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Chapter 1 - Traffic Stop

 

 Another sports car. I groaned inside. There was nothing worse than these spoiled rich girls. Santa Barbara was gorgeous, but the number of trust fund brats here was simply depressing. 

At least it was depressing for me. I’d never been handed a thing in my life and had to work each step of the way. It wasn’t like I had a bad family growing up or anything, we just were poor. Eight brothers and sisters will do that to a family.

When I left for the police academy, they were proud of me. Got all those ‘stand with the blue’ bumper stickers and so on. I really didn’t care about the politics of it, though. I knew I didn’t want to work in a factory and ever since I’d been a kid, there was something romantic about the idea of being a cop, putting the bad guys away.

 Three years into the job and the reality couldn’t have been more different from my childhood fantasies. As a deputy to the Sheriff of Santa Barbara County, I mostly got to stop speeding cars, arrested kids who were high, and responded to noise complaints. And all of those things typically centered around trust fund babies—kids with more money than sense, and none of it earned. 

 I was tempted to just let this car speed by, but then I realized that occasionally people out here rode their bikes. Driving 30 miles over the speed limit in a 45-mph zone was beyond reckless. So, I did my duty, turned on the lights, and raced to catch up.

 At least they didn’t take long to pull over. Hopefully, that meant they weren’t high. I really didn’t want to have to fill out all the paperwork for an arrest today. Then, I’d likely hear from someone’s parents about how their baby could never have done what I’d  arrested them for. The worst thing was that pretty much all of them knew someone with the clout to make my life miserable—if I didn’t leave their baby alone. 

 I called in the stop, made sure the dash cam was on, and then got out of my police cruiser. From the arm hanging out the window, I could tell I’d stopped a girl. Not really sure which was worse—the trust fund girls who thought they could bat their eyes out of trouble, or the guys who acted like they wanted to fight me just for pulling them over. 

 I walked in a wide arc to make sure I could see inside the vehicle before I was right up on the window. It was immediately obvious that this girl was gorgeous. Although, maybe girl was the wrong word. She looked like she was in her late twenties, but there was almost a glow to her. She was stunningly gorgeous, which was saying something out here amongst all the California girls. 

 Then I noticed the most bizarre of things. As she brushed her hair back with her hand, I could see that her ear was pointed—not like an oddly shaped ear, but like a full-on Lord of the Rings elf ear. I sighed. Apparently, the weirdness was not over for the day. She must be one of those crazy cosplay types.

Why was it that the hottest ones were always bat shit crazy?

 She didn’t say a word as I walked up to her. Usually by this point, they were asking me what it was they’d done wrong, or demanding to know why I had pulled them over. Some even started out being flirty, but she didn’t say a word. Maybe she was gonna end up being a crier—jeez, they were the worst. 

 When she turned her head, I saw that her eyes were green. Not just green pupils, though. They were glowing green. I had no idea what kind of drug could cause that, but I must have jumped back involuntarily because she gave a melodic laugh. 

 “Is my appearance really that unpleasant?” she asked with a musical voice. 

 I had a hand on the grip of my pistol, but something about her both put me at ease and set me on edge at the same time. It was difficult to explain. 

 “Oh, now I see I’ve rendered you speechless. Don’t be worried, you are just the type I’m looking for.”

 Regaining my composure, I finally replied. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “Just what I meant. I’m looking for some law-and-order types to bring to my world. Things have gotten out of hand there lately.”

 I rolled my eyes. “What are you on?”

 “Nothing but the bliss of pure mana, but you wouldn’t know what that is,” she replied with a completely straight face.

 I sighed and said, “Never heard of that one. Do you have any weapons?”

 “Not the kind you are talking about.”

 My hand dipped back to my pistol. “You are just determined to do things the hard way, aren’t you? Keep your hands on the steering wheel where I can see them. I’m gonna open the door and I want you to get out very slowly.”

 I wished I could pull my weapon, but there’d really been a crackdown on officers overreacting and escalating situations. I would just have to take the risk. 

 At least she complied and climbed slowly out of the car, like I’d asked. I wasn’t quite sure what she was wearing. It looked like vines wrapped all around her, though they didn’t cover much. No freaking way was I gonna be able to search her and not come off as a perv. 

 “Do you have any weapons on your person?”

 She smiled, shrugged, and said, “You’re quite welcome to search.”

 “I don’t wanna search you, I wanna know if you have any weapons on you.”

