor. “But I do have a favor to ask.”

“Anything, my love.”

“I want to invoke the Law of Blood against him. He doesn’t deserve to be reborn, and I want to be the one to carry it out.”

I stared at Josie. I knew that she was angry; we all were. I knew she took it personally and, while I still didn’t have my head wrapped around this entire reincarnation and Law of Blood thing, I understood in theory what it meant. She was right if it had been created for anyone, it was for people like this.

But I still had to ask, “Is there anything you aren’t telling me?”

She was silent for a moment. I could feel a jumble of emotions across the bond, but finally she said, “When Sheriff Cobb was killed we thought he was acting strange—like he’d been drugged. The Keeper is the one who always got a rare blend of tea from the east that Cobb came to like. I think the two things are connected.”

I knew that Cobb had been sort of a father figure to Josie. Knowing that, I expected this would be extremely emotional for her. I knew that revenge killings could work out badly, but as long as we were bonded, I would be able to keep an eye on her.

“Do as you see fit.” I nodded, still studying her. “I will support your decision.”

We hugged. And then she sat in my lap, and I simply held her. Quiet reigned, as we shared our grief and concern for Lina. I can honestly say that for the first time, I didn’t even get aroused. This was a precious moment of connection and intimacy that was so much more valuable than any mere physical coupling could ever be. Eventually, as all good things do, it came to an end.

Rava called out for me to join her; she said she needed to try some things out.

Josie told me she would go work with Denne and Melossi to make sure that they were ready to move once I found out where Lina, Mursha, and the others were.

Keeping busy was definitely the best thing for all of us. I had confidence we would win, despite the odds stacked against us. When I walked into the alchemy lab, Rava already had a potion brewing.

She looked over her shoulder at me and winked. “I used some samples I collected from you to attune the potion to you.”

“Wait, you are making a potion with the waste product that I excreted? And you want me to drink that?”

She grinned at me. “Goddess, no. Once I realized that it was a waste product, it became clear that wouldn’t work for this. Your body has already rejected that material as you purified yourself. From what I understand, you’ve since progressed even further, given what happened in the mana room. It wouldn’t be compatible.”

“Then what is in the sample?”

“Um, about that…” She frowned. “Before you say anything, you need to understand that it is only a tiny portion of the potion’s ingredients; and it was first distilled.”

“Distilled… what?” I repeated.

She turned to face me, hands on her hips. “I have only drawn out—or am attempting to draw out—whatever it is that makes you unique, from the sample. Think of it like a blueprint for a building.”

“You mean my DNA? I didn’t realize you even had any understanding of what that is.”

Rava made me explain what DNA was, which I quickly did—at least as best I could. She hadn’t had a clue about it before, but now was endlessly curious. Holding my hands palm out and giving her a shrug, I told her we didn’t have time for this.

“You will have to tell me more about that later,” she huffed. “But no, I just meant that I had a sample of your core human material—I guess it is what you call this DNA—the part that allows you to pass on traits and such.”

I was completely lost, until she ran one hand very gently between her legs. Before I could stop myself I’d blurted out, “You want me to drink that?! Oh hell no! I prefer my cream pies from the bakery, thank you very much. There has to be another way.”

She burst out into a rich, belly laugh. “It seems I finally found at least one way you are like the men of Olimero. But no, I’m not asking you to drink your own seed. The potion will have distilled the sample down until there is only some vital energy to power the potion and connect it to you.”

I sat down. I knew it was selfish, but I really wasn’t into going down on a girl after I’d… well, after I had made a mess. But this was entirely different. At least, that was the way I had to think about it.

“It’s not like this is something you are going to need all the time.” The gorgeous elf bounced her brows at me. “But I don’t mind helping collect more samples, once this is all over with.”

I grinned and asked what she needed me to do to help. Rava walked me through the formula, and I helped her maintain the correct level of heat on the cauldron. The heating stones in the lab here were far beyond anything she had used before, and made everything much easier.

At one point, Rava joked about being able to mass produce and sell such a creation. I didn’t say anything, but a part of me hoped that would be true someday. We also worked on some potions that might work in ammunition while we waited for this potion to finish brewing.

Altogether, it ended up taking ten hours to create, and I gained another level in Alchemy, to boot. I enjoyed this time with Rava as much as possible, given the circumstances. I couldn’t wait till we got Lina back, and life could go back to my new normal.

When Rava finally declared the potion complete, she invited everyone into the lab. Of course, they all wanted to be there. In case anything went wrong, Josie joked.

The vial Rava handed me was crystal clear, which I found odd. Every potion I had tried up to this point had at least a hint of color in it. But who was I to argue? She was a master alchemist, and the potion ended up coming out with a mythic level of potency—maybe not the highest, but damn close.

I accepted the vial from Rava and toasted her before putting it to my lips. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Bottoms up.”



Chapter 29 - A Cow’s Life

 

Rava started to explain to everyone that we had chosen to transform me into a cowkin. For a number of reasons, it made a great deal of sense. My actual stats wouldn’t be altered by the potion, so a cowkin was the best explanation for my strength. Then there was the fact that cowkin were known for being relatively stupid, so I could hide behind my ignorance, my disguise reinforcing a façade of confusion. No one would expect me, as a cowkin, to have all the answers.

Becoming an orc would have made for a bunch of complications, if anyone asked about my clan or other cultural things. Then, there was the simple reality that One Direction was recruiting expendable muscle—not new lieutenants for the gang. Thus, a cowkin seemed like the best choice.

I heard her begin explaining all of that to the others. We had already discussed it in detail, but it was getting difficult for me to pay attention to much of the conversation. I’d started feeling very odd, the minute I drank the potion.

To call what I was experiencing ‘pain’ would have been a disservice to the extreme training I had done recently. After all, if muscles didn’t rip free of their tendons and bones didn’t break, were you really trying?

No, this was more like a really odd… discomfort. My body and face shifted and reformed beneath my skin. Another benefit of choosing a cowkin, was that even most orcs weren’t as tall as me—typically being a bit stockier. I’d run into a couple of cowkin who were slightly taller than me, so my 6’4” height wouldn’t draw any attention. Still, feeling your ass itch like crazy and knowing that a tail was growing just below the small of your back was one of the most bizarre feelings I’d ever experienced.

But I realized that was nothing, compared to feeling your skull reshape itself as horns grew from my temples. The potion had included condensed amounts of calcium and other minerals necessary for bone production. Fortunately, because the potion included what I’d decided I was just going to think of as ‘chemical X,’ it also caused my ki channels to expand through the new parts of my body.

In total, I probably gained another forty pounds of mass, most of it bone and muscle. My feet remained human—like all of the beastkin, except for hawkkin—but definitely got wider. Two bovine ears pushed through my hair next to my new horns as the flesh where my ears normally sat now seemed to disappear.

At least Rava had had the foresight to make me strip down to my skivvies, before drinking the potion. I would need new clothes, but that had always been the case. I could hardly go undercover with all the gear Sativa had gifted me when I’d first arrived from Earth.

That was one of the things which made me most uncomfortable. I wouldn’t be able to use the weapons I was most accustomed to, nor would I be able to keep my spatial storage. That was going to suck a bag of… I shook my head, trying to focus.

I remembered the training I’d received for going undercover. It was mostly about living the new persona—but I didn’t have much practical experience with it. I’d been a run-of-the-mill deputy—not a narco or vice cop.

The stakes here were too high for me to do anything but go all in, though, so I was going to do my part.

The others were all staring at me. Melossi’s hand had gone to the hilt of her short sword, and although Denne hadn’t put his hand on a weapon, he had subtly shifted his position to stand between me and Melossi.

Josie barked, “Relax, you two. It’s still the Sheriff. Rava and I are bonded to him, remember? He’s still the same old Rob on the inside, even if he looks different on the outside.”

“What does it feel like?” Rava asked. Her voice was clinical, but through the bond I sensed the excitement inside of her threatening to bubble over.

“Damn weird,” I grunted. “I have a freaking tail.”

Rava and Denne each laughed while Josie and Melossi put on offended looks.

Josie frowned. “And what’s wrong with that?”

Knowing I needed a quick recovery, I shrugged and said, “Nothing at all. But mine isn’t all gorgeous and full like yours are.” I lifted up my tail to prove my point, letting the tassel ended length drop back down. There was a little muscle in it, but I wouldn’t be using it as a whip anytime soon. “Mine seems rather… limp.”

Josie snickered, but this time she was staring at the front of my skivvies. “I see something which isn’t limp. Judging by the bulge, it looks like little Rob got a bit fatter.”

I pulled my skivvies out far enough to look down and check on little Rob. It was weird. He looked like he might have lost a bit of length, but more than made up for that in girth, being as much as 50% thicker.

“Well,” I rumbled, “there’s that.”  

I heard Denne grumble to his wife, “Stop looking at him. You know I’m right here, don’t you?”

Melossi blushed and then leaned into Denne to whisper something. My entire body was alight with ki now, so my hearing was enhanced enough that I easily made out what she said.

“I only have eyes for you, my husband, but you know I like making you jealous. After we rescue Nunani, you can both punish me for being bad.” She squealed when Denne pinched her backside.

I shook my head. It was definitely going to be different, having another guy with his own wives around. We might have to work out a sock code for the doors or something, or some other system to discreetly indicate ‘Do Not Disturb!.’

After that, Rava and Josie stayed while the other two went to scout around outside. We wanted to know how closely the office was being watched.

Josie had me stretch and do some basic exercises to get used to my new body. My center of gravity was a bit off, and I was afraid I might be clumsy for a while. We decided that I would wait until tomorrow to try and get hired, so that I had at least a few hours under my belt with this new body.

Moving around wasn’t the only thing I had to get used to, either. Eating was an entirely new experience, all on its own. I knew that I had never seen Lina eating meat, but when Melossi cooked dinner for us—though it looked really good—the smell of the roast pork she made turned my stomach. I tried to eat meat but ended up spitting it out. The others all laughed at me, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Turns out—shockingly enough—that cowkin are entirely vegetarian.

I discovered another weird thing about cowkin eating habits, when I instinctively kept chewing my food long after I would normally have swallowed it. It just felt… right. It took me four or five times longer than normal to eat. I could feel that I now had multiple stomachs, too.

It was bizarre. Everything about this body was bizarre.

After dinner, I sparred with the others to further acclimate myself to this new body. Daria and Melossi helped me with ranged weapons, while Denne and Josie helped me with melee weapons.

We ended up settling on a spear for my primary weapon. I could use it as a quarterstaff, but could also do more damage with the wickedly sharp tip. It was also a cheap enough weapon, that even some country cowkin could afford one.

My back story was going to be that I had been working on one of the distant ranches herding sheep, and had received a little training with the spear to keep monsters away from the flocks. I’d decided to try my fortune in the city, because I really got sick of sleeping under the stars. It was the best story that I could come up with, and I was almost surprised it met with the others’ approval.

We settled on the name ‘James,’ since that was actually my middle name. I’d even gone through a phase, in middle school, when I’d convinced everyone but my family to call me by my middle name. It was better, I knew, to stick with something that wouldn’t feel too foreign.

I was uncomfortable sleeping that night. This just didn’t feel like my body. Josie and Daria fell asleep cuddled up against me, while Rava ended up working most of the night in the alchemy lab. I had considered going to the Hall of Justice, to collect my quest reward but ultimately decided that being seen entering the Hall was an unacceptable risk.

Before bed, I did get a notification that the city manager would be arriving the next day. That was going to be an issue, but whoever they were would just have to work with my deputies and only remaining clerk, Rava, until I got back. I couldn’t risk bringing whoever it was in on the mission.

In fact, it added another level to our story. We were going to say that I was out exploring the lands around Yonderton with Daria, and thus wasn’t here to meet the new city manager. This would also provide a good excuse for Daria’s absence, as she kept an eye on me from a distance.

The next morning, after a breakfast of oats, Josie and Rava snuck me out of the office. Denne and Melossi had done their best to identify and take out anyone keeping an eye on the office, but we had to hope this worked and that no one would figure out it was me in disguise. Since One Direction had a mind mage working for them, we made the determination that telepathy would not be used until I’d found Lina and the others.

I ended up wandering the city a bit, doing my best to act like a country bumpkin, awed by the ‘big’ city. It really wasn’t all that hard, since I was getting a different perspective on Yonderton than I’d had before. As the Sheriff, people generally had one of three reactions to me: they either were in awe of the weird furless creature walking among them, tried to avoid me, or wanted to kill me.

James, the cowkin, had a much different experience. Everyone tried to sell me things, often at well above market price. I stopped and haggled a couple of times, but I didn’t have much money on me. That wouldn’t match my cover story.

When I started asking around for work, I didn’t get a lot of help, but I kept it up as part of my backstory. Eventually, I worked my way over to the part of town where we had been told the Keeper was recruiting for One Direction. I stumbled into the low rent tavern that was the supposed meeting spot, sat on a stool at the bar, and made a show of being exasperated.

Barkeeps were the same, fortunately, no matter what world you were in. He first asked me what I wanted, and after I’d ordered some cheap ale, he started chatting me up about what my problem was. I offered him a bit about my backstory, while trying to act naïve. When he made the expected noises about my being new in town, I asked if he knew where I might find work. I admitted to him that my only real skill was sticking monsters with a spear and herding belligerent sheep.

The barkeep didn’t say much after that, letting me sit there till I’d downed my third mug of ale. I was beginning to think that this wasn’t going to work, when another cowkin came in and sat down next to me. A moment later, a wolfkin came in and sat down on my other side.

“I hear you’re looking for work,” the wolfkin said.

I looked from the cowkin to the wolfkin, before nodding and grunting my assent.

The cowkin rolled his eyes and said, “I don’t know. He’s big alright but looks a bit dense.”

Without saying a word, I set both my feet down shoving the stool out from under me and then brought both my hands together and then up volleyball style under the cowkin’s jaw. The force sent him flying backwards and for a moment, I was afraid I’d hit him too hard, but the wolfkin just started laughing.

“Looks like you aren’t just a country bumpkin. We can certainly use men who know how to get things done. But you have to be willing to finish the job. What would you do, if you knocked over someone who was trying to get into my bosses’ business?”

I looked up from the cowkin, who sprawled unconscious on the ground, to the wolfkin. “I suppose that depends. If I was working for your bosses, then I’d do what I was told. Learned a long time ago that it doesn’t pay to overthink things.”

The wolfkin gave me a predatory smile. “Fine, then I need you to go break his legs. He failed at his job, and is gonna have to pay the price for it.”

Here it was—that moment that every undercover officer dreads—the moment they got asked to do something criminal, or just plain awful, to prove that they are serious. Everyone else in the bar studiously minded their own business, so it wasn’t like I had to worry about anyone stepping in and trying to stop me. The thing they had asked of me was short of killing someone, but breaking both his legs would possibly cripple him—and would certainly make the next few months of his life miserable. That was assuming he managed to earn enough to eat until he was well enough to get back on his feet.

It was also pretty brutal, attacking an unconscious foe. But, then again, he was hardly an innocent, and it had to be done. I wasn’t going to back down and lose my chance to rescue Lina just because this guy had to suffer for it. Maybe it would make him think twice about his life choices up to this point.

I stepped forward and then swung my right leg up high before slamming my heel down on his thigh. The crack of his femur breaking echoed through the tavern, and more than one guy winced at the sound. Their mutters and muted conversation was immediately drowned out by the now very conscious cowskin’s scream of pain. I kicked him in the face, knocking him out again.

The wolfkin called out, “I didn’t get your name, friend, but I think you made my point for me to Clyde there. Geez. I was expecting you to crack his shins, or maybe even bust his kneecaps. Never seen someone go straight for the thigh. He ain’t never gonna walk right unless he finds a top-notch healer, and those don’t exactly hang out in the slums.”

I stopped and turned, adopting a dumb look on my face. “Did I do something wrong? You told me to break his leg, so I did. Sure you don’t want me to do the other one, too?”

The wolfkin just shook his head. “Nah, you’re good. The boss is gonna love you, positively brutal. Now, if you want this job, you gotta come with me right now.”

I shrugged, “Not like I’ve had any other offers. I just need to get paid.”

“Oh, if the boss hires you, you’ll get paid better than any other job in Yonderton—and maybe, just maybe—you’ll make a future here for yourself.” With that, the wolfkin headed to the rear of the tavern.

I looked around. No one else moved, so I followed him. There had to be other people here working for One Direction, but if so, they hadn’t made it obvious yet. Heck, for all I knew, everyone in the tavern was part of the gang.

I followed the wolfkin around behind the bar and into a long hallway that stopped at a dark door. So far, so good. I just hoped things kept going this well.

 



Chapter 30 - What a Thug Does

 

I was led through the door and then down some stairs. I couldn’t help but notice that all the doors here were reinforced, and that there were guards stationed at every turn once we came out into a tunnel below the tavern. This was a much more serious operation than what I had seen before, even when dealing with the Back Street Boys. Their guards had always seemed lax—not so here.

The stairs had been well lit by magical lights, rather than candles or torches, which spoke to the wealth of whoever ran this operation. The end of the tunnel at the bottom of the stairs eventually opened up to a larger,  open cavern. There were chairs, tables, couches, and such furniture all over the place. Women lay around in various stages of undress. A couple of the women, as well as most of the men, looked up when we came in. But once they saw the wolfkin guiding me, they didn’t bother to move.

One guy snickered, “Fresh meat for the boss, I see.”

I pointedly ignored him, trying to take in as many details as possible. I evaluated the room for any additional exits. As far as I could see, there were only two ways out of this room: the tunnel we had just come through was one, and the doorway the wolfkin was leading me towards, was the other.

There were, once again, more guards in front of this door—both orcs this time. They were wide awake and highly alert, displaying none of the signs of fatigue or getting over a hangover that the others in the room evinced. It was the middle of the afternoon, so that implied the sort of hours these folks kept, if they were only just now waking up.

The two orc guards made me turn over my belt knife and spear, giving me a thorough pat down before letting me past them. It was just more proof of the difference between these guys and the usual criminal element here in Yonderton.

Behind the door, there was a small room that led to two more doors, one of which was made from solid iron. Even a powerful cowkin wouldn’t be battering that down. I might be able to manage it with the aid of my ki, but even that wasn’t a sure thing.

The other was a rather small door—so much so, that even the wolfkin had to stoop to get through it. The doorway was so small, I practically had to squat down to shuffle my way through. A ten-foot-long hallway of equal height led to yet another door. This door had a foxkin guard in front of it, a crossbow warily raising up at the ready as soon as our door opened.

Whoever, or whatever, was on the other end of that hallway wasn’t messing around with security. After I’d been led through the second small door, I found myself in what could only be termed an underground mansion. I had to descend a spiral set of stairs to reach the main room, but after that stairway I found the vaulted ceilings were nearly twenty foot high, and the rooms seemed to be wide and airy. There was even a freaking swimming pool off to one side, complete with a bunch of well-endowed, topless girls. I noticed they were all bunnykin, but didn’t think much of it at the moment.

I didn’t see any more guards, but that didn’t mean there weren’t some hidden away somewhere. The wolfkin continued leading me through the large room. The place was amazingly wide, for being underground, and lavishly appointed. It spoke of a level of wealth I had yet to see in Yonderton, not even with the more successful craftsmen like Mactosh.

When we reached the far end of the room, I was led through a short hallway up to an office dominated by a large desk. At first, I thought the desk was empty, but then I realized there was a small male rabbitkin sitting behind it. He wore silver rimmed glasses and a dark suit, complete with vest, jacket, and a gold pocket watch.

I hastily bit my tongue; it was all I could do not to laugh. Apparently, the dreaded Keeper—one of the chief cogs of the kidnapping ring that had preyed on Yonderton for years—was a rabbitkin. It was amusing and pathetically ironic that he would so betray his own race.

The wolfkin growled, “Boss, here with another…” His words cut off at a snap of the bunnykin’s fingers.

Suddenly, I felt pain blossom in the back of my head, and I fell to a knee, steadying myself with one hand on the ground. I had to grit my teeth because the pain was intense. If it hadn’t been for the masochistic training of the past few weeks, I’m sure that I would have fallen to the floor, crying like a baby.

The bunnykin pursed his lips. I could only partially see him, as my vision was blurry. I was tempted to start cycling my ki to fight back against whatever it was he was doing to me, as my body started automatically absorbing some of his mana. I kept it to a minimum, though, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Even that was enough, to let me know that he controlled something called Pain mana. I could only guess at how that might mess with someone born with the inherent empathy of rabbitkin.