 “Fine, maybe you aren’t the one. I want some law and order, but not boredom,” she replied.

 “All right, since you are refusing to comply, put your hands behind your back.” 

 When she did, I took out my cuffs and called on my radio for backup. Once I had started to put the cuffs on her, she purred. Not like how a guy brags that he made his girlfriend purr—no, she freaking out and out purred like a cat.

When I snapped the cuff on her other wrist she said, “I take it back, maybe you will be popular.”

 From there I walked her to the backseat of my patrol car. Opening the door, I put my hand on the back of her head and pushed down softly, so I could make sure she didn’t hit her head. “Watch your head.”

 I almost jumped back again when I realized her hair felt more like mulch than hair. What the hell was going on? Backup couldn’t get here fast enough.

 Once she was comfortably seated in the back of my police cruiser, I closed the door and turned around. I meant to search her vehicle while waiting for backup to arrive. It was surprising how often you found drugs just sitting in a cup holder with these rich brats. It was like they didn’t even think about hiding it. 

 I stopped and blinked. What the…?! Her car was simply gone. It had been a cherry-red Ferrari—a real beauty—but even a Ferrari couldn’t have disappeared on me that fast, especially without a driver or without making any noise.

I did a double take then spun to check on the woman in the backseat. I breathed a sigh of relief—she was still there. Or maybe I shouldn’t be relieved, because how the hell was, I going to explain why I’d picked her up and what had happened to her car?

Then I remembered the dash cam. Thank God for that. I climbed into the front seat of my patrol car, intending just to wait for backup to arrive. This day was getting too weird. I know I’d just been complaining about boredom, but I didn’t need insanity either. 

 “You know life doesn’t have to be like this,” she said. 

 I didn’t reply and focused on my radio, waiting for word of when backup would be here.

 “They aren’t coming.”

 I rolled my eyes again—she was starting to get annoying. It was like she was reading my mind. “Okay, so enlighten me… why isn’t backup coming?”

 “Because we are in a pocket dimension.”

 I’d played enough video games and seen enough sci-fi movies to know what a pocket dimension was. Or rather, enough to know that they weren’t real. 

 “What, just you and me?” I demanded.

 “No, silly. Your car is here and enough atmosphere to keep you alive, along with a little terrain for your car to sit on.”

 Her matter-of-fact way of responding was getting under my skin. “I can still see the trees out there, and the road.…” I snorted. “Whatever you took, must be really good stuff.”

 “Oh, really? When was the last time that a car passed us? Or how about a bird? Seen any of them?” she quipped. 

 I glared at her over my shoulder, hesitant to take my eyes off of her, but then turned to look around. Dammit, she was right! Everything looked normal outside, until you realized that nothing was moving. Even the leaves on the trees alongside the road weren’t moving. I rolled down my car window and there was no noise. Now that I knew what to look for, or rather, to listen for, it was rather unnerving.

If I’d have been Dorothy, I would have said we weren’t in Kansas anymore. 

 

 



Chapter 2 - Something New

 

 

 

 I managed to stay calm as I asked, “Just who the hell are you?”

 “Very good.” She winked at me. “I knew you had potential. Going straight to the source of the problem. I hope to be your new employer. You just have to decide if you want to leave your old life behind,” she replied.

 “That doesn’t answer my question.”

 Then I heard the sound of metal striking metal and she brought her hands out from behind her back, now holding my handcuffs in her right hand. She held them out to me. “Hang on to these, they might be fun.”

 Seeing me still frowning at her she sighed. “Does it really matter who I am? Whatever name I give you is one you won’t have any frame of reference to understand. Suffice it to say, I’ve intervened in the normal events of your life to offer you an opportunity.”

 “What normal events? And what opportunity?” I asked.

 “In the normal order of your life, you will be dead in just about six hours. There is nothing I can do to prevent that. It is the way your life was supposed to end. You will tangle with some criminal element here in Santa Barbara and, during the ensuing firefight, you will be shot and killed.” She shook her head sadly. 

 

“I can’t really say anything more about it and I’m sorry, but you only have a little less than six hours left to live,” she said.

 I saw genuine sorrow in her eyes, which was rather unnerving. “Even assuming I believe your fortune-telling mumbo jumbo, then if you can’t do anything to prevent my death, what do you have to offer me?”

 “Rob, you know you believe me. You are a smart boy. You know that there is more going on here than you can explain and, for all your attempts at cynicism, you are still a rather trusting soul.” She tilted her head to the side, regarding me steadily. “That is part of what I like about you.”

 “As to what I can offer you…” she smirked, “it’s more than you can imagine.”

 

I frowned.

 

“The multi-verse is a large place,” she continued. “While there are rules that I can’t break, I can bend some of them. You now have exactly 5 hours and 56 minutes left to live. But I can take you to a dimension where time passes approximately 150,000 times more slowly.”

 “Wait, so you want to take me to another world… one where I will be able to live a full life?”

 “Yes, if you accept my job offer.”

 “I could live like a hundred years there? And what is the job you are offering?” I asked. I thought briefly of all the old stories about fools who made deals with the devil—they never ended up very well.

 Again, she did that mind-reading thing and she threw back her head and laughed. “No, I’m not the devil,” she said. “The being you think of like that is a great sower of mischief all across the multiverse. I prefer having my fun, but I do need just enough order for that fun to exist. As for what the job is…”

 

Her smile was glorious to behold. “I’m offering you a job as Sheriff of Yonderton. It is a growing frontier town in need of a firm hand.”

 

“Alright,” I drawled. “Color me interested enough to hear your pitch.”

 “As for living 100 years. You might live that long. Well, you could if we don’t spend too many more of your remaining minutes here talking. Every minute here, months are flying by there.”

 

She arched her brows at me. “But no, you won’t be immortal. If you die there, I will just return you to your timeline here and you will have whatever allotted time is left to you. Remember,” she pursed her lips and blew a raspberry, “even I can’t break the rules.”

 I thought about it for a minute. Either I had never gotten out of bed this morning, and was having one hell of a vivid dream, or this was the deal of a lifetime. “Okay, I just need to know a bit more about this world you are bringing me to.”

 “Do you? Do you really? 5 hours and 53 minutes, Rob… Tick Tock... You are losing months of your potential new life. Oh, and if this sweetens the pot, you will stay young and vital on Olimero, much longer than you would here—so old age won’t be a problem for you.”

 “Fine, I accept,” I said with a resigned sigh. What did I have to lose?

 The world got dark for a minute and then I heard a cold, mechanical voice addressing me. 

 Integration into Olimero

 Sponsor: Sativa, goddess of nature

 Race: Human - no known examples of this race on Olimero. Unable to set appropriate racial stats. Physical stats will be set to the closest approximation. No racial caps will be set. 

 Strength: 44
 Agility: 22
 Durability: 12
 Magic: N/A

 Integrating inorganic materials into nearest Olimeran equivalents. Items are being fused with host to make up for lack of magic.
 

Integrating . . .


 Flashlight: Night vision- see 80% as well in complete natural darkness.
 

Tear Gas: Alchemy Skill +10,  Formula Granted

 

Signal Flare: Alchemy Skill +8, Formula Granted


Glow Stick: Alchemy Skill +8, Formula Granted


AED Defibrillator: Electrical Resistance: +80%

 

Fire Extinguisher: Fire Resistance: +50%

Alchemical Skill +6, Formula Granted


First Aid Kit: Olimeran equivalent Created


Bulletproof Vest: Enchanted Armor Created


Riot Helmet: Enchanted Helm Created


Pistol: Magical Short Sword Equivalent Created


Shotgun: Magical Bow Equivalent Created


Extra Ammunition: Magical Arrows Created

Alchemical Skill +10, Formula Granted

 

Radio System: Telepathic Projection and Reception
 

Police Cruiser: Stone Horse Talisman Granted
 

Baton: High-Quality Fighting Stick Created
 

Taser: Magical Dagger Equivalent Created
 

Utility Belt: Magical Storage Unit Created
 

All remaining Equipment has been converted to Olimeran currency at a favorable rate, given the uniqueness of items.

 Integration Completed.

 

When the lights came back on, I found myself sitting on the ground in the middle of a grassy field. Any doubts that I’d had about being on Earth were immediately removed when I saw the color of the sun in the sky. It glowed with a brilliant white, rather than the normal yellow I was used to—that, and there were the outlines of three moons hanging low in the sky. 

 I stood up and took stock of myself. I felt the same, but didn’t have a mirror to see if I looked the same. My clothing was definitely different. My pants were a type of drawstring leather, but not the tight kind. I sported a rough spun shirt and overtop that; I wore what I would call leather armor. 