It kept going on and on, before I realized something. I dropped to my hands and knees, assuming that was what he was going for. A few seconds after that, the pain disappeared.

“Impressive. You have an incredibly high pain tolerance. If you have any other skills like that, we might just find a place for you.” The rabbitkin regarded me from his seat. “I know you haven’t been told much, but you are here to interview for a position with the One Direction gang. The interview will last for several days, but will only be over, when I say it’s over.”

I nodded to show I understood what he was saying.

“You can call me the Keeper. I understand your name is James. Do you have any questions inside that thick skull of yours?”

“Uh… why’d you attack me when I didn’t do anything?”

He shrugged. “Some people ask that question,” he admitted, “while others are too afraid to ask it. I haven’t yet decided if I like it when an applicant has the temerity to ask me.”

The wolfkin coughed, hiding a grin.

“The simple answer,” the Keeper continued, “is that you need to know that if you join One Direction, then you are part of the gang—but you will always answer to those above you.” He shook his head. “Even I answer to the directors. And if those above you want you to feel pain, then you will damn well feel pain.”

I nodded and said, “Yes, boss.”

“Any other questions?”

“Uh… what’s this interview involve?”

“Simple, at its most basic level, it is about finding out if you can follow orders.” He cocked his head to the side, ears flopping over that way. “We also need to know if you will fit in here. And finally, we have to determine if you are competent. You should know that there are only two ways the interview can end.”

I nodded along, like I was following what he was saying, so he continued.

“You will either pass, and end up joining One Direction, or you will turn out like most to be defective, and will end up in a shallow grave. How far you make it in the gang is up to you.” The Keeper emphasized ‘defective’ when he spoke.

“I understand.”

“I hope so. It is a waste of my time when my people keep bringing in so many rejects and losers to be tested.”

He then pointed to the wolfkin. “Malcom here, will get you settled in. He’ll explain the rules, which are pretty simple, and then will find you a bunk. Just remember that we are a family here.” He smiled rather cruelly, “We help each other out, like family. But just like if you fail your family, we will know.”

I couldn’t help but see the irony of his last statement, but I tried to keep the grimace from showing on my face. I wasn’t really sure how successful I was at it, but a moment later, Malcom was leading me away from the Keeper.

Once we got back past the short hallway, he pointed back the way we had come. “Never try to see the boss without an invitation. He is the top man in Yonderton—for now.”

Something belligerent rose up within me and I just couldn’t resist. “What about the Sheriff? I thought he was the one who ran Yonderton.”

The wolfkin barked out a laugh. “Don’t you worry about the Sheriff one bit—he is being taken care of. Soon, everyone here will give One Direction the proper respect we deserve, and we can move out into the open.” He shook his head, still grinning. “For now, here are the rest of the rules.”

He pointed over at the metal door. “Don’t even think about touching that door. It’s enchanted, and could kill you. And no, you don’t need to worry about what is back there. That is gang business, and as of right now, you are on probation.”

I nodded and the wolfkin snorted.

“I’ll show you to your bunk. Stay out of the way of those above you, do what they say, and prove you bring something to the table. We expect you to be loyal, but we also don’t expect you just to roll over. If someone tries to take something of yours, then you have to show them what you are made of. The goddess certainly got one thing right—spoils are for the strong.”

I didn’t see much point in asking any more questions now, so I followed him through the large chamber and down a side tunnel to a barracks style room. There, he pointed out several crappy little beds that I’d barely fit on. The room was cold and lit by torches.

There were three other cowkin and a foxkin in the room already, but only four beds. He told me that the pruning began now. This was the room for probationary members, and I would stay here until I got called to go out on a mission.

The other four all eyed me when Malcom left. They were worried about which bed I was gonna try to take. Since I wasn’t tired yet, I didn’t feel like making an issue of it. I simply sat down in the middle of the room and began to meditate. I needed to convert the Pain mana I had absorbed into ki, and I might as well work on my cultivation while I had some down time. We were told we could expect to be called on a mission at any time.

Just because I didn’t immediately launch into any of the others didn’t mean I was an idiot. I still extended my senses outward, focusing on hearing and touch. If anyone made a move at me, I’d have plenty of forewarning.

I sat there for what felt like half a dozen hours until, one by one, the others were called out on missions. I didn’t get a mission that night, but when only one of the cowkin and the foxkin returned, I got a bunk by default. I settled into this boring routine, though I started getting impatient after I’d been there more than twenty-four hours without being asked to do anything.

I was called for food a couple of times, and noted they had a number of women serving the food. I was told they were gang members, too, and that anyone who tried to touch them without permission would end up with either his hand or his dick lying in a pool of blood on the floor—depending on how generous they were feeling. A second attempt meant expulsion, which as a probie, of course, meant death. I chuckled to myself as I thought about how egalitarian they were for a criminal gang that kidnapped girls, murdered, extorted, dealt drugs, and such.

Finally, on my second day underground, I got sent out to do a job. It turned out mostly to be standing around in the dark and keeping watch while crates of merchandise were taken from a shop. The others laughed how the Sheriff never did anything to stop them at night. Inside, I bristled, but on the outside I guffawed as much as the others.

They had a good point, though I wasn’t happy about it. We had been doing almost exclusively daytime patrols. The general consensus from my deputies was that this was the best way to keep me alive. And while I appreciated that sentiment, we weren’t doing our jobs.

More than that, I realized, I wasn’t just a police officer. I was supposed to be the de facto ruler of Yonderton—in Sativa’s name. There was no mayor or city council to pass the buck to. It stopped with me. Any problems like this were squarely on me to solve. Once we got past this hiccup, I swore, things were going to change.

I still had one more deputy slot and two more clerk spots to fill. If Mursha didn’t want to join the team, so be it. But we needed to fill the empty slots and take a more proactive approach. Heck, I needed to complete more quests and earn more deputy slots. I still wasn’t sure about dealing with the gang’s mages, but the truth was that I was now more than a match for any of them physically.

If nothing else, going undercover riled me up. This initial job, however, ended up being nothing. I ended up back in the underground lair without a way to vent my growing frustration. It sounded lame to call it a lair, but I couldn’t think of a better term for it.

The next morning, my frustration only grew. There was only so much meditation and cultivation I could do. I had started to develop a sense for the coming and going of the gang members. It was a bit erratic, but they slept away much of the day and were awake from midafternoon until shortly after the sun rose at roughly six in the morning.

For the most part, they were a rambunctious bunch—or at least the newcomers were. There was a silent divide between the noobs and the more established members. They weren’t above drinking, and more than one couple had a tumble in the common room without a thought about who might be watching, but they had an air of power which far surpassed the local recruits.

The one thing I couldn’t determine, was whether or not  Lina and the others were being kept behind the metal door. If I had been certain about that, I would have sent out the call to my deputies and we would simply launch an attack while most of them were sleeping. But my fear was that they were being kept in a different spot altogether. The only talk I heard about the iron door, was that they were keeping kidnapped girls there until they were going to be picked up by someone called the Caravanner. 

I recognized the name from my quest. A part of me thought that this was just where the regular kidnap victims were kept, but so far I hadn’t seen anyone being brought either in or out. It just seemed too easy that they would be kept here, so I followed my instincts and kept searching for more definitive information. The problem was that patience had never been my strong suit. I decided that if I didn’t get a break, then the next day I would start working on making my own.



Chapter 31 - Betrayal?

 

The next day, there was some activity around the middle of the afternoon. A couple of fights had broken out earlier and now two of the members were all banged up. Malcom, the wolfkin, came down and started to take the other cowkin and the foxkin probationary members out for a mission, but I stood up and blocked the door.

“I’m tired of sitting around here. I’m stronger than either of these clowns, let me come with you on this job.”

“That isn’t the way it works here. You do what I say,” Malcom replied.

“Well maybe it should be the way it works,” I snapped. Then without any warning I turned and slammed my fist into the side of the other cowkin’s head. He crumpled and fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. I hoped I hadn’t hit him too hard, but had needed to be decisive.

The foxkin jumped back and pulled out a small blade, while Malcom shouted, “What the hell?”

That got everyone’s attention. The foxkin apparently felt like he needed to take me out, but unfortunately for him, the small quarters of our room weren’t in his favor. The fact that he had a blade was a bit disturbing, since my weapons had been taken from me, but I didn’t need them to block him.

He was quick, but compared to Josie, he might as well have been standing still. I blocked his strike by chopping my hand into his  wrist. He cried out in pain and the small blade flew from his hand, rattling across the floor. 

I heard people shouting, “A blade has been drawn!”

Others were saying, “Blood must answer.”

Tensions rose when I threw the foxkin out into the larger room. If I was going to have to fight him, then I decided I might as well put on a show. He was nimble enough, that he rolled right back up to his feet when he hit the wooden floor. A ring started to form around us, some people chanting “Blood must answer!,” while the rest started making bets.

I’ll give the foxkin credit. I hadn’t even bothered to learn his name, but he had guts. He came at me with a series of rapid punches. Even blows to my gut simply didn’t hurt. I estimated his Strength to be around forty; my Durability, along with my ki enhanced skin and flesh, was simply too tough for him.

At first, I’d worried that I needed to show some vulnerabilities, but I was tired of waiting for something to happen, so I just let him hit me while I laughed. When he paused to catch his breath, I snapped out a front kick that sent him flying. He crashed into a wolfkin and another cowkin who were full members. They combined to throw him back into the ring.

Malcom took control of the crowd and started acting like he was a fight announcer, narrating the action. I assumed he must have some talent with sound or air magic, because his voice easily rose above all the other noise.

“Two of the probies have taken it on themselves to entertain us, it seems. You all know the rules. Probies who fight, have to fight to the death. Place your bets, and we’ll see which one gets to keep trying to join the gang, and which one gets a shallow grave.”

I swallowed when I heard that. First, I’d had to break a man’s leg, and now I was going to have to kill a guy. Honestly, before coming to Olimero, this might have been too much for me. Even undercover cops weren’t allowed to kill innocents. Hell, breaking that guy’s leg a couple days ago would most likely have lost me my job back on Earth and resulted in criminal prosecution from most of the District’s Attorneys that I knew.

Olimero was a harsher world, and I was more than just a lawman here. I hardened my heart to this situation with the knowledge that this foxkin was a criminal who was trying to kill me, so he was hardly innocent. In the back of my mind, a part of me started to wonder just how far I would have to descend to their level to find Lina.

This time, when the foxkin came in, I caught his arm. My sudden burst of speed shocked him, and he stopped, flat footed. I yanked him forward, driving my knee into his gut. I needed to make this look good for the crowd, if I was going to keep building my rep as a bruiser. I needed them to let me into the gang so that I could find the girls.

I stooped and picked his doubled over body up, holding it at arm’s length above my head, before slamming him back down with enough force to crack the wooden floor’s planks. I lifted a foot and stomped once and then again on his skull while he was lying there stunned.

“Wow, we haven’t seen one that fast or that brutal for a while. James is an up and comer. If he keeps this up, he’ll be part of the gang in record time.”

There was some cheering. A few guys bumped my fist or slapped me on the back. A couple of women gave me the once over. I had never really felt like a piece of meat before, but at that moment—at least to those women—I think that’s exactly what I was. I noticed that the Keeper had been watching from the back doorway. As soon as the fight was over, he signaled for Malcom and then things got quiet.

I found a mug of ale shoved into my hand and, pretty soon, I was sitting on one of the couches with a cute little monkeykin girl snuggled into my lap. She was starting to get rather handsy, and I realized this might not turn out for the best. Normally, I would assume it was nothing more than making out, but I’d already seen more than one couple just start going at it in the common room. It made sense in a way—Olimerans were far more open about sexuality than Earthlings.

The girl on my lap was becoming more and more insistent. Her hand had actually wormed its way into my pants. I was beginning to worry about how far I would have to take this. For whatever reason, cheating on my wives and other women, seemed much more of a betrayal than I could handle. I had just killed a man—one who might or might not have been redeemable—but this line was one I didn’t know if I could cross.

Then again, if I didn’t act appropriately, what would happen? After all, what unattached guy turns down attention from an attractive woman? I began racking my brain for options.

At first, I was going to say that I was only into other cowkin, but didn’t know how that would go over. Orcs were the most insular of the races, and even they took mates—and most certainly weren’t above casual relationships—outside their race. I didn’t think that one would work.

From what I had seen, your typical gang member didn’t exactly have discerning tastes. The next thought I’d had, was to come up with a way to insult her, but she seemed really hot-to-trot—and that was without me giving her any encouragement. I didn’t know how rough I’d have to be to turn her off, and who knows, she might be into that sort of thing. She did get turned on by watching me crush a guy’s skull, after all.

Luckily, I was saved from having to decide, just as she started to pull her top up. I must not have been reacting quickly enough for her. But Malcom called out, “James, I’ve got a special job for you. You can play with your girlfriend later.”

His second comment brought a high-pitched giggle from the amorous monkeykin.

I stood up and she fell off my lap. I simply reached down and set my mug of beer on her head, where she sat on the floor. “Hold my beer, darlin.’ I’ve got man work to do.”

I cringed at the line, but hey, it was about the level of dialogue I’d heard around here. Hopefully, it didn’t rub off on me too much—I could just imagine how Josie or Rava might respond to something like that. I hurried to follow Malcom up the stairs, where I was given my spear and belt knife. Then, we headed out.

“What’s the job?”

“You ask a lot of questions for the muscle, but the boss specifically wanted you for this job. He must have been impressed with your fight, because he said that if this works out, then you will be admitted to the gang.” Malcom shook his head. “Never seen anyone admitted faster than a week, but hey… that’s why he’s the boss. And I do have to admit, you have some style. The sound that probie’s head made when you squished it under your heel was epic,” Malcom replied.

Of course, I noticed he still hadn’t answered my question. But I didn’t want to push my luck, so I just followed him. We walked through town, and I was surprised to see that people clearly knew who Malcom was. Business owners shut their doors when he walked by, and mothers snatched up their children and scurried away.

When we came up on a business I recognized, Malcom stopped me and said, “This tailor refused to pay his protection dues. One Direction needs to get our revenue from somewhere, and if he won’t pay the taxes in silver, then he will have to pay in another way.”

Channeling my best impression of a wise guy, I asked, “You want that I should rough him up a bit?”

Malcom stared at me for a minute before saying, “No, things have gone beyond that. The boss said that we have to make an example of the tailor. He either pays today, or we are taking his daughter to pay his dues.”

My stomach sank. This felt personal, and I almost panicked for a moment. They must know who I was. How, I had no idea, but why else would they bring me to the shop of one of the few residents of Yonderton I had personally interacted with?

I looked up with a frown at the tailor shop in front of us. In the window, there were handsewn dolls of deputies JoJo and Daria, as well as dolls of clerk Lina, and even one of clerk Mursha. There was also a boy doll that was supposed to be me, I guess.

They were displayed proudly in the window, and from inside the shop, I could hear the sounds of the tailor’s daughter playing. Josie and I had saved the poor girl from this fate once before. Now, I was being asked to put her through it, all over again. Even if I managed to save her a second time, the trauma she would experience would be terrible.

It’s easy to say you will do anything for the ones you love, until anything becomes something so vile that you don’t know if you can still look at yourself in the mirror. Malcom, didn’t wait any longer, striding confidently into the shop of the wolfkin tailor, Barrow. Sitting next to the worktable, was his small bunnykin daughter, Misty.

I telepathically called out to the deputies. “Breaking protocol—but I need emergency help at Barrow’s tailor shop. Now.”

No one responded, as we obviously wanted to keep communications as brief as possible. There was still the slim chance that this was just a coincidence, and that One Direction hadn’t figured out who I was. If so, I didn’t want to broadcast any more than absolutely necessary, in case An’kesh could pick up telepathic signals. At least from the startled emotions I sensed across our soul bond, I knew that both Josie and Rava had received my alert.

Barrow stood up and told Misty to go to the back and play with her siblings. The little girl seemed confused. If I was right, her older siblings helped perform work in the back. I had to remind myself that this was a different world and a family business, not a sweat shop. Ironically, it was also a business which I had invested in, and for which I remained a silent partner.

Malcom shook his head. “No, the girl should stay. We need your answer.”

“How many times do I have to tell you, I’m faithful to Sativa and a Sheriff’s man. I’m not gonna pay protection money to you,” Barrow replied.

The two wolfkin were of like size, but Malcom oozed a sense of danger that Barrow couldn’t match. The two bared their teeth and both let out a low growl. Barrow moved to interpose himself between Misty and us.

Without breaking eye contact with Barrow, Malcom said, “James? You know what to do.”

None of the deputies had arrived yet, so I had to stall somehow. I thought of the bull in the China shop and figured maybe a cowkin in a tailor’s shop could work as well. I swung my arm wide as I bellowed, smashing one of the display racks.

“You heard the man. You obviously need protection. You don’t want this happening to your shop, do you?”

Then I started stomping around and making a terrible mess of the place. I broke the glass windows, ripped up the dolls, and smashed holes in the walls, trying to make my act look believable.

“What the hell are you doing?” Malcom growled, but I just ignored him and kept at it.

I made large, deliberate motions and then charged right up to Barrow to bellow in his face. In general, I tried to act like the biggest, most overbearing jock asshole I could imagine—all to buy time.

I sensed Josie getting close. Once I knew she was almost there, I bellowed out, “You want more of this? You should be paying the man, or you ain’t gonna end up with anything.”

A second later a gust of wind burst the front door open off of its one hinge. I’d have to say something to Daria later, because the door almost clipped Barrow. I had to act really fast and make it look like I was picking him up by his shirt and shaking him. I hated that Misty was crying and my enhanced hearing could pick up more sniffles and sobs from the back of the shop.

Josie was through the door first, but Daria was right behind her. She yelled, “Put him down!”

Malcom, for all of his prior malevolent intensity, clearly shit his breeches when Josie hurled a ball of fire into his chest. It had to have hurt, though it didn’t kill him. I swear I could smell the load in his pants getting cooked.

I swung my spear out wide, like I was trying to catch both the deputies in one swing. With my back to Malcom, who was mostly caught up in trying to put the fire burning his shirt out, I took the chance to wink at them. I only hoped they got the message.

I began twirling my spear in my hands like a vertical helicopter blade, pushing them back. Josie darted down low, while Daria leaped high. I knew they were pulling their blows—but only a little, so as to make this still look real. I had to boost my speed with ki some, just to be able to stay even with both of them. We danced back and forth, trying to put on what was hopefully a good show for Malcom before Josie shouted that she’d scorch me to ashes where I stood.

The snarling ferocity in her voice was rather intimidating—despite the fact that through our soul bond I knew she was simply trying to play along. I taunted them, calling the deputies ‘the Sheriff’s bitches’ and Daria thrust her spear past my guard into my thigh. It didn’t penetrate very far as she withdrew it, but she still shouted back at my jab, “If only!”

She spread her wings, pushing Josie out of the way to engage me. She started going much harder and, for a moment, I thought she was expressing how pissed she was at me for continuing to put her off—but then I realized what was going on. She’d maneuvered me so that my back was to Barrow and Misty, which allowed them to escape into the back.

This also allowed Josie to charge Malcom. The wolfkin might be singed, but he wasn’t ready to give up. He pulled out a mace and struck at the oncoming foxkin. He might as well have been swinging in slow motion, for as close as he got to her.

She slashed him across that arm, causing the wolfkin to drop his mace, and then flicked her blade out across his thigh, dropping him to one knee. She pressed the attack, smashing the pommel of her sword into his face, one, twice, three times. The first time, she broke his nose, the next one sent teeth flying, and the final blow knocked him to the ground.

“Where’d you take them?” Josie snarled.

Malcolm whimpered. All the toughness I had seen in him before evaporated before a real warrior. I had to make the fight with Daria look good, so I could only occasionally glance at him, but Josie was really doing a number on him. She cut or scorched him every time he failed to answer her questions.

Through all this, I could feel her frustration across the bond. It was obvious that he didn’t know where Lina and the others had been taken too. He only knew that it wasn’t in one of their normal hideouts. He didn’t even have any idea why that would be, but swore that the only prisoners in the main headquarters were girls who were being shipped back east.