 As I ran my hand across the armor, my mind was immediately fed the information that it was magical armor, lighter and stronger than its non-magical equivalent, and especially good at stopping piercing damage. Around my neck was a cord and hanging from it was an inch-wide, flat talisman with the image of a horse on it. I knew this would summon a horse for me to ride, but didn’t pause long enough to figure out how. 

 Around my waist was a utility belt of sorts and, as I ran my hand over it, I saw that it contained one hundred inventory slots which were all empty—except for three that contained some copper, silver, and gold coins—one hundred of each, to be precise. I had no idea how much money that was, but there it was. 

 Also attached to my belt, was my baton and sheaths for a short sword and a dagger. Across my back was a quiver packed with arrows and a short bow. Again, some sixth sense told me the bow was magical, meant to increase the range, accuracy, and damage of the arrows it fired. The arrows themselves were all meant to cause extra damage and to fly faster. 

 No little words popped up in my head, or in front of my face on a screen or anything, I just somehow knew it as soon as I touched the gear. Same with my helmet. I knew that it was magical and would protect me from blunt damage especially well. 

 When I touched my skin, I got an impression of myself. It was vague at first but as I focused on it, I was able to form these mental impressions into words. They told me the same stats the mechanical voice had mentioned before, but there was a little more information.

Robert Case - human

Skills: Alchemy: +42

Ranged Combat: +25

Melee Combat: +10



This was all a lot to take in. It reminded me of game-like elements, but wasn’t anything like what I would expect from a game world. There was no mana bar—though maybe that was because I had no skill with magic. That was fine, I could go with getting my hands dirty. Honestly, magic had always felt like cheating in the fantasy movies I watched.

 

There was also no health bar, either, so I had to assume people died here just like they did on Earth. Of course, a moment later I realized that my assumptions might be way off. I didn’t have much time to worry about this, though, as a group of people came riding up to me.

 

There were three of them, and they were riding horses. At least that much was normal. But since this was a strange place, I took the precaution of pulling the bow off my back. 

 It was strange how natural it felt. I don’t know that I had ever held a bow in my life, but it felt as natural in my hand as my service weapon at the range. I nocked an arrow but instinctively knew I could fire it quickly in a pinch, so I didn’t bother drawing it back yet. 

 What took my breath away, though, was the group of three people who sat astride the horses. They were definitely not like anything I had seen before. They were all humanoid, but definitely not human.








 

 



Chapter 3 - A Less than Warm Welcome
 

If I had to guess, I would say that each of them was part animal. One looked like a minotaur of sorts. He was broad across the chest and had shaggy black fur covering his back and part of his chest, although his bare abs were smooth and showed an incredible level of definition. His face was human, but he had horns atop his head like a bull. 

 Another of the men had a slightly narrow face, with reddish fur on his fox-like ears and a ratty fox tail that showed signs of not being very well taken care of. The final man was pudgy faced, and instead of black or red fur in spots, he had a light-gray fur on his cheeks and down his back. His front teeth were very pronounced. 

 All of them wore only pants and tattered shirts. I didn’t see shoes on any of them. The horses they were riding didn’t have saddles or even bridles and looked like they had been ridden hard without any rest.

I might not know anything about this world. Heck, I couldn’t even remember the world’s name, but I could recognize the criminal element when I saw it. I was willing to bet on it.

Once they were within about 50 feet I yelled out, “That’s close enough.” Then I pointed meaningfully with my bow. 

 At first, they stopped and then, without even talking to me, the one with horns said, “What the hell is that?”

 The pudgy one said, “Don’t know. Maybe a molekin?” His words were more of a question than a statement. 

 “I don’t think there is such a thing as molekin,” the horned man said. Then he added, “Maybe he’s an orc runt or some kind of an elf? Except I’ve never seen such a pale and wimpy orc and look at the funny shape of his ears.”

 I was reading body language and, if I had it right, the bullman was their leader. If things went badly, I marked him as my first target. The one with the fox ears made an obvious sign of sniffing the air before frowning. “He doesn’t smell natural. Maybe he’s some kind of a summons.”

 “You could just ask me what I am. I’m a man,” I finally shouted. 

 “Oh, it heard us,” the foxman said.

I didn’t think they had been speaking particularly quietly but oh well. 

 The pudgy one, who I had decided was some kind of a rabbit man said, “We could tell you’re a man. The lack of tatas was kind of a giveaway.” He chuckled. “But we don’t know what type of kin you are.”

 “Kin? What does my family have to do with this?” I asked back.

 The foxman said, “No, not your family. Are you daft? I’m a foxkin, Bert there is a rabbitkin, and Elton is a cowkin.”

 I couldn’t help myself at this point. I burst out laughing. “Cowkin…ha...”

 The big one started getting angry. “What’s so funny, little man?”

 His tone and comment made me stifle my laughter and take stock of the situation. I wasn’t little at six feet four inches, so I was not sure where he got off saying that. He might have been thicker than me across the chest, but I was fairly sure I was taller than him. It was hard to say for sure, though, with him on horseback.

“I don’t know if this makes it any easier, but my race is called human.”

 “Hue...man?” their leader said, dragging the syllables out. 

 The rabbitkin snorted and asked, “What’s a hue?”

 This conversation was getting us nowhere. “Look, I don’t know what you rocket scientists are trying to get at. Maybe you could just point me in the direction of the nearest town? I’m new to these parts.” I tried to offer up my most winsome smile, but apparently showing teeth was a bad idea, as they took it poorly. 

 “Are you threatening us?” the cowkin asked.

 “No. I just want some directions.”

 The foxkin looked over his shoulder. Apparently, he saw something which made him uneasy. “Elton, we don’t have time for this crap.”

 “Fine, fine, I just wanted to have some fun with him. Won’t really matter what he is in a minute.” Then the cowkin looked at me. “We’re gonna be taking your stuff now, furless one.”

 I shook my head. It was always the same with this type. They think they saw a weakness and would try to exploit it. Being a stranger in this world made me nervous about what the appropriate level of force to use would be, though, so I tried one more time to talk to them. “Let me guess, we can do this the easy way or the hard way?”

 The three of them looked confused at that. The rabbitkin asked the cowkin, “What in Sativa’s name is he talking about?”

 The cowkin didn’t look at his partner. He just stared down at me. “There is no easy way. We’re just gonna kill you…” 

 His words abruptly cut off as I put an arrow into his neck. The explosive force imparted by the enchantments on the bow was staggering, as my shaft separated the cowkin’s head from his shoulders. The guy hadn’t had much of a neck before, but now he had none at all.

Instinct and training had drilled into me that once I discharged my weapon, I had to be at the ready, so I automatically nocked a new arrow. The difference in reaction between the other two bandits was extreme. The foxkin spurred his horse toward me while leaning forward to present the lowest profile possible while the rabbitkin remained frozen in shock.

 I was hesitant to shoot the horse and unsure if I could be accurate enough to shoot the fox off its back. And judging by how fast he was closing the distance between us, I wasn’t confident of my odds of getting another arrow off before he was upon me. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to shoot the horse. 

 I loosed the arrow and it hit the foxkin, but only cut a gash across his upper arm. The force was still enough to turn his body, knocking him up onto the hindquarters of his horse. I didn’t trust myself to get another shot off, so I dropped the bow and pulled my baton. The sword and knife were probably more lethal but I just didn’t feel as comfortable with them. 

 The foxkin sprang from the back of his mount before it reached me and tackled me to the ground. He didn’t have a weapon in either hand, but instead relied upon his sharp claws. I managed to fend those off, mostly because his injured arm obviously made things difficult for him.

The foxkin was fast, though. He squirmed free when I tried to get him into a submission hold, and then I felt his needle-sharp teeth bite down on my shoulder. My enchanted armor protected me, but the force of the bite was hard enough that I knew I was gonna have a bruise there.

We rolled across the ground until I ended up on top. Keeping his sharp nails away from my face ended up being harder than I’d thought. The only saving grace was that I was a little stronger than him. That alone was depressing—because at 6’4” and 220 pounds of hard-earned muscle, I was used to being the biggest and strongest guy in the room. The foxman couldn’t have been more than 5’8” and 130 pounds dripping wet—but somehow, he was almost as strong as me. 

 As our grappling continued, his injured arm began to tell, and I gained the upper hand. But then I felt pain blossom along the back of my neck, I pitched off the top of the foxkin, and was sent rolling across the ground. When I came up from my roll, I reached for my baton but realized I had dropped it in the scuffle.

 That left me with a sword and a dagger. I wasn’t used to fighting with either, even though I seemed to have a feel for them—sorta like with the bow. I unsheathed the dagger, deciding it was the one I was more comfortable with. It felt oddly natural in my hand. 