Once I felt that we had gotten all the information we could from him, I rushed Daria, taking a spear thrust to my bicep. Once again, I hardened my body with ki, and her spear’s tip barely broke through the skin. What the wound did do, was bleed a lot—which was perfect for making things look worse than it was. With a roar, I grabbed the hawkkin in my massive hands and tossed her into the far wall.

The same thing happened when I bull rushed Josie. One of her blades sliced my forehead right below my horn. That always makes for a messy wound. She stepped back, tripping over the ruins of the worktable, as I slammed into her.

I must have looked truly gruesome after bowling both deputies over. I picked Malcom up off the floor and raced out of the building. There was no point in looking back, because I already knew the girls were going to chase us, but ultimately make it look like they had lost us. I ran a bit faster than a cowkin might be capable of, but I wanted to put on a good show—just in case I was wrong, and they hadn’t yet figured out who I was.

A part of me didn’t want to go back to the lair, but it was the only place I knew of that I could get information about where they might be holding Lina. Malcom might not know, but he was only middle management—at best. If anyone knew, besides An’kesh, I was sure that it would be the Keeper.

I’d just have to figure out a way to get closer to him.



Chapter 32 - The Curtain Pulled Back

 

When we got back to the lair, I had bled not only over my face and chest, but also onto Malcom. Combined with his own blood, he looked more than half dead. I followed the protocols I’d been taught, and went to an empty building next door to the tavern, and pulled on a rope hidden behind a loose panel in the wall. Supposedly, it rang a bell down in the lair that would alert them to the fact that some gang members were too injured to get in on their own, or coming in hot and unable to come in through the tavern entrance.

I will say that, at least for this part, they were quite efficient. Two orcs and three of the local members were there in less than two minutes. They took Malcom from me, lowering him onto a stretcher that two wolfkin picked up, and offered to let me lean on one of the other cowkin.

Of course, I refused any help. My wounds weren’t all that bad, and I was still trying to put on the strong man display. It wouldn’t help the rep I was building, to come back into the lair leaning on another.

The orcs led us into the back of the tavern through a kitchen entrance, after checking to make sure that the coast was clear. I will give credit where credit is due, as one of the orcs even bothered looking up to make sure no eyes watched from above. I wasn’t sure if he could have picked out Daria up in the night sky, but at least he was enough of a professional to consider that the enemy could be spying from the air. It was a logical consideration, in a world that had both hawkkin and air mages.

Soon, we were back downstairs—though once again, they took my weapons before allowing me back into the lair. Malcom mumbled through his shattered mouth about how I had saved him and all that, but they still followed the rules. I grumbled about having proven my loyalty, but surrendered both my spear and belt knife without further complaint.

Inside, things were tense. When they saw Malcom, a number of the locals came rushing over worried about him. They didn’t yet have the hardened shells of those that I took to be members of One Direction from the east.

A few got angry with me, accusing me of hurting Malcom, but the man at least had enough integrity to credit me with saving him. In a way, I had. Josie could easily have taken him apart if I hadn’t stepped in.

He was able to get to his personal stock and drank two healing potions before offering one to me. He apologized that he didn’t have more, but promised to make it up to me. I shrugged his offer off, because even that one potion was enough to heal my messy but minor wounds—especially after I started condensing the healing mana from the potion in my core to enrich it.

I really hoped for a shower, to get the grime and encrusted blood off of me, but I was made to wait while Malcom went to meet with the Keeper. A bunch of the gang, all local members, started to circle around me. They had a dozen questions about our fight against the deputies. Daria wasn’t very well known yet, but all the locals had heard stories about Josie’s swordsmanship and skill as a Fire mage.

It seemed that not only surviving against her, but escaping with Malcom, had made me a bit of a hero with them. I played up their attention, even as it turned my stomach. These scum weren’t worthy of licking the mud from the sole of Josie’s boots.

After a few minutes, the Keeper came out, followed by Malcom. A quiet hush fell over the room, and I started spinning up my core. If this had all been a big test, then they might pull the curtain back now. If they didn’t know who I was, then things could still go bad. On the one hand, I had rescued a mid-level boss and fought off two of the town’s deputies—at least as far as Malcom knew. But on the other hand, we had failed our mission. We hadn’t collected any protection money from Barrow, and we hadn’t brought back Misty, either.

Criminal organizations on Earth were not known for being forgiving—I had to assume the same held here. Assuming my cover was still secure, it was really a question of whether my fighting prowess and the potential benefits that brought to the gang outweighed my failure.

“Tonight, you get to see why we urge all of you to train with our old guard.” The Keeper’s words rang out in the hall. “This isn’t a game, and while Yonderton is the ass end of the world, its deputies are not to be trifled with.”

The rabbitkin paused, studying the hushed crowd. “You all saw James’s fight earlier, so you know how tough he is. But he continues to impress me, not only stopping two deputies, but also in managing to save Malcom’s sorry hide.”

A cheer rang out from the locals.

“For that, he will be elevated to a full member of One Direction,” the Keeper declared. “Glory to the directors!”

Another cheer broke out and drinks were shoved at me. I saw the monkeykin girl from earlier eyeing me with a positively feral hungry look in her eyes. I guess the better things got for me, the more she saw me as her meal ticket. Those kinds of girls existed on Earth, too, and while they could be fun for a night, they were not the type that I had ever wanted in my life.

That was even less so the case, now, since I had the first truly meaningful relationships of my life with not one, but three amazing women. The irony was, that I had struggled to keep a girlfriend for longer than a few months back on Earth, but now I had several wives, with more likely soon to come.

After a few obligatory beers, I was finally shown the showers. And by showers, I mean a back room where there was a large barrel of cold water with a smaller bucket and a rag with which to clean myself up. At least they had provided some soap, but clearly the lower ranks of the gang were not living the high life.

Not that I had expected that to be the case. At least I had managed not to sit down while drinking my beers. I figured it would be better if I didn’t give that monkey girl any chances to use me as her personal jungle gym.

Even with the water being rather cold, it felt great to scrape the grime off myself. The body cultivation I had done helped, as I could make my body fairly resistant to minor differences in temperature. It wasn’t like I could become immune to fire or ice, but anything short of magical attacks or outright sticking my hand into an open flame, and I would be okay.

I set my bloody clothes off to one side, glad that I had brought along a backpack with at least one change of clothing. The relief I felt at the grime coming off me caused me to lose track of myself for a moment. It was a bit of a rookie mistake, but I blame it on the way I had begun to count on my ability to expand my sense of touch out in a field away from my body.

That sensitivity was amazing. In many ways, it was superior to any other senses I possessed, but apparently scrubbing myself with soap was enough of a distraction that I hadn’t noticed a very naked monkey girl slip into the room—not until she was pressed up against me, that is.

I spun around and only barely managed to keep from taking her head off. My hand flew scant inches over her head and cracked the thick oak panel that made up the wall of the bathroom.

She pressed in against me even more and moaned lustily, “so big and strong... I wonder what else you can do with that strength.”

I looked around, making sure no one was here. Hopefully, I could get away with refusing her. I placed my hands against her shoulders, careful not to let them slip down to her ample breasts, which were both fully exposed and rather sudsy, after pressing herself up against my chest. I’d love to say that little Rob was as faithful as I was, but he was—as one might expect with a busty, nubile woman rubbing herself bodily against me—a vile traitor.

The monkey girl immediately noticed this, and slipped a hand around my rapidly engorging cock, or as much of it as she could. Little Rob might be a bit shorter than he was in my human form, but cowkin little Rob definitely won out in the girth competition.

“Oooh!” she murmured, “So thick... I wonder if I can even fit it all inside me. You’re gonna split me wide open, boss man.”

“I’m not a boss,” I ground out, “and it isn’t that I don’t appreciate the offer, but I need some time to clear my head.”

She trailed a finger across little Rob’s helmet, wiping up a bit of precum and sucking on her finger for a second before saying, “Nope, that’s my job. Malcom was very clear that you saved his life, and he sent me in here to reward you.” She bounced her eyebrows at me. “A girls gotta follow orders, you know.”

“No, I don’t know. You’re a lovely girl…”

She snorted. “Lovely girl, is it? Don’t think I’ve ever been called that. At least not since my Da did so, back when I was a wee babe still hanging by my tail in the trees.” She snorted, holding up her heavy breasts. “Usually, the guys I’m around tend to describe me in other ways.”

“Just trying to be polite,” I replied with a sigh. I tried to convey the idea that I was very tired. “But I’m not up for this now.”

“Not ‘up’ for this?” She chuckled. “I think we can both see that’s a lie. But Malcom did say you fought off two deputies. That must take an awful lot out of a man. You don’t have to do a thing. Just lay back and let me ride you till you don’t know which end is up. I know you just wanna show me how you can split my lovely girl parts. Don’t you?” She trailed a hand down my chest. “Come on, you can admit it.”

I tried to push her back, but my arms suddenly felt heavy. It was like I was half-asleep. I heard a voice in the back of my head whisper, “what’s wrong with this? Spoils are for the strong. Your women have said you can take anyone you want.”

Threads of truth were woven into that haunting voice. Yet something felt off about it. I knew that my wives had said that I could have other women—that was the way of things on Olimero—but I aimed to treat them better. I wanted real relationships, not just a quick pump and dump. But for some reason, it was impossible for me to clear my head. I was having trouble reasoning it all through.

I heard her whisper as she ground herself against my thigh, hands stroking my suds-slicked shaft. “If your too tired, you can just stand there. I don’t mind.”

I felt her drop to her knees. Both her hands took my fullness into them, and I felt a splash of cold water rinse not-so-little Rob off, before I felt the warmth of her tongue caress my tip. The heat of her mouth was a stark contrast to the cold water.

The voice in the back of my head hissed, “Take her. Fuck her mouth. Show her you own her. Show her what you’re made of.”

It was one push too far. An’kesh never could leave well enough alone. I recognized his subtle threads of Mind mana pressing down against my psyche. I pulled those threads into my core and began to spin it up.

As I sucked it into my core, the Mind mana’s hold over me weakened, even as I converted it to ki to augment my brain meridian. This was my body, and I would use it the way I wanted. I stepped back and pushed the girl away.

She looked up at me, her eyes vacant. An’kesh had to be to blame for this. Then I heard his voice speak out of her mouth. “If there was any doubt before, there can be none now. You are truly pathetic. I don’t know what it is the directors see in you, but what is the point in having strength, if you don’t know how to enjoy it?”

I reached into my pack and pulled out some skivvies. I held the waistband open as I thrust first one still wet leg through, followed by the other, before pulling them up. Fighting in the buff was not my idea of fun.

At the same time, I called out telepathically. I felt my call hit a wall and was unable to reach any of my deputies. Some of my urgency slipped across the soul bond, though, as his defenses didn’t seem capable of dealing with that.

“Tsk, tsk, and here I’ve taken all this time to set up such a wonderful little game for you. You can’t go calling for help, just when things are about to get fun.”

His voice continued to stream from the monkey girl’s lips. “You will be on the caravan tomorrow, one way or another. If push comes to shove, you can do so as a comatose vegetable—since it apparently is your body that they want the most. They need to study it, or dump it in a river, or have little maidens bouncing up and down on you.”

The monkey girl sighed. “I really don’t know why, but your mind—though desirable—is only a secondary consideration.”

I responded via telepathy to An’kesh, even as I continued to get dressed. “Show yourself.”

“Where would the fun be in that? Come find me. Show me what a great hunter the vaunted Sheriff is.”

I still felt sluggish, but the faster I spun my core the quicker my head began to clear. The mind mage had to have known all along, and everything had been just a series of tests to see if he could corrupt me.

“No, not at all. We didn’t know ‘all along’.” I got the sense he made the mental equivalent of a shrug. “We did suspect that you would try to infiltrate us. That alchemist of yours is a naughty but brilliant girl, figuring out how to make a person-to-person transformation potion. And it seems to be capable of lasting for days—I would have noticed if you had taken another dose. No, that potion is going to be worth a great deal, although I’m not sure your little elf will enjoy meeting up with some of her former comrades.”

He chuckled in my mind. “As I understand things, she didn’t exactly leave on the best of terms.”

“None of that will matter after I rip your skull open,” I sent.

“Oh, you deluded little fool. This is so much bigger than me. I’m beginning to expect that even the directors don’t know exactly what you are.”

Monkey girl rolled her eyes, his voice coming once more from her lips. “The way the Cult of the Raven got involved is most perplexing. There is more going on here than meets the eye, but soon enough we can have a nice, long talk about all that.”

The grin the girl gave me was unnatural. “Even if you don’t feel like talking, I can always hollow out your mind to gain all your secrets. Maybe I’ll even learn what that cute bunnygirl of yours prefers—I bet she’s a real beast in the sack.”

I knew he was baiting me, but even knowing that, it was working. It was impossible for me to control my emotions. Emotions are such intangible things. The trick wasn’t for me to control them, though. The trick, I suddenly realized, was for me to control my body’s reactions.

My body had dumped a bunch of chemicals and hormones into my bloodstream in response to those emotions. And while I might not be able to manipulate emotions—like a certain cute little catgirl, who was long overdue for a rather pointed conversation—I could control how my body reacted.

That was what it meant to be a body cultivator. It was more than simply tougher skin, harder punches, and impossible strength. It was more, even, than expanded senses and directing my ki out beyond me as a second, protective layer. No, it was about learning to control all the minutia of my body that normally ran on autopilot.

I forced my heartrate to slow down and counteracted the hormones which had been dumped into my system. Step by step, I brought myself under control so that by the time I reached the common room, I was wearing clean pants over my wet skivvies, and my quickly tossed on boots.

I looked around and found the room empty. There wasn’t so much as a single soul in here. But how could that be possible?

Maybe my eyes were being made to deceive me. Sight, after all, was little more than interpretations of light waves by a bunch of optic nerves, which sent the appropriate signals to my brain. It wasn’t that hard to imagine that An’kesh’s Mind mana could tamper with that. What I didn’t think he would expect, was the way I could expand my sense of touch.

I poured ki into my extrasensory perception, reaching out beyond myself. Good thing I did, too, as I barely managed to step aside in time to avoid a heavy club swinging for my head. I ducked and felt it whistle over me and briefly saw an orc warrior.

He must have been trying to subdue me, having traded in his sword or axe for a club. I could tell the proud warrior didn’t like the idea, but he was following orders. Well, I’d just have to relieve him of those orders.

A grim smile crossed my lips. This was going to be fun. I could finally cut loose and see just what I was capable of.



Chapter 33 - Body over Mind

 

I pushed out my senses, focusing primarily on my sense of touch. Sure enough, the room had at least four other people in it. It’s hard to explain what it is like, feeling another’s presence all the way across the room. It is akin to grappling inside a giant ball pit—where the movements of everyone else in the room send ripples across the connected balls.

It took a second for me to adjust my responses, but ultimately, it was far more accurate than the ball pit analogy might indicate. As I began to pick up indications of their every motion, as they were coming at me, I ducked and side-stepped to avoid their strikes.

At first, I didn’t try to counterstrike. I tried to make it all seem like dumb luck, but eventually An’kesh called out from wherever it was he was hiding, “How are you doing that?”

I shrugged after sidestepping a thrust from what I assumed was a quarter staff and chuckled. “Guess I’m just lucky.”

This entire game bought me time to refine this expanded sensory perception. It became sharp enough for me to tell that the four warriors who were trying to corral me into a corner and batter me, were all orcs. I was even able to make out the shape of their tusks. It actually became almost creepy. It almost felt like my skin was rubbing up against them—all four of them… all over them—all at the same time.

Better still, whatever An’kesh was doing to block my hearing and vision was starting to crack; I would occasionally catch a glimpse of one of the orc warriors, or I would catch part of a grunt. An’kesh still hid from me, but I figured that it was only a matter of time. If there was one thing I had learned about my so-called nemesis, though, it was his overweening arrogance. He loved to hear the sound of his own voice.

That gave me an idea. He was letting me hear his voice but was blocking out other sounds. But sounds were vibrations in the air, so if I pushed my sense of touch far enough then I should actually be able to feel sound. Using that technique, it should be easy for me to track them back to where he was. Apparently, though, he got tired of watching me avoid his orcs.

When his tone changed, I quickly took stock of what mana byproducts I had stored up. I was fully charged with ki. I didn’t have any of my potions or weapons, but as a body cultivator, my body was my first and best weapon. I would take advantage of the byproducts left over from the mana I had refined.

I was stocked up with plenty of Gravity mana byproducts. The way it allowed me to distort time—or at least my perception of time—was the ace up my sleeve. But I also had stored up some by-products from both Air and Fire mana, from when I’d fought the girls. Then, there was the Mind mana that I continued to absorb from An’kesh to weaken his hold on me.

Fire mana byproducts gave me a heat aura. There was no time to experiment with it now, but I was pretty sure that it would eventually become an aura of fire. I had no idea what the Air or Mind mana byproducts might give me, but figured it would be something that enhanced my body. That was the general trend, with all these different types of mana byproducts.

“Enough of this,” An’kesh shouted. “You will all be bound and beaten for a year, if you can’t capture him when I’ve blinded him.”

I smiled. I could feel the vibrations of the elf’s scream in the air. Now, I was almost certain he was in the far corner of the room—though I unfortunately couldn’t do anything about that right now. The four orcs were closing in on me. One of them dropped his weapon and lunged at me with his arms wide open. I pushed the slightest amount of Gravity mana byproducts into my mind meridian, and enjoyed how the closing orc seemed to be moving in slow motion.

Closing my eyes, I focused on what I felt. Ducking under his outstretched arms, I grabbed him by the wrist and slid my foot forward to trip him as I flipped him. The orc landed flat on his back; air knocked out of him. Rather than stomping his head, because orc durability was the highest of all the races, I grabbed each of his arms in my ki-enhanced grip. Then using my incredible strength, I swung him around by the hold I had on his wrists.

The orc easily weighed more than two hundred and twenty pounds, which made him into an excellent club. I let go of his arms, as he smashed into another orc, the one with a mace. Then, I rushed the one who wielded the staff. I ducked under his frantic swing and drove my shoulder into his gut, while wrenching the staff away from him as I spun off to the side. I’d moved just in time to avoid the fourth orc’s swing, his massive war hammer whistling past my shoulder, missing me by inches.

They were definitely getting serious.

I looked at the staff in my hands. Now that the orc wasn’t holding it, I was able to see it. This was definitely not my weapon of choice and there was no reason to keep up the ruse. I didn’t bother changing back into my own form, because I didn’t know how long the transformation might take, and I couldn’t afford to be distracted in the middle of a battle.

What I did do, was to snap the staff in two over my thigh, creating two fighting sticks. This was a weapon I was more familiar with. Then, I went to town.

All that practice against the fighting dummies and training against Josie was paying off. These orcs were skilled, but nothing like Lucas. And they still seemed to think they were going to capture me alive. I dodged another blow and then stepped inside the orc’s guard, using one stick to break my foe’s elbow. His arm dropped and I hit him upside the head, knocking him out. I took a blow to my back but managed to stay on my feet.

That was when An’kesh must have decided that fighting four invisible opponents was too easy and he decided to play dirty. Pain smashed into my brain like a railroad spike was being driven through my skull. This wasn’t a subtle attempt to put me to sleep; his attack had a brain melting intensity to it.

I fell to my knees before I even realized what was happening. The two conscious orcs piled on top of me, trying to hold me down. I would have been strong enough to throw them off with my ki enhanced strength, but I needed to focus in order to do so. My entire world had devolved into a single, bright white flare of pain, and I couldn’t think.

“You should have just come with me,” An’kesh said. “You may not be able to keep from drooling by the time I’m done with you, but you’ve left me little choice.”

It was all or nothing here. Time distortion wasn’t going to help me avoid this blanket of pain he’d laid over me. We’d had this battle of wills before. My brain was part of my body, and I could beat away his control of it, but the two orcs pounding on me made it impossible to focus. The combination of physical pain, as An’kesh’s Mind mana attacked me, was overwhelming.

I burrowed into myself and tried to spin my core ever faster. As my ki levels rose, I pushed more and more into my brain meridian. I simply accepted the meaty fists which were pommeling me now. They were the lesser threat.

Power swelled in my core as I drained the elf’s Mind mana, absorbing it even as I pushed the ki I cultivated from it to strengthen my mind meridian. It was slow and painful, but I was winning. It was taking too long, though.