 I took stock of my two opponents. The rabbitkin was still up on his horse but held a club. That must have been what hit me. The foxkin was back up on his feet and closing in. The predatory instinct must have been much more aggressive, because the rabbitkin was begging him to just get away before something worse happened. My ears rang from the blow and I still wasn’t hearing that well. 

 The foxkin leapt for me, with one arm hanging limply at his waist. I managed to catch his throat in my hand. It meant I took a slash from his claws, though, which ripped my shirt sleeve and left bloody tracks down my arm but prevented him from biting me, which seemed to be the more dangerous of his attacks. 

 On instinct, I drove the dagger into his belly. It went in far more easily than I had expected. It just seemed that stabbing someone shouldn’t be so easy. But what really surprised me, was the way his body started to spasm. I could feel the electrical power within the dagger discharge, but it didn’t hurt me. 

 Then, I heard the sound of more horses riding up and saw another group of humanoids. Much to my surprise there were four of the bull… er, cowkin… and one who looked like a wolfkin. At least, that was how my mind was starting to process everyone I met here. They all appeared to be half human, half animal hybrids. 

 The cowkin all had crossbows aimed at us as the wolfkin spoke, “Drop your weapon, get off the horse, and get on your knees.” 

 The rabbitkin scrambled to obey them, nearly falling off his horse sideways in his rush. I flung the limp corpse of the foxkin to the ground. When they all saw the bloody dagger in my hands there were a few gasps, but I slowly set my weapon down on the ground.

It wouldn’t do, for some twitchy finger to go off and me accidentally to end the new lease on my life before it really got started. Once both the rabbitkin and I were on our knees with our hands clasped behind our heads, the others took turns dismounting while always keeping a crossbow trained on us.

The wolfkin glared down at the rabbit. “What’d you think, Bert? That you could just steal from me and get away with it? You know I don’t play games.”

 “It was all Elton’s idea. He said you weren’t paying fair wages.”

 Nodding his head, the wolfkin kicked the remains of the cowkin I’d slain. “It looks like he got what he had coming, but that was some spell to take his head off like that.”

 “Weren’t no spell, Simon. It was that furless one. He attacked us. We were just trying to ride away. Figured we could sell the horses and start up on our own.”

 “So, he just up and attacked three men riding by on horses, did he?” Simon didn’t sound too convinced, as he looked at me. Almost as an afterthought, he added, “What is he anyway?”

 I was getting tired of this already. “Look, I don’t know why I have to keep explaining this to everyone. I’m just a man. A human male.”

 One of the cowkin behind him grunted, “Boss, look at his chest.”

 Simon got a startled look on his face. “Oh, Sheriff, I’m sorry. You might have told us…” He frowned. “We got word that a new Sheriff was being sent. Never seen anything that looks quite like you, though. Not an elf or an orc, nor any of the beastkin I’ve ever seen or heard of—but if Sativa sent you, that’s good enough for me.”

 



Chapter 4 - Sheriff?
 

I wasn't quite sure what to make of the wolfkin's words. All the crossbows had shifted to point at the nervous rabbitkin. I took a second to look down at my chest armor. Sure enough, there was an insignia on the armor. I would say it was embroidered on the breastplate, but it was more like it was etched in and then filled with magic. The symbol was the typical old-fashion star that used to be the symbol of law and order.

 Then the words from the strange woman came back to me. There were two ways I could play this, I figured. I could express my confusion and uncertainty, of which there was plenty, or I could take the bull by the horns….er, so to speak. I opted for the bold approach.

 Standing up, I said, "Given the greeting I got here, it looks like you sure need some help. I wasn't told too much about the situation when I was given this job, though."

 One of the cowkin snorted. "Another outsider. I give him a week."

 The wolfkin, Simon—who was obviously the leader—gave the cowkin a flat look that had him lowering his head to stare at the ground. 

 I asked, "What does he mean by ‘another’ outsider?"

 "Well, not to state the obvious, but you clearly aren't beastkin, orc, or an elf. Our nature goddess, Sativa, created this world to be a bountiful place, but she doesn't believe we are able to properly regulate ourselves. Every so often, she brings in an outsider from a different world to be the Sheriff."

 It was my turn to shake my head. I hadn't seen any evidence of advanced technology. A crossbow seemed to be the pinnacle of their technical development, but here this guy was talking about people from other worlds like it was perfectly natural.