I couldn’t call out for help telepathically, because there was a wall cutting me off from my contacts. I had to hope that Josie and Rava would feel a portion of the pain I was experiencing now, and know it was time to attack. That said, the odds that I would be right in the head by the time that happened, were getting slimmer by the moment.

My channels were starting to get clogged with the byproducts of cultivated Mind mana. It caused the flow of my ki to become more sluggish. Then, it was like the pieces all fell into place. I had already figured out that my ‘mind’—what An’kesh attacked with his mana—was at least tied somehow to my brain. And my brain was just an organ in my body.

And I was the supreme master of my own body.

That was what Mind mana byproducts were for. I tugged at these Mind mana byproducts and, piece by piece, built a protective wall around my psyche. I don’t know if one’s mind is a combination of one’s brain and one’s soul. But I didn’t really care, because after a few seconds, the pressure of blinding pain piercing my skull started to lessen.

It was working. As long as I had Mind mana byproducts to work with, I would be able to secure my mind from his attacks. My mental wall grew stronger, brick by brick, and I heard An’kesh screech in frustration.

When I opened my eyes, they were nearly swollen shut from the blows I had taken, but I could still sense the orcs. I could hear, and more importantly, I could still feel everything around me. My mind was my own once again.

I pushed with my ki, forming that protective second skin around myself, and the blows started to feel more distant. All of this happened over only a handful of seconds, but it felt like an eternity that I was on the receiving end of such punishment.

I caught the next fist in my hand that smashed down towards my face. My ki enhanced Strength was more than double the orc’s, and even with his impressive Durability, I easily crushed the bones in his hand.

I swung my leg out to the side, sweeping the other orc from his feet. Unfortunately, the delay had been long enough that one of the orcs I had previously knocked out, was starting to get up. I didn’t hesitate, though. I rushed forward to punch him in the gut. I drove the blow from the foundation of my wide-spread legs up through my hips and put everything I had into it. I felt one of the bones in my little finger break. Lovely, I grunted, a boxer’s fracture, but that was nothing compared how my fist dug into his abdomen.

The six pack of muscles which almost all orc warriors seemed to possess rippled as my fist drove his chainmail through his skin. He projectile vomited bile and blood, so I know I’d ruptured something important inside him, but I was moving so fast that I spun around the slow-moving mass of spew. I slowed time to my perceptions with the Gravity mana byproduct, while pumping Fire mana byproducts to my skin.

I grew uncomfortably warm. There wasn’t enough Fire mana byproducts in me to last long, but it was enough suddenly to cauterize the bleeding of all the tiny cuts on my body.

I was still moving a bit sluggishly, compared to what I knew I was capable of, and didn’t know if I would be able to beat the remaining two orcs. On a whim, I let loose and pushed the byproducts from Daria’s Air mana into my limbs. My body suddenly felt like... I won’t say I was flying, but it was like I was light as a feather. Moving around became so much easier. My superhuman Agility gave me the grace of an angel dancing on the head of a pin, and the speed this granted with my ki-enhanced Strength let me hit like a jackhammer.

My fists struck the orc in front of me three times before I spun mid-air and landed a kick to the side of the third orc’s head. I was going all out, and burning ki at a ridiculous rate, but if I didn’t end this quickly, I was gonna collapse. I snagged one of the fighting sticks, and my blows went from simply bone crushing, to deadly. If I’d had time to think about it, I might have been ashamed. These warriors were much more skilled than I was; I was only winning because of the advantages my cultivation gave me.

Then again, there is no such thing as a fair fight.

I got hit a couple of times, but thanks to the Air mana byproducts, I literally floated away, without taking much damage. It was like they were whacking at a balloon, and while it moved me, it didn’t really hurt. I finally ran out of Fire and Air mana byproducts, as I crushed the skull of the final orc.

My feet hit the ground with my full weight and a wave of exhaustion ran through me. I still had enough Mind mana byproducts to protect myself, but An’kesh hadn’t attacked me again. Even with my senses fully extended, I had somehow lost track of him. Moving around, high on Air mana byproducts, had disoriented me a bit.

I turned to where I had last seen him, and then felt two feet of steel get shoved through my belly. The blade was long and straight and looked to be much heavier than something the slender elf should be capable of wielding. I pumped as much Gravity mana byproduct as I could handle into my mind meridian to slow my perception to a crawl.

Sure enough, my initial impressions were  correct. I had been stabbed, and not with some little belt knife. More than six inches of steel stuck out my back, which didn’t include the length of steel that had violated my torso. As my extra time ticked away, I felt rather fortunate that the blow hadn’t nicked my spine, or I’d be in even bigger trouble. As it was, the thrust had nicked my stomach, a bit of intestine, and what I suspected was a kidney.

I was afraid to move at first, for fear of cutting myself wide open. I saw the triumph flash in An’kesh’s eyes. His words felt like they were coming in slow motion, as he slurred, “You’re such a brute. You made me dirty my hands, but I’m not completely helpless without my mana.”

I didn’t have the energy to trade barbs with him. One way or the other, this was going to end right now. I did the unthinkable as I focused my ki on trying to toughen my insides while at the same time coating my hands with the thickest second skin that I could manage. Then I grabbed the blade and started to pull it out of me.

Lines and runes on the blade glowed and I felt it cutting through my ki almost as quickly as I could reinforce it. Clearly, this was no ordinary blade, but I couldn’t stop now. At first, An’kesh sneered at my attempt to pull off his blade, but as I slowly pushed the blade out, his eyes widened.

He tried to twist the blade, and managed to cut my hands before I could adapt my ki, but he was much too weak, compared to me. It was like a toddler facing off against an Olympic athlete. He had absolutely no chance of moving the blade in any way that he wanted.

The pain was still excruciating, though, and I feared I would black out as I pushed it all down. Pain wasn’t like mana that I could cultivate, or ki that I could channel, but I used it for a different kind of fuel. I used it as motivation.

Just as I pushed the tip of his blade out of my torso, the elf jumped back and pulled a small rod out from his spatial storage. If he had been a bit less of a dick, he might have escaped before I could do anything about it. Even with my ki-enhanced body, I needed a moment to recover before I could rush forward with bits of my insides hanging outside of me.

“You lose,” An’kesh crowed. “I’m going to go to your precious bitches, now, to make them all pay. They will each profess their love to me, even as I strip the skin from their bodies, while fucking them like a real man should.”

Then he snapped the rod, and a golden glow began to surround him. If I’d thought pain had been a decent motivation, it was nothing compared to the cold fury that flashed through me. On instinct alone, I turned off all the pain receptors in my gut, and lunged forward—still holding the enchanted blade by its tip. The fingers of my free hand just barely grazed the elf’s wrist, but I managed to get sucked into the teleportation effect created by his little toy.

I felt my body twist impossibly around itself as we disappeared from the lair; then I lost contact with him.

A second later, I was dumped onto a bare patch of ground. The city was nowhere to be seen, but nearby stood a large ranch house with a wagon caravan parked in front of it.

I could feel dozens of people inside the wagons, and cried out telepathically, “Lina!”

Her thoughts came back to me, but I couldn’t understand the words.

“I’m coming,” I mumbled.

Then I heard Josie’s and Rava’s thoughts echo in my mind as I fought to hold back the darkness which threatened to overwhelm me: “We’re coming!”

 



Interlude 4 - Throw Off Your Chains

 

Josie jumped off the horse she had commandeered to reach Rob. Something must have gone wrong. One minute, he was at One Direction’s lair and the next minute, he was several miles outside of town. Daria had scouted ahead and let them know that there was a group of One Direction soldiers and mages there, at a house outside of town.

There were a number of wagons and evidence that prisoners were being transported from here. This must be the home of the mysterious Caravanner that she had heard about in Rob’s quest. Everything finally seemed to be coming together.

Josie was psyched. For two years, she had been trying to save the girls who mysteriously kept disappearing. Over the past few months with Rob, she had gotten closer to doing so than ever before. Now, she could see the end in sight. If they destroyed this house and what it represented, hopefully that would cripple the kidnapping ring which had plagued Yonderton for longer than she had been a deputy.

Despite that, she didn’t lose sight of the fact that her sister wife and her friends were being held captive in this place. A place which symbolized what she had joined the force to fight against. She had heard Lina’s voice respond when she’d called out to Rob through their telepathic group link, and her hopes soared.

The first issue though, was getting to Rob. He was in a great deal of pain. From the way his mind seemed almost foggy, he was either drugged or had lost a lot of blood.

She shouted into the telepathic connection, “Keep them off of us. I’ll help Rava get to Rob. We have to rescue him first. Then we can save the others.”

It had shocked her, when Rava had asked to come. This was going to be dangerous. They all knew it was quite likely that one of them could die, but the alchemist had asked to come along. She definitely had more courage than Josie gave her credit for.

Now, the two of them raced their mounts across a field. The battle was starting, with Daria strafing their enemies from above, while Denne waded into the thick of things. Melossi provided cover for her husband with her bow. Josie knew the three of them couldn’t last long, but when she saw Rob, her heart nearly broke. He kept getting beaten up like this. It looked like his face and upper body had been used as a punching bag.

These people would pay for that.

When two of the enemy came running at them, Rava said, “Take them, and I’ll protect him.”

Josie hesitated for a moment. Her connection with Rava was nowhere near as strong as the one she had with Rob, but it was enough for her to know that the woman meant what she said. Of course, just because Rava thought she could protect Rob, didn’t mean that she could.

The elf must have sensed Josie’s concerns, because she didn’t bother trying to argue, and instead downed a potion. As soon as she did, lightning danced along the backs of her hands, and Josie could feel her hair standing on edge.

“There is no time,” Rava said. “They’re almost on us. Go. I’ll protect our husband.”

Josie growled, but Rava was right. She turned aside just in time to deflect an incoming spear thrust. Then, she was moving like a living fire amongst the enemy. She didn’t hold back her power, these enemies needed to be pushed back long enough for them to get Rob out of here.

That was their biggest problem, though. Healing potions had definite limits. Without Lina or another healer to assist Rob, Josie didn’t believe they could get him back into condition to be of any use in this fight.

Still, Rava assured her that she had a way.

Trust didn’t come easy to Josie, but she turned her back on Rob and Rava and fought to protect the Sheriff. No, this was much more personal than that. She fought to protect her husband, her soul bonded mate. Yet even that belied her choice in this. The truth was, she was fighting not only for the man that she loved, but for the family that he was the beating heart of.

_____________

 

Rava blinked back the tears that came to her eyes when she saw Rob. She had felt echoes of his pain, but seeing him now was harder than she’d expected. The foxkin’s emotions were raw, never far from the surface, but Rava felt she should have been able to control herself better than this. How had this young man gotten under her skin so quickly and so deeply? He had burrowed into her life and then into her heart, and it happened without her ever realizing it.

Now, Josie fought to give her time to save Rob. She knew that Josie cared for the man just as much as she did, but sharing had never been her strong suit. She wasn’t sure she had ever felt like this about anyone before, and she didn’t like the way it made her feel vulnerable. A part of her wanted to be angry with Rob, but she couldn’t seem to manage it.

The bigger problem was that she could only think of one way to fix Rob that wouldn’t doom Lina and the others—at least under these circumstances. There were no other healers, and without a healer’s Life mana to supplement what a healing potion would take out of him, Rob would be left as weak as a newborn. Without him, there was a good chance they all would be killed, or worse.

Well, there were healers, but they were busy reporting to the new city manager. That woman was going to be a handful, but it wasn’t something she could worry about until they got Rob and all the others back. That meant, for now at least, that everything depended on her healing potions. Unfortunately, she knew better than anyone that potions weren’t going to cut it; not for the massive trauma that Rob had sustained.

She could probably save his life with her potions, but even as tough as Rob was, the strain of healing from these injuries without a healer pouring Life mana into him, he wouldn’t be in any shape to move—let alone to fight. There was one potion that she had which would work. It just came with a catch, but it was a really big catch.

Unfortunately, Rava couldn’t think of any other way. She quickly identified the potion and then checked twice more to make sure she had it right. She hadn’t used the wrong potion in decades, but this was much too important not to triple check.

Rob was gasping for breath, the gaping wound in his stomach trailing bits of entrail and other things that should be on the inside of him. His body was healing faster than any normal person could, otherwise he would already have bled out—but that didn’t mean that he was out of the woods.

“Shh… it’s okay, my love,” Rava comforted him as she lifted his head onto her lap. “I’m here now. You’re gonna be fine; just drink this down.”

She tipped the potion back and slowly poured it down his throat. Then Rava braced herself. That had been the easy part.

With tears streaming down her cheeks, she stared into Rob’s eyes. “Do you trust me?”

He looked up and mumbled something, but she couldn’t understand his words. His intent came through their soul bond, though. She felt the brief moment of doubt, but then his emotions clinched, and she felt him open up completely—entrusting her with his life. A stab of pain went through her heart at that brief moment of doubt she’d sensed, but she also knew that was fair. She had given him plenty of reason to waffle between doubt and trust; but, in the end, he had settled on trust. She could build from that.

Hopefully, what she was about to do wouldn’t end any chance of their continuing to build a relationship. Taking a deep breath, she pulled her belt knife out. It was one of the few items which had held its enchantments since she moved to the frontier. The blade was stronger and sharper than a normal blade, and she would need every bit of that strength.

Before a weakened Rob could react, Rava raised the blade up in both hands and then drove the blade with all her strength and weight into his chest, punching through his tough skin, layers of muscle, and then through his ribcage. His ki hardened body made it so that even the enchanted blade was barely enough. Even so, with her dagger piercing his heart, he wasn’t dead.

His body was simply a wonder and not just in the obvious ways.

She couldn’t bear to see the betrayal in his eyes, but it had to be. She let the electrical charge which her potion had built up inside her body flow down through the blade and into Rob’s heart. That weakened, shredded muscle overloaded, and his body spasmed before he stiffened, his wide eyes going vacant.

He was gone. Rava choked back a sob. It had to be done.

_____________

Mursha had been struggling with almost overwhelming guilt. She was so ashamed that she had let herself be captured. She had barely put up a fight because she’d been so confused about her place in life. The orc woman had realized what it was that she wanted most in this life—what she wanted with all her heart to do—but wasn’t it wrong, to want something your family opposed so deeply? She’d struggled with that question ever since she’d had her epiphany.

Being held hostage for the past four days was in some ways a gift from the goddess. She’d had more time to think things through than ever before. They were surprisingly well fed and cared for, for the most part being left to themselves, with only one minor inconvenience: each of them was chained by the ankle to the wall.

The chains were not well made, but they were sturdy enough to do their job. As an aspiring blacksmith and the daughter of a master smith, she recognized adequacy when she saw it. The walls the chains were bolted securely into, were solid stone. Mursha was the strongest of the captives, but she’d not had any luck pulling the chain from the wall.

They had talked some. Nimeera had been the quietest. Maybe that shouldn’t have been so shocking. Rob was right that there was something off about her, but Mursha couldn’t find it in her to feel anything but sympathy for the catgirl. She had lived a rough life before getting caught trying to pick the Sheriff’s pocket, and now she was caught up in all this mess—guilty by association.

Lina, on the other hand, had hardly shut up. She was nervous. That much was obvious, and it seemed her coping mechanism was to talk a million miles an hour. Thankfully, even she had recognized that they all needed peace and quiet—eventually.

It wasn’t that Mursha didn’t like the Chief Clerk. In fact, she liked the effervescent bunnykin a lot. Everyone liked Lina. But she’d heaved a quiet sigh of relief when the blonde had finally fallen silent.

This also ended up being a good opportunity for her to get to know her sister-in-law. Nunani had been brave through it all, like the warrior that she was. Mursha could see what had drawn her brother to the monkeykin woman. She had a touch talent for Floral mana, but that wasn’t of any use here and she was clearly going to give birth at any moment, but they would deal with that when it happened.

More than anything, what this time did for Mursha was firm up her commitment to follow her dreams. She was going to be a blacksmith and a warrior, and would accept the spot that Rob had offered her. She now understood why he had fired her. Family was important, but her father had accepted Denne with his non-orc wives. He would just have to accept that she was going to be something other than a homebound domestic wife.

It wasn’t that she was against being a wife. Marrying Rob wouldn’t have been bad at all. She wouldn’t say that she loved him, but she was honest enough with herself to admit that she liked him, a lot. She was attracted to him—strongly so—but more than anything, she respected him.

One of the things she had learned from her many mothers, was that most of them had not loved her father when they had married him. Over the years, though, they had all come to love him; he’d won them over. Yet all of them had respected him before they’d wed. They had told her more than once, that love was an emotion, but marriage was a commitment—and a joy, if you married the right person.

Not that it mattered. She would become a deputy, and she would prove to everyone that it was for the best. Then, Rob wouldn’t be put in the position of trying to justify to her father why he ran his family so differently from what Mactosh thought appropriate. She would be close to him, too. That thought set her heart to pounding.

Rob brought out the best in her. He had shown her that her mana wasn’t worthless; that she wasn’t worthless. For that, she owed him anything he might ask. That her blood ran hot, thinking about fulfilling what he might ask of her, was a good thing, wasn’t it?

She kept going through the conversation she would have with him when she was finally rescued. She prayed to Sativa that she could look him in the eye and say the words in her heart. Perhaps the greatest testament of her faith in Rob, was that she never doubted that they would be saved. It helped that Lina didn’t, either.

Suddenly, she heard the sounds of combat outside. It must be happening. Now.

It chaffed at her that she had to wait for him to free her. She would have rather been out there fighting alongside Rob and the deputies, the people she aspired to be. When the door to their room slammed opened, in walked a massive orc. He was perhaps the only orc she had ever seen who was bigger than Denne. He stood there impassively off to one side, while two other guards came in and grabbed her.

“No, not the orc,” he rumbled. “Weren’t you listening? An’kesh said to grab the bunnygirl. She’ll be easier to use as a hostage.”

The two guards let go of Mursha and moved over to grab Lina. She flinched back, but one held her by the arms, as the other undid her chains. Without any warning, Nimeera lashed out with a clawed hand and cut the face of one of the guards wide open. He grabbed at his face and shrieked in pain and anger.

Then, for no reason, he turned on the other guard. “You want her, don’t you?” he shouted. “Well, you can’t have her. She’s mine, only mine.”

It was sheer chaos as both guards started trying to choke each other. The large orc snorted, then backhanded Nimeera across the face. “Don’t think I don’t know what you are doing, Shadow of the Heart. It won’t work on me. Either release them, or I’ll crush your skull.” His eyes narrowed dangerously. “And I don’t care who you work for.”

Mursha was completely confused by what had just happened. All she could do was blink and watch in fascination as the two guards shook their heads, as if they were just waking up. Fully themselves once again, they grabbed Lina and pulled her out of the room. Mursha started to lunge forward to hold onto her friend, but the heavily muscled orc warrior pushed her back.

“Don’t do it cousin. I have nothing but respect for your family. I would not like to be the one to slay your father’s daughter, but I will do my duty, if I have to.”

Then the door slammed shut behind them, though the fighting continued outside.

Mursha looked over at Nunani. The woman’s eyes were wide, and her pants were suddenly soaked. Had she been hurt? But then she realized what was going on. Of all times… her sister-in-law’s water had just broken.

Nimeera sat up in the corner with a groan, but she looked cowed by the blow to her face. The catgirl was hard to read, but she at least jumped over to help Nunani.

The chains made it so they could barely reach one other. Mursha called out for someone to help them, but no one came. It was obvious, with the continued sounds of fighting outside, that they were on their own. The conflict sounded larger than what the deputies would be able to do on their own, but it had to be them.

The realization came to Mursha that she couldn’t wait for anyone else. This wasn’t a situation where someone else would tell her what to do. She didn’t need permission; she simply needed the courage to act. Rob had shown her that her power was so much more than what she had believed. She moved to where her chain was connected to the wall and studied it. An idea popped into her head.

“Move as far back from me as you can. If you feel anything when I try this, let me know and I’ll stop. I don’t want to risk hurting the baby.”

Nimeera nodded, but Nunani seemed too caught up in her contractions. Just their luck, the baby was probably going to come quickly.

Mursha put that out of her mind and focused. She pushed her power into the most condensed ball she could imagine. She focused all the power of her Gravity mana on one spot on the wall, right where her chain was bolted into the stone. Within seconds the wall began to crack under the tremendous stress she placed upon it. Best of all, she didn’t feel any of it. She was controlling it, like she hadn’t been able to before, when she had trained with Rob.

The shame of that moment almost caused her to lose control, but then she doubled down with her will, and pushed harder. The wall gave way, and she was able to pull her chain free. It was still stuck on her leg, but at least she could move from the room. She quickly repeated the same process with Nimeera’s chain, and then Nunani’s. After that, she moved to the door.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get us out of here. Rob, Denne, and the others need my help, and I need to let them know where you are.”

 



Chapter 34 - Physician, Heal Thyself

 

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… multiple soul bonds discovered.

Adjustments being made.

I awoke in darkness. Shit. Not again. Had I died? I didn’t remember at first.

Then I remembered Rava’s dagger descending. I felt the shock of electricity she’d passed through it into me. It would have been enough to blast through a stone wall.

I’m probably lucky my chest didn’t explode open. Wait? Did it?

The thing that stuck with me, though, was the look in her eyes. There was so much sadness there. I probably shouldn’t have sympathy for the person who’d just killed me, but more memories flooded in. I had been hurt—badly. I probably would have healed up, given enough time, but my deputies were fighting.

They needed me. Lina, Mursha, and the others. They needed my help.

Oh yeah, Rava had also poured a Phoenix potion down my throat. I still remember that taste. It was all starting to make sense. She’d had to kill me to activate the potion—and that was probably the only way to fix me, completely. The indomitable will that must have taken was downright scary. Terrifying, actually.

She’d murdered me, but it was… understandable. I’d have to thank her when this was all done. I wondered what kind of present you got for someone to thank them for killing you.

I could tell that whatever changes the potion was making in me, were fairly extensive. My mind was a bit loopy because I was still wondering if Hallmark had a card that said, ‘Thanks for murdering me.’ I figured it was a safe bet to assume that had never come in one of their meetings.

Now, I was wondering why there was so much to fix in me. I’d been pretty beat up, I knew, but this was more than that. Shouldn’t the previous potion have refined me? Oh well, I guess there was always room for improvement.

 

Primary form is incompatible with mana of any type; mana can only be used for the cultivation process. Ability to redirect Gravity 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; foreign materials being integrated into new form according to estimates. Net results may vary slightly from original form. Review of memories has guided the design and reforming process. Consideration of preferences from soul bonded companions have been factored in.

I stopped reading the notification at that. Shit! Was I gonna end up with pointy ears like Rava or a tail like Josie? What preferences did they have? My life in general here on Olimero—and my relationships more specifically—were moving much too fast. I definitely needed to set aside some time and find out what the girls preferred, in more ways than one.

 

Net results:

Strength: +2

Durability: +5

Agility: +3

Cultivation not found in Codex Olimero…

Body core not found in Codex Olimero…

Best approximations adapted; mana byproduct manipulation increased by 5%.

Excess Mind mana used to complete D grade cultivation of Mind Meridian.

Excess Mind mana still remaining…

Boost to mind provided; Telepathy increased (+2).

Sensory expansion will now be easier.

Excess ki utilized to complete D grade cultivation of Groin Meridian.

Two ranks in cultivation obtained: +2 to lowest stat for each additional rank; Agility increased (+4).

Excess Gravity mana byproducts in system used to compress ki in core from mist to liquid.

Error… core is incompatible with liquid ki.

Core boost required.

Cultivation order incorrect... Boost core before you will be able to utilize liquid ki.

Mana Refinery: +1

Two Soul Bonds identified. Soul Bonds are beneficial and expand the capabilities of the individual. Currently bonded with Josephine Case and Rava Case.

As part of rebirth into your current, most perfect form, adaptations must be made to include aspects of soul bonds. You must explore this connection to further discovery the ways it will affect you.

Suddenly, I gasped and sat bolt upright. Rava was kneeling next to me. Her relief at seeing me alive once more was palpable.

She started to explain why she had done what she had done, trying through her tears to apologize, but I simply slid my hand behind her neck and pulled her mouth to mine. Sometimes, words only get in the way.

I knew she still wanted to talk about it, but the exchange of emotions through our soul bond was enough. I could feel the same relief washing over Josie, but she was still fighting. It was time for me to join the battle. Except I was only half dressed, and the only weapon I had was An’kesh’s enchanted sword.

There was an explosion, and I leaped to my feet. That almost sounded like a gun. But that couldn’t be right… something was off.

Rava looked concerned as she said, “Things must be getting pretty bad, if Denne used that. Mactosh and I made a prototype for your shotgun, but our test runs haven’t gone so well. They tend to blow up almost half the time, doing as much damage to the wielder as they do to the target. Although, when they work, the results are rather impressive.”

If Denne was desperate enough to use an untested weapon, then I needed to get into the fray. Before I could move though, Rava handed me my service belt turned utility belt, complete with its spatial storage.

“All your gear is in there.”

I nodded my thanks as I pulled out and quickly slipped my armor on, and then pulled out my bow. I definitely hadn’t used this weapon enough, of late. I’d wanted to make guns—and still did—but how could I forget that I had a freaking magical bow? I preferred fighting up close and personal—because that’s how I preferred to roll, and that was most of my training had been about so far. But Daria had started working on archery with me, and it was time to put her instruction to good use.

“Stay behind me and protect my back. We are gonna end this,” I said and then took off.

Most of the fighting seemed to be up at the large house. There were dead bodies everywhere. I knew how good Josie was, and from what I had seen, both Daria and Denne were forces to be reckoned with. Still, this seemed like more bodies than I would have expected.

The oddest part of it came when I ran across a couple of bodies which had clearly been killed with ice. Maybe Denne’s wife, Melossi was an ice mage? I remember him mentioning something like that to me, but this seemed to be beyond what I had been led to expect. I began to think there was more going on here than I knew about.

When I reached the wagons, I knelt to use them for a bit of cover as I took aim at a couple of individuals who were fighting on top of the house. I didn’t recognize either of them, and they weren’t exactly wearing uniforms, so I knocked an arrow and quickly took out first one, and then the other—reloading and firing my second shaft before the first had hit its target. The first was a successful head shot and ended in an explosion of gore. The second, thanks to my rushing it, was a bit off target—though is still seemed to blast off an arm.

Maybe, I didn’t need a gun. This bow was pretty badass. I honestly couldn’t remember why I hadn’t used it more often.

I crept forward with an arrow knocked, stalking my way into the house until I found Josie. We both wanted to run our hands over one another’s faces, just to reassure ourselves that the other was okay, but now wasn’t the time. Just knowing how she felt would have to be enough.

Daria joined us a second later, and she led us to where Denne and Melossi were. One of Denne’s hands was badly burned, and a rather crude breach loading double-barreled shotgun lay on the ground.

The heavily muscled orc looked up as we came in and said, “Hey, Sheriff. You’re a sight for sore eyes. That boom stick of yours has some problems.”

Rava quickly gave him a healing potion without me even having to say anything, so I simply shrugged and shook my head. “Looks like we still have some kinks to work out. Sorry it busted up your hand.”

Denne shrugged and grinned. “You should see the other guy,” he said.

I laughed at the standard joke, but he continued, “No, seriously, look over there. You should see what your little toy can do. The first shot went off great, but on the second one, the damn thing exploded in my hands.”

I peered past the rubble that Denne and Melossi had been using for cover and saw… well, it was hard to describe what I saw. A large smear of red and chunks of pink paste with enough hair that I guessed he’d hit a wolfkin, is what it looked like. Whatever ammunition they had come up with for it, had blown a foot wide hole entirely through the guy’s chest.

Maybe we were onto something; it just needed some more testing.

Denne said, “You need to know something else. There are other fighters out there who are taking on the enemy. They have left us alone, even helped us.”

Josie added, “I’ve seen them too. They are fighting the One Direction people.”

“There aren’t as many of them as the One Direction people, but it seems they timed their attack for when we attacked. One Direction had many more fighters and mages here than I expected,” Melossi said.

“I’ve kept an eye on them from overhead. They seemed to be led by a water mage. There is still a small fight going on out behind the house and a few stragglers from One Direction have holed up inside the house. They are all protecting some elf mage,” Daria chimed in.

“That would be An’kesh,” I growled. “I nearly killed him back at the lair, but he escaped when we came here. I got caught up in his teleport, but ended up out there.”

“What’s the plan, Sheriff? Denne asked. He was flexing his freshly healed hand and appeared to be battle ready.

“We don’t have the layout of this house. I guess we just try to keep the momentum on our side. I can sense seven people inside. That includes, Lina, Mursha, and Nunani.”

I smiled at the orc. “Your sister and wife are together, from what I can tell but Lina is with An’kesh and three guards.”

Josie growled.

“An’kesh is mine,” I snapped. “But if the rest of you can take out his three guards, that would be a big help. Then, Denne, you need to hurry to Nunani’s side. Based on the tremors I feel coming from her, I think you are about to become a father.”

The orc got a big, goofy grin on his face, hefted his axe, and charged into the house with Melossi on his heels. There wasn’t much for the rest of us to do, but to follow them. Once inside, we came into a large, open space. It was like some grand entry room. In the middle of the room, An’kesh stood with Lina on the ground at his feet. Something was wrong with her, but I couldn’t say what it was.

Between him and me, were two orc warriors and a foxkin in robes. One of the orcs had a brutal set of scratches on his face. Missing, for some unknown reason, was Lucas—the orc warrior and earth mage who was An’kesh’s partner in crime. I had to believe he would be somewhere close.

But I wasn’t going to pass up this chance. I raised my bow and fired as quickly as I could at An’kesh. The foxkin moved his arms and a gust of wind knocked my arrow off course. It exploded against the back wall. Oh well, nothing could be that easy, I guess.

By the time I’d stowed my bow in my spatial pouch and pulled out my short sword and fighting stick. Denne and Josie had each engaged one of the orc warriors, while Daria and Melossi were picking the foxkin mage apart.

That suited me just fine. I rushed forward, only to be hit by a mind blast from An’kesh. I felt it enough that my steps slowed, and I stumbled. But my fury was too intense; I would not be stopped.

I almost wondered why the ever-talkative elf wasn’t trying to taunt me. Something seemed off, but I didn’t have any time to figure it out, nor did I care enough to stop. I slammed the elf’s back into the wall and enjoyed the sound of the air in his lungs exploding outward.

He drew a dagger, but was far too slow. I swatted it aside. I couldn’t be sure, but I think my offhand blow might even have broken a couple of his fingers. My other hand pinned the elf up against the wall and I started to choke the life out of him.

Part of my training back at the academy had been not to take the actions of criminals personally. I had to be above all that to represent the law. Well, screw that, I thought.

Here, I was the law. Sativa had made me the ruler of Yonderton, and this dirt bag had attacked me and mine. I could have snapped his neck, but that would be too quick and clean of an end for him. I was feeling much more vengeful than that. I wanted to watch the light slowly fade from his eyes as I choked the life out of him.

Something was nagging at me, but it wasn’t until I felt Josie tug on my shoulder, that I heard their voices calling out to me. I relaxed my hand slightly, letting the Mind mage drag in a ragged lungful of air as I turned to look behind me. Denne and Melossi were gone, but that was fair. I was sure they had gone to find Nunani. Daria and Rava were kneeling over Lina. When she looked up and met my eyes, Rava shook her head like it was bad.

I could still see that Lina was breathing, but it appeared to be a struggle. I turned back to face An’kesh. “What the hell did you do to her?!”

He didn’t answer, only leering at me with a bloody grin, so I pounded him back against the wall a few times.

Josie put a hand on my arm. “You have to let him breath if you expect him to answer you.”

I did a slow count to ten while glaring at An’kesh. So help me, he was gonna answer me… one way or the other. The first words he managed to croak out were, “Too late... You lose.”

Josie slid between me and the elf as she demanded, “What do you mean by that?”

“P… Poison.” He laughed weakly. “I poisoned your bunnykin with basilisk blood.”

When he said that, Rava groaned from behind us. When I turned my head to look back at her, she said, “There’s no known antidote for basilisk blood.”

A part of me wanted to ask why, but I didn’t. I already knew why. He was petty. He had lost, knew it, and had taken his frustration out on the sweetest, most gentle woman I had ever met.

My arm darted forward, and I pushed the elf’s head back into the wall before clenching my splayed fingers into a fist.

Josie didn’t even try to stop me as I crushed his skull with a single blow.

I turned my back on his corpse and was rushing to Lina before his body had hit the ground. After our long dance back and forth, it might have felt anti-climactic, but I no longer cared. Lina was dying.

I looked at Rava, “There has to be something you can do.”

She shook her head, but then her eye arched. I saw the subtle motion and demanded, “What? You just thought of something. I can see it.”

“There is nothing I can do to save her. Basilisk blood is turning her insides to stone. Eventually, her body won’t function. She and the baby are hanging on, but only barely. But there is a small chance…”

“What is it?!”

“I said that I can’t help her, but there is a small chance that you could.” Rava frowned. “Maybe, if you soul bond with her, you will be able to reverse what is happening from the inside…” She pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes and shook her head.

“You have unprecedented control over your own body, Rob,” Josie chimed in. “You would have to be able to control her body as if it was your own—like you did with me when we boded. If you can make her body part of you, then perhaps…” She threw her arms up in the air. “I’m only guessing here, but I think that is what Rava means.”

I didn’t hesitate as I placed my hands on Lina. I reached out with my mind and tried to form a telepathic connection with her. I could feel her in there. She was fighting something. Her healing mana swirled all around and through her body, but then I noticed a pattern to it. All of her mana was being used to try and protect her womb. Her Life mana was the only thing preventing the basilisk poison from converting her womb to stone as she fought to save our child.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t seem to do the same throughout the rest of her body, which was rapidly losing the fight within her own organs. But maybe, with my help...

Intent and need defined this. I needed Lina to be safe. I intended that we would become one. Our connection was probably the closest I had with any of the girls. I latched onto that bond now, and willed it to grow. Desperately, I began strengthening the connection between us.

I started sensing her body, like I did my own. It felt so much more natural than it had when I had bonded either Josie or Rava. I don’t know if that was because of how close we were, or because this was the third time I had done this, but either way, it was going much faster than before.

Still, it didn’t seem like it was fast enough.

The stone in her wasn’t spreading as quickly, but it was still there. Any of it left inside her would spread necrosis through her organs, killing her. I not only had to stop further petrification, but also had to find a way to reverse what had already happened.

My touch was spread throughout all of her. I sensed our son inside of her. My… Son! There it was. I was going to have a son. I did my best to bolster her womb, reinforcing the barrier of health that she had created. I hoped it would be enough to shield him from our soul bond.

I felt power pulse between us. There was a cycle to the flow. Lina created Life mana. I absorbed it, refined it, enhanced it with my ki, and pushed it back into her. I did more than that, though.

I sent threads of ki into her, as well. With those threads, I shattered the stone. I felt her body tremble in pain and shared her agony as I literally ripped her apart from the inside. I suddenly had a new appreciation for what Rava had been forced to do to me earlier. In order to save Lina, I was going to be forced to tear her apart first.

Slowly, painstakingly, I worked through it. The process only took a few minutes, but it felt like hours to me. I remember the turning point. It was the moment when the last bit of petrified stone shattered to the tiniest of granules; all that remained was for me to guide those tiny chunks of stone out of her body and let her own accelerated healing magic fix the damage I had wrought.

Just as I’d started to relax, seeing light at the end of a long tunnel, Lina started to convulse under my hand. What was wrong? The stone was gone—all she had to do now was heal herself.

She was running on mana fumes. She simply didn’t have any more Life mana to give.

I shouted at her. “Don’t you dare give up on me. You keep fighting. Fight for your life. Fight for our son’s life. Fight for me, Lina. I can’t be without you!”

I sensed when Rava poured a healing potion down her throat. Or was it my throat? I couldn’t tell; it didn’t make a difference. In this moment, we were one flesh.

The Life mana in the healing potion helped, but I needed more. There was no need to say a word, my soul bonds knew what I needed. More potions were poured down Lina’s throat, and someone pressed a vial into my own hand and guided it to my lips.

Little by little, I felt Lina coming back to me. Our soul bond had formed, and she would forever be part of me. The notification came and I almost ignored it, but it was proof that Lina was safe. She was exhausted and unmoving, but I sensed through the bond, that she was healthy—as was our son.

You have formed a permanent soul bond with Rolina Case. As you already considered her your wife, this will only deepen your bond. The soul bond does not give you one another’s abilities, but alters your potential, based upon what each party brings to the bond.

Results:

Permanent gains for Rob Case: Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing effects further all act to increase base healing rate for a limited time after the healing is concluded.

Permanent gains for Josephine Case: All racial stat caps increased by 25%, +25% increased aptitude and learning speed for Melee Combat, +10% increased Magic Cap.

Permanent gain for Rava Case from Josie Case: +10% increased Agility Cap. (total now: +45%)

Permanent gain for Josephine Case from Rava Case: +10% increased Magic Cap. (total now: +45%)

Grow and prosper together. What affects one of you, now affects the other.

I was startled to see that the formation of this soul bond had affected our son, as well.

You and your soul bonded partners have formed an Incomplete Soul Bond with *Unnamed* Case. As he is your and Rolina’s son, this will only deepen the bond of parent and child for you and Rolina. It will also, however, form a type of bond with your other bonded, Josie Case and Rava Case. A piece of his soul will be imprinted onto each of yours.

Results:

Rob Case gains a portion of *Unnamed* Case’s future aptitude for Ranged Combat. Henceforth, Ranged Combat shall come easier to you, and you will gain levels 25% faster.

Rolina Case gains a portion of *Unnamed* Case’s future aptitude for Melee Combat. Henceforth, Melee Combat shall come easier to her, and she will gain levels 25% faster.

Josie Case gains a portion of *Unnamed* Case’s future aptitude for Ranged Combat. Henceforth, Ranged Combat shall come easier to her, and she will gain levels 25% faster.

Rava Case gains a portion of *Unnamed* Case’s future aptitude for Melee Combat. Henceforth, Melee Combat shall come easier to her, and she will gain levels 25% faster.

Note: As the Soul Bond is incomplete, benefits of a Soul Bond are unilateral at this stage. Each of you must implement further steps to share further benefits of a Soul Bond with *Unnamed* Case, if so desired.

He is imprinted on each of you, but you are not imprinted on him—at this time. The process and exposure to mana and ki has changed him, however. For the first time in Olimeran history it shall truly be said that he is his father’s son.



Chapter 35 - Fire versus Earth: the Rematch

 

I was exhausted, but relieved, as I felt the Soul Bond take hold. It was like adding another arm to my body, but felt perfectly natural. Lina had used her mana on me more often than anyone else. This familiarity showed in the way that power flowed back and forth effortlessly between us. I loved the feel of knowing that she was mine, and that I was hers—now in a way even deeper than what we had shared before.

Obviously, there were new questions that would have to be answered, but for the moment, I was content. The sound of fighting outside the house reminded me that this was not finished. I wondered how many we might face, and how best to employ the deputies at my command. A hand on my arm pulled me out of my strategizing, and I smiled down as Lina looked up at me.

“Hey, good looking, you don’t look like you’re from around here, are you?” she asked. The mirth in her voice, combined with the connection we shared, made me chuckle.

“Nope. Though I like the view—” I pointedly looked down, studying her cleavage. “I might have to stick around—like forever.”

My bunnykin’s smile lit up the room.

I didn’t know what the future might hold, but I knew that as long as Lina was part of it, I would face it with her. I bent down to pick Lina up, but she insisted she could walk. Setting her on her feet, I kept my arm out for her to lean against as I said, “Let’s go find the others, then.”

Josie led us to a room, which was just off of this central chamber. When we got there, we found Denne, his wives, and his sister. He was holding a tiny monkeykin girl, swaddled tightly in a linen blanket, and beaming at her like she already had him wrapped around the tiniest of her fingers that clung to the edge of the blanket.

It made me wonder how I would feel when my son was born.

I wasn’t one of those people who thought every baby was cute, and this one looked like a little red-faced monkey. Who am I kidding? She was a little red-faced monkey. But she was Denne’s first child, so I gave him the obligatory, “Cute kid.”

Lina, on the other hand, rushed forward and pressed her lips to the baby’s forehead. Wonder and pure joy radiated from my blonde wife across our new soul bond. I didn’t know how most people felt about others kissing their kids, but Denne didn’t react.

After making a few more coos and sweet noises at the babe, Lina knelt next to Nunani and helped her to sit up. I guess the idea of staying in the hospital for a couple of days after delivery wasn’t the norm here on Olimero. Then again, with the Durability stats that these women had, it would have been surprising if that were the case.

I sensed a flow of Life mana shift between the two women, as Lina healed up the minor injuries which Nunani had sustained during the birth; strain and exhaustion immediately left the monkeykin’s face, and she laughed while giving Lina a big hug.

Then, there were hugs, fist bumps, and general congratulations all around the room. Nunani stood and took the baby from her husband, standing proudly next to him as she gently cradled the newborn in her arms. Leaning in, Nunani pressed her nose to the infant’s cheek, and was just as surprised as the rest of us when the baby’s little fist popped out of the swaddling cocoon and grabbed her nose.

Everybody laughed. Though unwilling to pass her around, the proud new parents did show her off. Even in a live combat situation, each of the women took at least a few seconds to coo at the baby. And though cognizant of the situation outside, I gave them that moment.

It put me in an awkward situation, though. I needed my fighters with me, now; it wasn’t like I wanted to pull the orc and his wife apart at a time like this, or drag Denne and Melossi away from the new addition to their family. Trying to contain my impatience, I took a position by the door, occasionally glancing back into the room at its occupants.

Everyone was clustered around Denne and Nunani. Everyone, that is, except me and Mursha. Denne’s sister stood apart from the group. Mursha had been rather quiet and subdued, but only now did I notice the grim look in her eyes. She was holding onto a length of chain which had previously been attached to her ankle, absently twisting it around one hand, before unwinding it and twisting it back around the other.

I decided in that moment, that if I was going to be the Sheriff, I couldn’t act like their friend—at least not in this case. I had to do what was best for all of us; hard decisions had to be made in combat. The easiest thing would have been for us to simply make a run for it, but we were here, and the enemy might never be this weak again.

“Nunani,” I called out, interrupting the coos and giggles in the middle of the room, “are you able to fight?”

She looked over at me after only a glance at her husband. “Yes, Sheriff. I’d like a couple swords, if possible. My mana is mostly depleted from giving birth.” She said the last part in a rather matter-of-fact tone, like I should have known to expect that.

“Daria,” I instructed, “go grab her some swords from those guards we just killed. Josie and Denne, take the door off, so they can’t be trapped in here, but I want Nunani, Lina, Rava, and Mursha to stay here with the baby. It will be safer, than if they try to head back to the office now. We are too far outside of town.”

Everyone hopped to it. When they’d done what I’d asked, I approached the muscular orc. “Denne,” I said, “I’m sorry man, I wish you could stay with your wife and daughter right now, but I need you for whatever we have to face outside.”

He nodded. “It’s the job. Orcs are born for battle. My Nunani and daughter may not be orc born, but they are of my clan. We will do our duty.”

I heard in his words a reflection of the struggle that I expect had been going on inside Mursha—the conflict between doing what you wanted, and doing your duty. I was conflicted as well, I realized, as I kissed Lina once more. It was hard to leave her side so quickly after fearing that I was going to lose her. But the sounds of fighting still rang outside the building, and although a part of me wanted to just let them sort it out, I was the Sheriff. And Yonderton was mine.

Now, I needed to claim it.

I rushed outside with my four deputies. There, I saw a dozen combatants fighting a chaotic battle. The crazy thing about a battle with mages, is that they might look unarmed, but you simply didn’t know what to expect.

I spotted Lucas and a few people on one side. Opposite them, there was a large wolfkin surrounded by a sphere of water which kept him floating in the air. He must be a truly powerful mage, in order to be able to do this. Arrayed behind him, were several other figures.

Blasts of ice and fire zipped back and forth between the two groups. In addition to this, there was a small melee occurring between two orc warriors, who appeared to be going all out beyond the gouts of fire and ice. Suddenly, Nimeera appeared out of a shadow.

I could have sworn she hadn’t been there a moment ago—but like she was climbing out of a pool, she stepped forward and shadow dripped off of her. The foxkin mage supporting Lucas, who she’d appeared behind, didn’t notice her until it was too late. With a flash of silver, she buried her dagger in the back of his neck and the blade blossomed out the front of the foxkin’s throat, blood spraying everywhere.

Lucas growled as he turned towards Nimeera, but it was all he could do to fight off the mages who were hurling their power at him. I held my hand up to signal the others to hold position behind me. Maybe our enemies really were going to take each other out. I had no idea who the people with Nimeera were, but I knew enough to be sure that she was more than she seemed—and that she couldn’t be trusted.

But, whenever something seems too good to be true, it most likely is. With a shout, one of the orcs in the duel ducked inside the other’s wide swing with a warhammer, thrusting his sword up under his foe’s chin, the blade slicing up at an angle to come out of an eye socket. Once the victor had limped back to Lucas’ side, the water, fire, and ice mages facing them started to retreat.

Lucas had the one orc warrior, an elven mage, and another foxkin mage left with him. The massive orc shook his fist at the retreating figures, shouting something about Nisync cowardice.

But then Josie cursed loudly. “You, orc, I remember you. I challenge you!”

Lucas finally realized we were there, and stared at us for a moment. We had him outnumbered and outgunned. Moreover, there was no way for him to attack a retreating enemy with us behind him.

He called out, “I would accept your challenge, brave foxkin, out of respect for your father, but why not let us leave? I and my people will leave and promise never to return to Yonderton.” He paused, studying our reaction. “I presume, if the Sheriff stands whole with you, that An’kesh is dead. I only joined One Direction because I owed him my life. Now, I too can be free.”

Before I could respond, Josie stepped forward from our ranks. “No! You don’t get to attack my town, hurt my family, try to take my husband from me, and then just get to walk away. Only if you kill me, can you leave.”

She turned to look at me. “You have to give me this, Rob. I had something much more fun planned but, since you lost the challenge, you owe me this.”

I was confused for a second, not understanding what challenge I had lost, but then I realized she must mean the challenge she had set up, with Lina. I snorted and sent to her telepathically, “If you could call that losing.”

I frowned at my wife, and almost asked her if she was sure about this. I didn’t know if I could stand by and see her get hurt—Lucas was not someone to take lightly. But I felt through our bond how badly she needed this. And sometimes you just have to have faith in those you love.

“Okay,” I said out loud, “you have my word, Josie. If he defeats you, then Lucas gets to leave.” I glared at the mages and orc beside him. “But only Lucas may go. These others attacked my town, and must pay the price.”

An angry murmur rose from those who would have to pay for their crimes.

“But I will make you an offer.” I raised my voice even louder and said, “if you don’t try to run, but instead stay and fight me and my deputies, I won’t invoke the Law of Blood against you.”

It wasn’t much of an offer, but it was all they had to hang onto. They might die fighting us, but at least if they did, it would be with the expectation of rebirth. Reincarnation was an odd concept to me, but then again, that wasn’t how I’d thought of such things back on Earth. Here, they all believe it to be true and, given the existence of magic, who was I to argue with them?

The two mages looked at each other and then raised their hands to attack us, but I really wasn’t in the mood. Gravity mana byproducts slowed my perception of time, and I had my bow out and an arrow knocked in an instant. My arrow took the elven mage’s head from his shoulders before he so much as fired off a … well, whatever spell he was going to fire at us.

Daria and the others were no less decisive. My hawkkin deputy threw up a wall of air, which blocked the green spray that blasted from the foxkin mage’s palms. He shrieked as it was all blown back into his face. Given how he fell to the ground, writhing and shrieking, I had to assume it was some type of acid. Part of me wondered why he wasn’t immune to his own type of mana, but then I charged at him. Daria’s spear beat me to him by less than a second, piercing his heart. In retrospect, I supposed that was safer than me getting up close and personal to put him out of his misery. Knowing myself I would have accidentally got some of that vicious acid on myself.

I looked over and noted that Denne was engaged with the remaining orc warrior. A battle can always go either way, but judging from how they each moved, I was sure that Denne would win—and that was without using his Space mana, or whatever it was called. Of course he did use it as he flickered to the left just a couple of feet.

A moment later, Melossi threw a pair of small blades into the other orc’s back. Penetrating his armor, the throwing knives in and of themselves would not have been enough to kill Denne’s foe. Given that only an inch or so of the blades got through his armor, they most likely hadn’t even caused serious wounds. But they still did their job, providing a momentary distraction. Combined with the way Denne had shifted it created a perfect opening. Denne didn’t waste the opportunity, leaping forward so quickly he must have teleported, burying his axe in the other orc’s neck.

Just like that, our four foes were down to one. Only Lucas was left. I turned and saw that Josie was already locked in battle with him. So far, there wasn’t a hint of any mana being used; it was simply her twin blades against his great sword. Not that I trusted the big orc not to cheat, but I could feel her determination pulsing across the bond.

She wanted this win badly. No, she needed it, to restore her self-confidence.

He brought his blade down with more force than she could match, but she was no novice. She’d angled her blade as she parried, so that it slid off to the side. The orc barely managed to bring it back up in time to keep her second blade from slicing open his abdomen. Time and again, their blades clashed; sparks flew as they danced around one another.

The longer the battle went on, the more nervous I became. Last time, when things had turned against him, Lucas hadn’t hesitated to cheat. I closed my eyes and expanded my senses, particularly my sense of touch. My core wobbled as I did so, and I remembered the warning about my core needing to be upgraded before I could handle the condensed liquid ki I now possessed.

I didn’t let that stop me though. I layered more ki where needed to reinforce my core itself, but the richer, liquid ki allowed me to expand my senses in a way I hadn’t been able to before. My level of sensitivity was more than double what it had been.

I sensed every little movement around me, but with a bit of focus, was able to zero in on the two combatants. My soul bond with Josie already made me acutely aware of her, so I focused my senses even tighter around Lucas. I weaved on my feet when they settled on him.

I could feel every move he made, the way his chest rose and fell with breaths that became more and more ragged as he pushed himself ever harder. I sensed the tensing in his calves, as he pushed off against the ground. I tried to empty my mind of anything but these sensations, lip curling when I realized this felt like I was groping the man.

The information this gave me, though, was simply too valuable. I would be able to fight blind if I could develop my perception like this. It was definitely something I’d need to work on. The battle went on for another minute, but it felt like ten.

Both combatants started slowing. But the orc still held an advantage in Strength and Durability, while Josie held the advantage in Agility. Her speed was what was keeping her alive.

I marveled at the skill each of them displayed. Fighting Lucas was pushing Josie to her limits. It made me appreciate how much she’d held back, when sparring with me. The more I existed in this sightless world, focused completely on my sense of touch and the soul bond, the more I realized just how deep our connection was.

My eyes popped open, and I lost my extra-sensory perception. Closing them again quickly, I sought that same level of connection. Would it be possible for me to assist her without cheating? We were one after all; anything that affected her, affected me as well.

I didn’t know exactly what it meant, but I realized we truly were one flesh. I could use my ki to enhance her body. Sorely tempted, I didn’t do it, though. I knew how Josie would feel about it. She wanted to win this battle on her own. I would only do so if he cheated.

Then I felt it—the stirring of Earth mana. It was only a tiny amount. I might have missed it, if my senses hadn’t been so focused on the orc and my bond with Josie. There it was again. Lucas fired off a burst of Earth mana, just like he must have done in their previous duel. The mana left him and went into the ground.

I’d seen this trick before and, honor or not, I wasn’t going to risk my wife’s life. I pushed ki into Josie, increasing her Agility by 50%. That sudden boost let her move fast enough, that her foot was no longer there when Lucas’ trap sprang up. Unfortunately, it also meant that she moved in a way she wasn’t expecting to, advancing faster than she was prepared for. Lucas’ sudden thrust, which had no doubt been intended for her heart if her foot had gotten caught in his stone trap, instead buried itself in her gut.

Josie essentially impaled herself on the orc’s blade.

Despite my surge of fear, though, Josie was a completely professional warrior. The blade in her right hand darted quicker than a snake up past the orc’s arms and, with her increased speed, she’d sliced open his throat before he could pull his blade back. Lucas stumbled backward, dropping his sword and clutching at his ruined throat, as Josie fell to her knees.

I ran to her without hesitation. The duel was over. Absent almost instantaneous healing, Lucas’ wound was fatal. I had no intention of letting Josie die with him.

I shouted telepathically to Lina and Rava inside the house. They would have felt the steel thrust into their soul sister just like I had. Both were already running out the front door, one gathering Life mana in her hands to heal, and the other with a potion already in hand.

I reached Josie first and could see the unasked question in her eyes, a concern that I could feel echo across our bond. She wondered what I had done, but I didn’t answer. There would be enough time to go over that later. For now, I held my wife close, my hand pressed tightly over her wound until Lina could reach us. A moment later, Life mana was coursing through my foxkin, and her wound began to close.

I found myself hugging Josie, Lina, and Rava in equal parts, relieved beyond measure—and feeling their emotions cycle right back at me. It was a lot to take in, but this was my life now, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Time almost seemed to stop,  wrapped up as we were in one another.

My embrace with Josie and the others broke, when I felt another presence step out from the rubble. I had kept my expanded senses up, and so realized Nimeera was there. This time, she didn’t simply ooze out of a shadow, but instead stepped out around the side of the house. She had a bag in one hand, and the other hand up, palm out.

“I’ve got a peace offering to give you,” she called out from the corner of the house. “May I approach?”

I could feel the positions of everyone on my team. They tensed, and I knew they were ready. Even with her injury, Josie was prepared to fight.

“Treachery will be met with force,” I called back, “Or perhaps I should say, further treachery, since you have been lying to us since we first met. At least admit you weren’t some street-kid in my town.”

A sad look flickered across the catkin’s face. “No, I’m not a street kid in your town. That much at least is true. But, I did nothing to hurt you, despite having plenty of opportunities. My people even helped you—more than once, actually.”

“I take it that your people are the ones who have been engaging One Direction’s mages at various times?”

She nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.

“But that doesn’t tell me who you, or who your people are,” I shot back.

“I’m just a faithful little kitty. We had a job to do, to keep you from being killed or taken by One Direction. I even let myself be captured when Lina was taken, so I would be close by to protect her,” Nimeera explained. “I know how much she means to you, and honestly, she is pretty sweet. I would hate it if something had happened to her.”

“Whatever,” I grunted. “We can’t trust anything you say. More likely, you were caught unawares, or you stayed close by to keep an eye on her.”

“Believe what you will,” the catgirl said. “But know that I have never tried to harm you or yours. Now,” she held up the bag, “I have a peace offering.”

“What is it?” I asked.

She began to open it, but when we all trained our weapons on her, she stopped. “I just need to open the bag,” she said. “It is harmless, or is harmless now, at least.”

I nodded and she continued to open the bag. Once it was open, the catgirl tipped it up and a hawkkin head rolled out of it.

I wasn’t sure what to say, but Nimeera quickly explained. “This is the head of the one that you probably know as the ‘Caravanner.’ He has been working with One Direction for years, sending kidnapped girls back to the east. Before you ask,” she shook her head, “no, I don’t know why, and my people had nothing to do with it. This was his house.” She gestured to the building.

“I guess it belongs to you, now, although I will admit that my people scooped up any loose valuables left lying about, while Josie and Lucas fought.” She held her hands out to the side, and shrugged. “We do have expenses. After all,” she added, “saving your hide wasn’t free.”

I stared at the head and then looked over at Daria. She glared at the hawkkin’s glazed eyes, as if he should explain himself.

“What now?” I asked.

“Now, it seems we are, if not friends… then at least people with shared goals. But it is probably time for me to leave.”

“I can’t let you do that. I have too many questions that need to be answered.” I nodded to Daria and Denne to flank Nimeera. “I’m afraid you are going to have to come back with us.”

“Sorry, cutie, but I can’t do that.” Then the petite catgirl seemed to fade into the shadows around her until they’d swallowed her up.

This was the second time I had seen it happen, and there was a strange resonance within me. I didn’t know what it could mean, this odd resonance to her shadow tricks, but decided to count today as a victory and simply take my family and friends back home.

 



Chapter 36- Lust in Blood and Iron

It didn’t turn out to be quite so simple to leave. This house was several miles outside of town and I didn’t want to leave it abandoned. There were no other girls being kept here, which was a mixed blessing. It would have felt good to free some more kidnap victims, but they must not be in that part of transportation cycle for now. I knew I would have to have a confrontation with Keeper to see if there were more girls in their system.

As for the wagons outside, there were ten of them. We had to do some careful rigging, but Denne had a fair amount of experience with that, so I turned it over to him. I’d never driven a horse-drawn wagon, but I figured it couldn’t be that hard. They laughed at me a bit about it and I think the girls were looking forward to me finding out how easy it was. Denne just told me he had my back. I decided it was going to be very useful having another guy around, especially one with multiple wives of his own. We could commiserate together about our woes. That thought made me laugh though since so far the upsides greatly outweighed the strain of having to deal with the idiosyncrasies of multiple women.

We loaded up the wagons with anything of value we could find in the house. Nimeera had been correct. We didn’t find any coin or jewelry but that didn’t mean there wasn’t good quality stuff we could use. The Caravanner had been living the high life. Now we would be able to deck out the office and have wagons full of goods to sell in town. I was already forming a plan about how to use the wagons to ensure the prosperity of my family and to a lesser extent my town.

They all thought I was funny when I suggested Nunani should be exempt from having to work. The monkey girl simply bundled her baby up close to herself and was soon carrying heavy furniture along with the rest of us. Lina assured me it was perfectly safe, and they all laughed when I described the concept of maternity leave. It was just another reminder of how different things were here, but when in Rome and all that jazz.

After the house was emptied out, we took a vote. It felt like a bit of a waste to me, but I didn’t have any immediate plan to use it, so the others all voted to burn it down. They said it would send a better signal to the people of Yonderton. At least I got a little more practice with it, as we worked on combining mana in new ways.

We started with Rava channeling Research mana into me so that I could find the best spots to start on fire. Then Josie and Daria pushed mana into me. I refined them all and combined them to create an air fueled flame which could be controlled like a smart weapon to seek out the best spots of the house to hit. It definitely had potential and while no new skill was formed, it was something I would spend more time practicing.

It turned out that driving a wagon was both harder and easier than I expected. The horses were well trained but a life of driving cars makes you accustomed to a certain level of predictability and the horses were more unpredictable than my patrol car had been. Nevertheless, we made it back to the office with no mishaps.

We left the wagons outside the office, which required that we keep a guard on them. Meanwhile, I assigned Rava the task of working with local merchants to set up a trade caravan. She then tried to negotiate a percent for herself as my agent. Bargaining with a soul bond makes things interesting, since we both knew the other was willing to concede more.

In the end, I think it was eye opening for Rava. It was fairly obvious she had lived most of her life closed up from others. I determined to give her the space to realize that she was truly bonded not with just one person, but with three. Her life would never fully be her own again.

Mursha came up to me just as I finished setting things up with Rava. “Lord Sheriff, if you have a moment, I’d like to speak to you.”

She managed to look me in the eye as I spoke. That was progress. My heart skipped a beat as I stared at her. She really was quite striking and having risked so much to rescue her, well her and Lina, I was feeling emotionally connected. I could only hope she wanted to talk to me about what I hoped she did.”

Before I could answer though, I heard a voice which sounded like it had been damaged by a lifetime of smoking four packs a day. “Well, look who finally managed to show up. You summon me to this ass end of the world and then don’t have the courtesy to even meet with me for days.”

I spun around, ready to lay into whoever was barking at me like that, but almost lost it. Ratkin were very rare on the frontier, in fact I think this was only the second ratkin I had ever seen. But her she was, wearing a gray dress with a jacket. She looked ancient. Her hair was entirely gray except for the patches on her tail where it has started to fall out. As for her face, even her wrinkles had wrinkles, but no one who looked into her eyes would have thought her mind was anything but sharp.

She couldn’t have been an inch above 4’9” yet there was a certain intimidating aura coming off of her. “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”

I bit back a laugh and replied, “I presume you are the city manager Sativa sent?”

“Damn straight, but you still haven’t apologized.” Her hands were on her hips and if I hadn’t known she was shorter than me, I would have thought she was looking down at me.

“You’ll be waiting a long time if you think I’m going to apologize for doing my job. The safety of my people will always come first and that is what I’ve been attending to. Any inconvenience you have suffered pales compared to the fate of young women kidnapped by vile criminals. Now, are we going to have a problem?”

She glared at me long enough that I began to wonder if Sativa would refund me the merits I spent to hire her. Then she burst out laughing. “Nah, sheriff. Just had to find out if you had any spine.” Then she curtsied and said, “My name is Rozelle Blackspot. I’ve been summoned to be your new town manager. I have already gotten the other employees you hired started working, but I will need to know how much you want to charge for the services of the healers and what projects you want to prioritize, plus there is a lot of paperwork that I need to go over with you.”

I groaned but managed to keep it internal. I glanced between Mursha who wore a hopeful look on her face to Rozelle who’s crooked grin revealed she was missing one of her two front teeth. “I’m sorry, but that will have to wait a little bit longer. I’m sure Sativa wouldn’t have sent you if you weren’t qualified. As for the healers, their services should be free for any citizens of Yonderton. You can set reasonable rates for travelers. Now, though, I have some long overdue issues to attend to.”

I didn’t wait for her to respond as I seized Mursha’s hand and pulled her into the office. As we left, I’m pretty sure Rozelle mumbled, “Oh, to be young again.”

Once we were inside, Mursha pulled her hand back and stopped. “Lord Sheriff, I really need to tell you some things.”

The tension in her voice made me nervous that she had decided she couldn’t go against her father’s wishes. My brain scrambled as I decided I didn’t want to let her go. I wouldn’t call it love, although looking at her now, there was certainly a bit of lust. Actually, now that I thought about it, I realized that something had changed inside of me.

I hadn’t noticed it before, but ever since bonding with Lina, I felt, well more horny. God, I was going to have to talk to her about this. I couldn’t let this distract me. Now, though, lust or no, I knew we needed Mursha as part of the team. I’d marry her, I’d take her as a clerk, or a deputy or a consultant. I wasn’t sure that was a thing in Olimero, but her Gravity mana had too much potential. That and as much as I liked Mactosh, it would be great if we could get our own smith on site.

“Before you say anything, I want to show you the smithy.” Then I grabbed her hand again and practically drug her along behind me.

I only released her arm when we reached the smithy. A part of me hoped she would have enough fire in her to protest me dragging her along, but she didn’t say a word. When I looked at her, I realized it wasn’t because she was being passive, but because she was enraptured by the smithy. Which, I guess I could understand. The lathes and some of the other equipment were clearly both magical and at a higher level of technology than what she was accustomed to.

“Uh, why…?” She mumbled.

“Why what?”

“Why’d you make this smithy? Did you hire someone new?”

I might not be the smoothest guy in the world, but when an opening was gift wrapped like that for me, even I couldn’t miss it. “Sativa made it using knowledge from my mind and whatever magic thing she does. But I asked for it because I was hoping you would come back.”

The silence lingered on for a full minute before she spoke in barely a whisper. “You made this for me?”

“Yes. That is… if you want to come back. I hope you do, but you have to be sure of what you want.”

“And you really find me attractive? I know a bunch of the other sheriffs were freaked out by our tusks and green skin.”

I laughed. “Yes, but let’s be clear. I want you for so much more than your body. I’m very attracted to that, but your amazing mana and the skills you have displayed as a warrior and a smith are worth their weight in gold to me.” It was a risk speaking so bluntly with her, but the more I got to know Mactosh and now Denne, the more I understood that orcs appreciated bluntness. I also was going on a hunch that she wanted to be needed for more than her appearance.

Judging from the grin on her face, I had guessed correctly. Then things got weird as she dropped to her knees in front of me and, with no hesitation started undoing my trousers. I grabbed her hands to stop her while a part of my brain screamed at me, asking what the hell I was doing.

“Um, don’t you think we should decide what you are coming back to do?”

She looked up at me with what I took for innocent confusion on her face. “Oh, I thought you were hiring me to be a deputy. You said you wanted me to be a warrior and smith.” Then I saw a flash of that timid Mursha I had known as she lowered her eyes to the ground and began to apologize.

All I could do was bark out, “Stop. Stop apologizing. Yes, if you want to be my deputy, then you’re hired.”

She looked back up to me. Confidence and confusion were battling on her face. “Then what’s the problem?” She asked as she began trying to fumble with my trousers again.

“Uh…” Again, that primal part of my mind was screaming at my mouth to shut up and not ruin this for me. Then again, I was a highly satisfied man in that department, so I could spare a moment to sort things out. I knew that none of my wives would stop me from letting this happen. Daria might feel passed over again but then again; I had known Mursha well before I met Daria.

“You aren’t obligated to do that.”

Without so much as blinking, Mursha began to recite an oath I’d heard once before.

“I, Mursha, daughter of Mactosh, 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.

“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.

“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.”

There it was. The words of her oath were still hanging in the air. It was obvious how serious she was about it. She was definitely my deputy now and with the full oath. Before, when Daria had given the oath, my cultivation hadn’t been high enough, but this time I was able to detect the way that mana swirled around her. They had mentioned that giving the full oath gave a stat boost to the deputies. As I understood it, her stat caps weren’t changed by this, but she got between 2-4 extra points in each of her stats depending on which was the lowest. It was a way to reward those deputies who were truly supportive of Sativa’s chosen.

She shivered as the effect took hold on her. Then she began to undo my trousers again. This time I said, “Deputy, you don’t have to.”

“But I want to.”

“Why?”

This time when she looked up I could see more of the confusion on her face. I was probably being stupid, but if this woman was going to be in my life for a long time to come, then this needed to be about more than getting off. It didn’t help that I felt that little bundle of consciousness that was Lina in my mind. It was egging me on.

As I focused, I felt Rava’s awareness, too. I guess there was no getting around this. The soul bond would let them know when I was feeling powerful emotions. Now, I felt like I had a little Lina on one shoulder and a little Rava on the other shoulder. Except it wasn’t like one was an angel and the other a devil. They were both egging me on. I even got some mental impressions from them about what I should do with Mursha now. Privacy was truly dead.

When I didn’t answer her, she said, “Look, I know I’ve never done this before. My father insisted that I keep my purity as he put it. But I have a lot of mothers.”

I must have looked confused at that because she explained, “My father has many wives. They all raise the children of the clan together. I know who my biological mother was, but honestly am closer with a couple of my other mothers. They taught me many things, especially after my father suggested that I might marry you. They even made me practice with some impressive vegetables, so I’m sure I at least know the basics.”

“That isn’t what I was saying. I was simply saying that you don’t have to do this now.”

“But, I want to. One thing all my mothers agreed on was that the best way to let a man know you appreciate something he does for you is to take him in your mouth. It shows him that you are his. If you are worried, you shouldn’t be. Orcs are very durable. You can simply enjoy yourself.”

God above, she had an answer for everything. I was running out of reasons to stop her. “Does that mean that you don’t want to marry me?”

She pulled her hands down and sat back on her heels. “I’m your deputy. If you require it of me, that is fine. It is just that I thought you told me the decision would be mine.”

I laughed. “Good, I’m glad that you accepted that much at least. And yes, the decision is yours. I like you. I want you. And I need your skills, but I won’t lie and say that I love you, not yet. I think it could happen, but it isn’t there yet. I will marry you if it makes things easier with your family, though.”

“Good, because I don’t love you either. I respect you. I’m attracted to you even with the funny pinkish color you are. The power you display is intoxicating. I suspect I will accept your offer someday, but my father will just have to be patient till this. I only ask if it not be too much, that you refrain from impregnating me. It is shameful for an orc maiden to become pregnant unless she is married. I wouldn’t mention it but Lina has explained there are many things about Olimero that you don’t know.”

“That’s an understatement, but there is one thing that I know.” As I spoke, I put my hands on the sides of her head. She shuddered as I ran my fingers against her ears.

“What’s that Lord Sheriff?”

The hunger in her voice almost made me stop what I had been about to say, but no. Control was important and patience only made things better. “I remember that you lost a bet to me.”

I could feel her bristle under my fingers at that. She bit down on her lip before saying, “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that?”

“Why? Is a kiss really that bad?”

“No, I just don’t enjoy losing.”

“Does that mean you’re gonna welch on the bet?”

She growled then and stood up. “Never. But are you sure you wouldn’t rather have me show my appreciation?” She ran her finger up my throat and under my chin as she spoke.

I shrugged. “Who said this is an either or situation? I just want you to pay up on the bet, and then we’ll see where things go from there.” I didn’t wait for her to reply as I pulled her in. She was strong but not compared to me. Her frame might make her the largest of my women at six feet tall, but I was still four inches taller and considerably heavier.

I crushed my mouth to her and passion took over. The tusks didn’t seem to get in the way at all and I will admit that once she got over her initial hesitation, Mursha was a passionate kisser. My hands roamed her and it took her a minute to gain control over herself. I could smell her wetness, which was just another benefit from my enhanced senses.

Then I felt her hand snaked its way down my trousers. This time she didn’t stop till she had them undone, so they fell down around my ankles. Then she dropped to her knees. She must have decided that the kiss was long enough. She looked up at me. Her voice was far more throaty now. “I wouldn’t mind more kisses another time, but I’m burning with passion now. I need you to use my mouth, Sheriff. Show me that I’m yours and let’s see if what my mothers taught me was worth anything.”

She gasped when she saw my member. I swear it was just a little bigger than before, which had my head spinning. Then I remembered the Phoenix potion. It reformed me to be my best self- but part of that was what my soul bonds felt would be my best self. I was probably lucky that I hadn’t been soul bonded with Lina at the time the potion took effect.

Then all thought left my head as Mursha showed me just how much she appreciated becoming part of the team. I’m not ashamed to admit that I put her orcish durability to the test. Whatever refinements the potion had made in me, I was hard long into the night and eventually, my wives made their way down to relieve the new deputy. It was a good night.

 



Chapter 37 – Loose Ends

 

The next morning, I woke up with a start. I kicked myself. I knew I wasn’t perfect, but this was inexcusable. I needed to be better. While I had fun last night, I failed to finish the job. It would be easy to blame it on the changes inside of me, and they were real. I don’t know if adding a third soul bond tipped things or if it would have happened anyway, but I was definitely feeling strange impulses.

This was going to have to be sorted out, but for now, I got up to get dressed. For a moment I wondered where the girls had gone but I already knew. I simply had to look inside. Lina was up making breakfast for everyone. Josie was out in the training yard, going through some sword forms. I could sense that she felt the duel with Lucas had revealed some weaknesses in her style and she meant to correct them.

Rava was in the alchemy lab. That wasn’t really surprising. She had made a brief visit last night, but for whatever reason still didn’t feel comfortable enough to jump in with Josie and Lina. Although she sure got off on watching.

At least I could console myself with the fact that I wasn’t the only one who had forgotten. I sent out a telepathic message, “We have to go free any girls at the Keeper’s place. And hopefully take his head too.”

I felt the shock in Josie and Lina that they had forgotten, but everyone simply let me know they would be ready in a couple of minutes. I could feel Lina wanted to pout that we would be able to stay and eat her breakfast, but she understood some things were more important.

Within less than ten minutes, we were riding through town. We had an abundance of horses thanks to the Caravanner, although I still preferred to ride stone horse. He didn’t have any unpredictability and definitely no fleas on him. Daria flew ahead to scout it out and Nunani stayed behind at my insistence. We needed someone to keep any eye on the wagons, so why not the nursing mother?

Even Mursha was riding with us. I was glad to see that she chose to ride closer to me than her brother and Melossi. There was something growing between us even if what she offered me yesterday was nothing but lust. She looked amazing decked out in some leather armor. She insisted that it didn’t fit properly, but said it would have to do until she could make herself some proper chainmail.

Wrapped around her waist was a long, thick chain. After she felt she had properly expressed her appreciation last night she had gone to the forge and worked on the chain. The heat and noise eventually had driven me and my wives to our bedroom, but not before she explained to me that this chain represented the way she had been bound before. She promised herself she would live free and true to herself, but keeping this chain as a weapon would be a constant reminder.

I was a little worried since it was a new weapon she would have to learn, but on the other hand it made sense. With her ability to affect the pull of gravity, she could make her chain both heavier and lighter as need dictated, which with practice could cause it to be an impressive weapon.

Daria sent back that the tavern above the lair was empty. I instructed her not to go down to the lair till we got there. Her impatience was obvious,, but she obeyed. Once the entire team was there, I expanded my senses and checked. I wasn’t able to detect a single soul downstairs either, but I remembered that there was a magical door which had blocked my senses before, so I we slowly went down the stairs while being on the lookout for any traps.

There were signs of whoever had been left her leaving in a hurry. I expected that some of the regular citizens who had recently joined the gang would try to forget this chapter of their life. Others, like the Keeper, must have fled. I cursed and hit the wall hard enough to crack the boards from floor to ceiling. It was my fault we had let him get away.

“Daria, please fly up and scout the roads east of here. Maybe if we are lucky, word of the battle didn’t reach him for a while and he doesn’t have much of a head start on us.”

“Yes, Sheriff.” She was all business, as she answered.

That gave the rest of us time to check whatever was past that metal door. It was still sealed and I couldn’t feel anything past it. Something about the door was blocking me. There was a key hole,, but we weren’t able to find a key in a quick search. Josie tried fire,, but it was like the door absorbed it. The same thing happened when Denne tried to shift past the door. His mana was absorbed, and he bounced off it. Even Mursha’s Gravity mana was simply absorbed by the black metal of the door.

I cleared the small room and then threw one of my explosive potions at the door. It left a solid scorch mark, but nothing that was going to get us through. Finally, I thought about a spy trick I had seen in a movie, even if I couldn’t remember which one.

“If the door is too strong to get though, then I maybe the wall will be the weak spot.”

“If I had a sledge hammer, we could break down the part of the wall that holds the door in place, but I’ll have to go to my father’s shop to get one,” Denne said.

“Nah, I think my new toy can cut through the stone around the hinges and lock, and then it’s just a matter of prying the door out,” I replied.

I pulled out the sword I had gotten from An’kesh. It was definitely the biggest prize. There were still some rings, an amulet, and a few charms that I was going to have to have identified along with some potions and a spatial back. I planned to give the spatial bag to one of my wives, but wasn’t sure which one yet. For now, though, the sword was something I had been able to identify. After An’kesh had fallen, I had gotten a quest completion notification.

Quest Completed: Arch-nemesis 


Bonus Objective: Not met. You did not learn who employed him or why he wanted to take you alive. You have a lead in that he was working for or as part of One Direction. Insufficient data to generate a relevant quest. All information necessary to subsequent quests for this issue is outside your jurisdiction.

Reward: various charms, potions, magical tokens, some coin, a 10’ by 4’ spatial pouch and the chief prize.

Bargon’s Slice- This long sword was enchanted by a distant ancestor of the Bargon Family. An’kesh was a young, but promising member of this family. Beware, some of his kin may want to avenge his death. 

 The blade is a B grade item with the potential to become an A grade item if infused with the correct combination of mana.

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

I knew that the notification spoke about future problems, but for now, it was a good weapon. No, that wasn’t fair. It was an amazing weapon. With it, I would be able to overcome some of my weaknesses as a fighter. I wasn’t ready to give up my fighting stick entirely,, but I planned to have Josie, Denne, and the others start training me in the sword.

For now, I simply pulled it out and within three swings at each point I had cleared away enough stone for us to move the door. I was still holding back from using my full strength for fear of breaking the blade, but I hoped with time and testing, we could learn its limits.

Denne and I pulled the door out and then Josie led the way in with a globe of flame in her hands. Inside, we found three girls who had been captive. They were scared, but relieved. I left Josie to take care of them and telepathically asked Lina to come check them out. They seemed to be in good condition, but I’d defer to the expert.

There was something about the black metal door that piqued my curiosity. I helped Denne drag it upstairs. It had to weigh a literal ton and while I could pick it up easy enough, it was hard to maneuver it up the stairs. I was just getting ready to call stone horse, who I still hadn’t named, when Daria’s voice burst into my mind. 

 “I found him. He is in a carriage with only two guards, including the driver. I can take him out.”

“Negative ghost rider.”

“What?”

“Sorry, never mind. What I mean is no. He is some kind of pain mage and probably has some significant items. I don’t want you to risk it. Try to send me an idea of where you are and I will get there as fast as I can.”

“But, Sheriff, I can…”

“But nothing. Either I’m the Sheriff or I’m not. So you swore to obey. You may be willing to risk your life, but I’m not. Certainly not when there is another option. Keep watching them, but that is all. I will be there as fast as I can.”

The location that she sent me was only ten miles outside of town. Based on what the others told me that meant he had only left a couple hours ago. I cursed again. Ten miles didn’t seem like much, but that was because I was thinking about it in terms of cars. The funny thing is that I was sure, stone horse was faster than that carriage so I’d catch up pretty quickly. I could probably actually run faster than even stone horse.

A quick estimate told me that my new body was probably capable of running three minute miles and with my Durability, I could likely maintain that long enough to catch up with them in about 45 minutes. Of course, I wasn’t sure how tired I would be by that point in time. Josie might be able to run faster, but her endurance wouldn’t be as good. The same for Melossi. Denne couldn’t run as fast as I could, but he had at least my level of endurance.

Maybe if I boosted myself with ki, I could cut it down to two minute miles, but I wasn’t sure I could maintain it for long enough and even then it would take me 30 minutes to reach him. There was also the issue of my core needed to be expanded to fit my liquid ki. So that was out. Then it hit me.

“Denne, how far can you shift with your magic?”

“Probably four hundred feet but it really takes it out of me. I get physically weak if I push myself too hard.” His face grew grim as he admitted his limitations.

I reached into my spatial container and pulled out a pair of mana potions. “Hopefully, these will be enough. I want you to drink these if you run out of mana. I’d give you more, but don’t want you to get potion sickness. Now for the weird part. I have to drain your mana out of you and then condense it before putting it back in you. I’ve done this with Josie, Daria, and Lina, so I know it won’t hurt you. But I’m told it feels a bit weird and your instinct may be to resist me draining your mana. Try not to.”

Denne eyeballed me like I’d just propositioned him. He clearly didn’t like it, but simply nodded with a grunt. You have to love the dutiful soldier. There was no time to waste though, so I used my mana draining gloves at full power right away. I was worried that the longer I waited the greater the chance that Daria would do something stupid.

He didn’t have much mana. I was guessing not more than twenty-five. But I was getting better at condensing the mana. It didn’t place too much strain on my core, but I could feel the need my body had to finish the refining. That would have to be the first thing on my list once we got back to the office. Paperwork with Rozelle would just have to wait.

I managed to condense it to a 6:1 ratio. Each of the mana potions restored 200 mana to him, and I was now able to hold well over a hundred myself. It took about three minutes of me really pushing to condense enough mana to fill both of us.

“Okay, now I want you to shift as far down the eastern road as you can, but take me with you. Or wait, can you take all of us with you?”

He scratched his chin before answering, “I can take about as much as myself without any extra strain. But if I take all four of us, it will cut my distance probably in half.”

“Okay, then, just you and me. And I want you to put the same amount of strain into it that you would to jump about 350 feet. In other words, push hard but not to your very limit. Then I’ll pour more mana into you and we do it again.”

He nodded. “It’s better if we get a running start. Not sure if it’s just a mental thing that I think it helps or if it actually does, but…” He shrugged after letting his voice fade off. Now wasn’t the time to try and figure that out.

We took off at a run and he shouted, “Now!”

It was a wild sensation. It was like the world bent all around us. One second we were running for the city wall, the next we were more than two miles down the road. I stuttered stepped, but he kept running. He let out a roar. Obviously, he liked what he could do with condensed mana and why shouldn’t he? This had real potential.

He repeated the shifts as quickly as I could channel the mana back into him. I managed to convert enough to for us to make a sixth jump even though it wasn’t quite as far as the others. In the end, we were just a quarter mile behind the carriage. I could tell that Denne was tired,, but he didn’t voice a single complaint. Instead, he pulled his axe and dug deeper while running. He was the kind of guy I would be happy to have watching my six.

I streaked ahead, but as fast as I was, I wasn’t faster than Daria’s spear. It took the guard who was driving the carriage, which of course sent the horses into a wild run. Why couldn’t she have waited just a little longer? Then again, by this point, after Mursha last night, the hawkgirl probably felt that she had been clam blocked enough times and was tired of waiting for anything.

I wanted to yell at her, but I didn’t waste the energy. The guard on the back of the carriage was aiming a crossbow at the Daria. She had stopped midair to stabilize her throw and now I worried she wouldn’t be able to avoid the bolt. Her Air mana might allow her to blast it away, but this was the entire reason for why I hadn’t wanted her to attack on her own.

Instead of wasting time calling out to her, I focused all my ki into my legs and my right shoulder. I burst forward like I was spring loaded. My mass wasn’t enough to knock the carriage over, but with it moving wildly already it was enough to topple the guard from the top of the carriage. He hit the ground and rolled up, but his crossbow was bent, so I ignored him. Denne would be on him in a second and as mad as the orc was at having to run this far, I was sure he’d make short work of the guy.

I was clinging onto the carriage, trying to pull myself up when Daria dove into it. She must have been hit by a wave of power from Keeper because I saw her body tense up. Her jaw locked into an expression of pain so severe that she couldn’t even manage to scream. She quickly fell behind us as the carriage continued to careen down the road, but she did buy me enough time to pull myself up.

A quick yank and I ripped the door off and climbed inside the wagon. I was confident the bunnykin mage would be no match for me, but I kept my eyes open for blades and hardened my brain meridian against pain. Surely after fighting An’kesh this guy wouldn’t have anything on me.

Of course, I was partially wrong. I caught his hand as he thrust a dagger at me and crushed the bones of his wrist. It was then that his magical attack struck me, fueled by his own pain. I felt like my bones were being ground to powder, which is saying something after I got the hardened bones ability.

Wave after wave of pain shot through me and I struggled to find my equilibrium. My body held onto him without relenting, but my mind fled from the pain. I sought balance within myself as I dug deeper into my core. With my vision turned inward, I saw the shape of my core. It has been stretched by my new liquid ki and there were signs that my core was going to crack.

That wasn’t okay. I pulled at the Keeper’s mana as it coursed through me. The impossible happened, though. I pulled more than one hundred mana from him, and he still wasn’t out. That was well beyond the racial cap of any race on Olimero. This shouldn’t be possible, but possible or not, it was happening.

Here I was a body cultivator, master of my own body, and yet I was being reduced to a quivering mess by untold waves of pain. I could hear him taunting me, but I couldn’t even make out his exact words. The pain simply flooded my system and threatened to drown me.

I fought it, but little by little felt myself being overwhelmed. This shouldn’t be possible, but he simply had an insane amount of mana to throw at me. I couldn’t push the pain out of my body. But then I realized something. Maybe it was that my mind cracked for a moment, but pain was part of the body. It is a defense mechanism. While it surely isn’t as much fun as pleasure, it is no less a part of the body for that.

Either I was going to die horribly here, or I was about to do the most brilliant thing. I embraced the pain and let it flow through me. I let it wrap around my core and accepted it into myself. I felt as the cracks in my core not only closed but disappeared as if they had never been there. My understanding of my body took a step forward and my core grew complete. Notifications popped up,, but I ignored them as I finally learned to surf the wave of pain. The key wasn’t trying to stop a natural process, but making peace with it.

I opened my eyes and squeezed down on his broken wrist. He yelped and then screamed, “No, this isn’t possible. You’ve drained my mana well and still aren’t dead.”

I didn’t know what a mana well was,, but I did know that he didn’t know what I was capable of. I took a ragged breath as I realized I must have been screaming without even being aware. Then I asked, “Who do you work for? Who is behind all this?”

He said, “I can’t say. He’ll kill me.”

“He isn’t here, but I am. And I most certainly will kill you. In fact, I’ll do more than that. For your part in this, I invoke the Law of Blood. We will duel and if you lose your immortal soul will be forfeit.”

His eyes grew wide and, if possible he became even paler. “No, no. Have mercy.”

“Like you had mercy on all the girls you took from their homes. No. This is a fitting punishment.” I grabbed his other wrist and crushed it to match the other. I knew this fight would be short,, but I was still hoping he would give me some information, not that I was going to relent. He was one of the masterminds behind all of this. The Law of Blood was called for.

“Please, please.”

“Tell me, who. Tell me, now, before I snap your neck.”

“Okay, okay. It’s …” His words were broken up by violent coughing. I held him at arm’s length. I didn’t want him hacking all over me. He kept trying to speak,, but the coughing got worse. I could see he was struggling to breathe. Then he hacked up blood all over me and suddenly went limp.

I set him on the bench of the carriage, but he was already dead. I shook my head as I felt justice had been perverted. I didn’t know if he had taken his own life like with the Olimeran equivalent of a cyanide capsule or if there was some magic on him which kept him from speaking about the one who sent him. Either way, it spoke to a deep dark organization and sadly, I was afraid I’d have to deal with them in the future.

For now, though. I sat down. The carriage was coming to a halt. Either Daria had managed to bring them to a stop or the horses had simply run out of steam. Either way, I didn’t care. My body felt all strung out. My channels were full of byproduct from the Pain mana, but my core was new. There were notifications galore waiting for me. I was pretty sure I had just stepped up to Cultivation grade C9 but honestly was too tired to look.

There were other notifications for completed quests and rewards that I had waiting, but those were only a small piece of the big picture. I was the Sheriff of Yonderton. For the first time, it felt real. I, no we, have brought down the criminals who were controlling this town. Ignore the fact that Nimeera and her people helped. For once, it felt like I was in control of the city.

With that came so many more things. I had guns to develop, deputies to train, territory to explore, monsters to hunt, and wives to woo. There was the mystery of what a hawkkin had been doing working with One Direction for many years as the Caravanner, and that was probably just the tip of many other problems. But for the moment, I was the ruler of Yonderton and it was good just to be alive. With any luck, I’d get some of this sorted out before Lina gave birth. Now, though, I was going to take a well-deserved rest and let Daria or Denne drive the carriage back to town.

 



Epilogue - From the Shadows

 

Nimeera watched Jager as he paced back and forth. The two of them and the remaining members of the Nisync team were staying at a ranch twenty miles outside Yonderton. The initial phase of their mission, it seemed, was over. It had gone well enough. The problem, was that the one failure they’d had, rested squarely on her shoulders.

It was easy to see that Jager was tense. They would soon be contacted by Fatone, via the communication stone. The enchanted piece of quartz was an expensive magical item which would be consumed when used. It made long distance communication possible, but not on a regular basis.

Nimeera almost had trouble believing some of the stories she had heard from Rob. About his home world, and how people could speak to each other from anywhere on the planet, basically anytime they wanted to. How could such a thing be, without magic?

No, she thought, better not to get sidetracked. She knew that Jager was going to call her out when they spoke to Fatone. They were down to only six team members. Two of those who remained were only muscle, but most were mages. Jager was the most powerful, with his Water mana, but they also had an Ice mage and a Fire mage. Neither was anything amazing, but they had survived the conflict with One Direction. That had to count for something.

They had eliminated all the members of One Direction in Yonderton, or at least all the members they could find. Nimeera was fairly confident that they had rooted them all out, and expected at least to get some credit for it. Nimeera’s Emotion mana wasn’t suitable for head-to-head combat—that was what she had her daggers for—but it was very good for gaining information.

Perhaps that was why she was frustrated. They had kept the Sheriff safe. They had rooted out One Direction and set Nisync up to be the leading criminal power in Yonderton. Of course, Nisync was always looking to expand, just not out this far—out at the far ragged edge of the frontier. Nisync had simply been hired by the Cult of the Raven to protect Rob and to stop One Direction.

That may have been Nisync’s mission, but that hadn’t been her mission. She had failed to embed herself with the Sheriff and his team, either figuratively or literally. Things had been going so well, at first. Her power to manipulate others’ emotions had opened the door for her. She hadn’t even minded doing menial tasks around their house. They had made her feel truly welcome.

She had been on her own, living on the streets since she was very young. It made for a rough childhood. It also should have made her immune to the temptation that was simple compassion and kindness, but she had felt tempted to go native. The way their house ran, was unlike anything she had ever seen.

Rob actually treated his wives, and even those like Daria who weren’t yet a wife, as equals. Everyone had a say in things—and that included Lina, even though she wasn’t a fighter. In fact, Lina seemed to have the most say in everyday matters. It was strangely enticing, especially the way that Lina kept letting her know she was welcome to take a room and live with them there. It had been tempting—quite tempting.

Nimeera had been able to stay on task… mostly. She just didn’t like that she had been so tempted by their kindness. It had made her feel bad about taking advantage of Rob, manipulating his emotions. That was why she’d limited herself to delicate prods and pushes, and only when required. She kept telling herself that it wasn’t necessary to sleep with him, to keep him under wraps.

He was certainly attractive enough that it wouldn’t have been a chore, and it wouldn’t have been the first time she’d done so to get close to a mark. Even on Olimero, where men had plenty of women to choose from, she’d found seduction was still an important and powerful part of her arsenal. The sounds his wives made at night, had only made the idea of seducing him that much more tempting—but then again, if she seduced him, she had to remain the one in control of the relationship.

That hadn’t actually worked out so well, though. Her fear of getting too close to her mark, had meant that she kept putting off seducing Rob, despite Jager’s insistence that she do so. And then suddenly, he started being able to throw off her influence.

It was odd. He still treated her with kindness, which she’d been shocked to realize meant that he was actually being nice to her, and not treating her that way just because of her mana. The way her mana got sucked up into him and seemingly disappeared was odd. It both intrigued and frightened her if she was being honest with herself. Nimeera understood why the Cult of the Raven might be interested in him. He was a true oddity.

When she had run into Rava, she’d thought the gig was up. The alchemist was well-known as the only person ever to have left the Cult. Except, no one can fully step out of the shadows. Jager and the others were not true adherents to the shadow, so she didn’t even bother mentioning it to them. But given a chance, it would be her responsibility to report Rava to her superiors in the Cult.

She shook her head. The web of deception in her life threatened to tangle up even her. She felt pulled by so many different competing motivations. The last one she could allow to trip her up, was any sort of feelings for Rob. He was just a mark, a job. She had to keep that in mind. Her god wanted something from the human; she just didn’t know what it was. She only knew that Korkanis and his Cult of the Raven had saved her from the streets and trained her. She owed the Raven everything.

Jerking her from her thoughts, the communication stone came to life. Instead of Fatone, though, she saw a face—or rather the shadow of a face—buried within a deep cowl. “Greetings, from the shadow,” a woman’s voice said. “I am Adherent Nogia, faithful of Korkanis. Fatone has been kind enough to allow me the use of his communication stone.”

Predictably, Jager reacted poorly. The man didn’t like surprises.

“Well, hello, your shadowiness. Don’t take this the wrong way,” he sniffed, “as I know we were hired by the cult for this job, but I work for Nisync and Fatone, not you. I’d like to hear from Fatone, himself.”

“What ‘you’d like’ is irrelevant.” The woman’s voice was calm but steely. “Nisync has agreed to lease all of you out to us. The shadow is about to fall on Yonderton, but there will still be plenty of profit for you, if you listen well. I will be traveling there soon, with a full escort of shadow knights and adherents. You are to maintain the status quo until then, understand? Keep the Sheriff safe. That is your top priority.”

Jager sputtered, but didn’t seem to have the words to express his frustration. Nimeera couldn’t keep her smile to herself. She knew of Nogia; she was another so-called prodigy, like Nimeera. Something must have happened to increase Korkanis’ interest in the Sheriff of Yonderton, for him to put this much effort into the mission.

She frowned. Nimeera didn’t like not understanding what was going on. Then she heard Nogia calling her name.

“Yes, Adherent?”

“You are being made leader of this mission until I arrive. Robert Case has stepped into the shadow, but he is only on its fringes.”

The other Nisync members had all barked and argued at her being put in charge, but none of them realized how significant Nogia’s second statement had been. It could change… everything. For a chosen of Sativa to step into the shadow? Well, that was big. Nimeera would have to wrap her mind around it.

“As you order, Adherent,” Nimeera answered. Technically, she and Nogia held the same rank within the cult, but it wouldn’t do to be seen arguing in front of the others.

“Oh, and Nimeera… one more thing. Hands off the Sheriff. I shall be the one to bring him into the depths.”

Nimeera trembled. She bowed her head in apparent agreement, but suddenly Rob became that much more appealing. It is a truism, that you never want something quite as much as the one thing you are told you can’t have.

__________________

Old Scratch fumed. He had been imprisoned for so long that, at times, he almost forgot about it. Sure, he couldn’t reach out and directly touch the Earth anymore, but his approach had always been much more subtle than that. There was no lack of his influence amongst the humans. The other might not like that, but they were just as much in Old Scratch’s pocket as any of the rest of them—despite being his enemy.

Today, though, the prison chafed. But for this prison, he would have gone to Olimero and set the upstart gods straight. It wasn’t enough, that he had to deal with Sativa, naïve idiot that she was. She was actually turning out to be the least annoying of the new gods connected to Olimero.

Sativa had helped him bring humans to Olimero. She didn’t know what Old Scratch’s true purpose was, but now that his experiment was finally bearing some fruit, the others had started sniffing around. That simply could not be permitted. Even worse, they all had their own agendas. Sativa simply wanted him to make her world a better place—how quaint.

He had expected Korkanis to take an interest at some point. The shadow god was not half as skilled at intrigue as he seemed to think he was, though. Old Scratch fumed. Rob belonged to him. The man was only the culmination of a few thousand years of experimentation. He wasn’t going to allow his experiment to be turned into some creature of the shadow.

Then there was Mensor. The god of beasts was anything but subtle. What exactly his game was, Old Scratch didn’t know for sure, but the stirring of beast waves in the untamed lands was too much of a coincidence. Mensor was half feral, anyway. But Old Scratch simply couldn’t allow him to overwhelm Yonderton. A few months ago, he wouldn’t have cared; he’d simply have had to set up a new experiment. But with the progress Rob had made, and now the changes with his son… well, that wasn’t something that Old Scratch wanted to toss away into the ‘ole circular file.

The most confusing of all, was Telmorra. She was the goddess of mana, but whatever Rob was developing into was, in many ways, the antithesis of that power. Yet, her interest showed that she’d noticed something that Old Scratch didn’t see. That was why the prison now chafed. He needed more information. It was time to send out a special agent.

A crooked smile twisted his thin lips as Old Scratched pondered who to send. Yes… she would do nicely. Hopefully, this would mean he would get back some answers. Either way, the thought of sending her to Rob amused him, and the walls of his prison shook with the peals of his laughter.

__________________

Amos tripped while trying to block Denne’s attempted tackle. He kept Rob from being completely taken down, but Denne’s tackle nearly knocked the ball from his hands. It did slow him down enough to allow Josie to make a grab for the ball. O-ball team training had become a regular event for the Sheriff and his deputies over the past few weeks. Denne, Josie, Nunani, and Melossi provided Daria’s team an opponent for their scrimmages.

Rob, Daria, Amos and Nicea had started to gel as a team and, since the game also counted as Agility training, Rob didn’t worry about wasting time on it. Even Denne and Josie hadn’t taken much convincing, that it would be good training. Neither would admit how much they enjoyed playing it, but then again, it was a rather rough and tumble game.

Rob would have thought of it as an odd combination of football, soccer, and basketball, if they were back home. Magic was allowed, though, and you could attack an opposing player if they were holding the ball. Each side attempted to score goals in a tall hoop, posted at either end of the field. With the superhuman reflexes, speed, and durability of even your typical Olimeran, it was a fast-paced game.

They had rented out the arena today for practice since the tournament was just around the corner. Things had been going so well lately, now that One Direction had been dealt with. It also helped that no matter how annoying Rozelle could be, she had definitely turned the city’s prospects around, with her talent at managing the city.

Rob had used the money he gained when they’d taken down the Keeper, and the wagons that became theirs when the Caravanner was killed, to increase trade with the east. He now owned a share of every business that was worth mentioning in town. If things went well, he was going to realize a huge return on his investments, once all their goods were sold. The future looked promising.

He still had to keep his promise to Daria, though. He needed to tour the land around Yonderton as part of a quest, too, so it would be easy to turn duty into some one-on-one time with the hawkkin. She hadn’t exactly been patient, but she’d understood when he’d told her that they couldn’t leave until after Lina gave birth. He definitely wanted to be present for the birth of his son.

Rob felt Josie’s flames scorch his hands and Denne’s fist got past Amos to slam into his ribs. It was no less than he deserved for allowing his concentration to falter. The ball was wrenched free of his grasp, and Josie threw it to Nunani who made a run for the goal. Daria swept in to stop her, but Melossi leaped up and caught her by the legs in midair.

Now, it was up to Nicea, the only one standing between the goal and the monkeykin. You could never have convinced me that Nunani had given birth a few weeks ago—except that he’d been there to witness it. She was as nimble as a monkey these days, and fiercely competitive. It was moments like this, that Rob wanted to cut loose, but they had all agreed that he couldn’t use any cultivation skills at public games, which meant he couldn’t use them in practice, either.

Suddenly, Rob lost track of the game. Josie stopped moving, too. They both stared back in the direction of the office.

He looked at her and asked a question that he already knew the answer to, “Did you feel that?”

The foxkin just nodded. “Yeah, I think her water broke.”

Rob shouted for everyone to stop but they were too caught up in the game to hear him. He waited till Nicea managed to tackle Nunani, bringing her down just short of the goal. Then he pushed out with his ki. The new liquid ki gave him an ability to expand his influence in ways he never had before.

Denne’s head turned from where he had been charging down to help his wife. “Hey, what gives? We agreed you weren’t gonna do that.”

Rob didn’t answer the question, “Practice is over. I’ve got to go.” Then, without waiting, he raced out of the stadium—using Air mana byproducts to make himself lighter and faster.

Everyone else looked confused, but Josie laughed and told them, “Don’t mind him. He’s just nervous. He’s about to become a father.”
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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%
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Strength: 128
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Skills: Alchemy 58 

Ranged Combat: 34

Melee Combat: 37

Telepathy: 15 

Mana Refinery: 20
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D-Rank Body Fortification:

Left upper region fortification: Complete

Right upper region fortification: Complete

Left lower region fortification: Complete

Right lower region fortification: Complete
Heart region fortification: Complete
Groin region fortification: Complete
Mind region fortification: Complete


By-Product Manipulation: 25%

Ki Condensed from Mist to Liquid: 75%

 

Progression to cultivation rank D1: 1%

 

 

 




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
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 +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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THANKS FOR READING LAW OF FREEDOM (Four Laws)!

 

If you’d like this story to continue and thrive, please leave a nice review here!


Book 3 will be titled LAW OF BLOOD. Pre-release will be set for June 13th, 2022.


Sometimes I get asked, “What can I do to support your writing?”

The answer is mostly obvious—read my books, leave positive reviews, and spread the word. For those who want to go beyond that, though, I do have a Patreon page, where you can read early chapters of the books I am working on, as well as get early glimpses at cover art as it comes together, along with various behind the scenes info. 

The not-so-secret secret is that David Burke is a pen name for Sean Oswald. You will find that any of my books under Sean Oswald are family-friendly, while books under the pen name David Burke tend to have more adult themes. 


Here is the link to my Patreon page:


https://www.patreon.com/user?u=39529448&fan_landing=true

 



 

 

Other Books by the Author:

 

David Burke-

 

Descend- First Steps

Descend- Coming Together

Descend- Going Deeper

Descend- Bursting Out

Descend- Seeing Stars

______________________

 

War God for Hire- Gladiator
 War God for Hire- Adventurer

War God for Hire- Mercenary
War God for Hire- Conqueror
War God for Hire- Overlord

______________________

 

Law of Strength
 Law of Family
 Law of Freedom 
 Law of Blood (June 2022)
 Law of Wilding (TBD)

 

 

 

Sean Oswald- 


Watcher’s Test

Watcher’s Question

Watcher’s Fate

Watcher’s Repose

 

An Unwitting Prince (3/29/22)

A Temperamental Enchantress (TBD)

She Who Befriends Monsters (TBD)

________________

 

Class Shift - Uncontrolled 
 Class Shift – Unbalanced (May 2022)
 Class Shift-  Unstoppable (TBD)

________________

 

Shaman’s Call- Frostburn

Shaman’s Call - Spirit Song

 

LITRPG

 

LitRPG Facebook Group

 

To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join:  https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/

 





	

      

	IF YOU’RE A FAN 

	OF LITRPG


 

	 

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGRebels/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases/

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures/

	 

	 


cover.jpeg
ReeDOM

A LitRPG PorTAL ADVENTURE