"On my world,” I snorted, “we don't even know about the existence of other worlds—this is all new to me."

 The wolfkin grinned ruefully. "You can just ignore Josun over there. You are obviously at least semi competent, as you took care of these horse thieves on your own. For that you have my gratitude, Sheriff, although I think you will find you've accepted a rather difficult job here."

 "I really just need someone to point me in the right direction and I will head to town on my own."

 "Yonderton is more than a day's walk from here. If you want, you are welcome to ride one of these stolen horses back with us to my ranch. You can spend the night there, and I'll have a couple of my guys escort you into town in the morning. Oh,” and he stuck out his hand, “and my name is Simon Lupan."

 I bit back a chuckle, given how close his name was to lupine and him being wolfkin and all, but figured that since he was being polite, I should return the favor. I reached out a hand and Simon clasped my forearm. He had a firm but not crushing grip.

A memory tickled the back of my head when I felt a pulse of energy go down from around my neck to the amulet I wore. I remembered that I had a token for a stone horse, which was meant to replace my police cruiser. It would probably be better if I could prove my independence.

So, taking a chance, I pulled the token out from under my armor and into my hand. My mind was immediately filled with instructions on how to use the item. I simply had to say the words 'stone horse' aloud while the talisman was touching my skin. 

 This was the moment that I realized there was no way this could be a dream. If it was a dream, I wouldn’t be spouting magic words. I was just going to have to accept that this was very real… as improbable as that seemed. 

 "Stone horse," I said, trying to instill as much authority as I could into my voice with. 

 An open patch of ground a few feet to my left burst upward. The very earth churned and then moved up with the fluidity of water. When the movement stopped, it had solidified into a horse that was larger than a Clydesdale but was clearly formed of ebony-black stone.

 The cowkin all stood with their mouths agape. I heard someone whisper, "Earth mage and fire mage?" in hushed tones. 

 Lupan just grinned and said, "It looks like the goddess didn't send us a helpless babe, this time." Then he proceeded to give me directions to Yonderton. He assured me it was the largest town in this district. We were on what he called the frontier, and there was truly little in the way of an overarching government. The smaller villages and farms all looked to Yonderton for direction as the only town, or maybe it would be considered a small city, in the district. 

 I queried him for more information and learned the district was a good hundred miles long and sixty miles wide. There weren't more than a dozen villages, a couple hundred larger farms, and a few hundred small family homesteads—all beholden to the one decent-size town, Yonderton. He guessed the population of the whole district was maybe a little over five thousand people, but the area would likely be growing, what with rumors of a new dungeon and several new mines opening up. 

 Simon became quite the font of information, once I had earned his respect by summoning the stone horse. That seemed to impress all of them, and they were certain that I’d used fire magic to blast Elton's head off. I figured it was better to seem more dangerous than I was—it might very well protect me in the future. 

 What was disconcerting, as I watched them clean up the bodies of the two deceased horse thieves, was the extreme strength they displayed. The small foxkin had been almost as strong as I was. It was obvious that the wolfkin was significantly stronger than me and that wasn't even saying anything about the cowkin.

That name still made me want to laugh out loud, though, so I tended to think of them as minotaurs. By either name, they were monstrously strong—like, literally rip your head off strong. That, and Lupan had some kind of magic which allowed him to silence the jabbering rabbitkin without even touching him. 

 I did my best to hide how insecure I felt. There was a great deal for me to figure out. I recovered my arrow and said my goodbyes before heading towards Yonderton. The stone horse was actually quite fast, or so it seemed to me. It flowed along the ground with steady strides, and I didn't feel so much as a bump. Whether that was an aspect of its earthen nature, or some other type of magic, I didn't know.

Either way the miles just flew past. I passed numerous small farms where I often saw children playing, and a man out working. Each of the farms seemed to have three or four women working too. I assumed these were the homesteads Simon had mentioned, but maybe they hired on extra workers. I decided it would be best to keep an open mind while learning about my new home.

 Not once did I see a human—at least not a human like me. There were elves at one farm, but they were tall and slim with pointed ears. The elven women were supernaturally beautiful and they all gathered around a slender man, who watched me warily. They didn't say anything and neither did I. 

 The other farms were all populated by various beastkin. In total, I noted six different kinds: wolfkin, foxkin, cowkin, rabbitkin, catkin, and monkeykin were the different types I picked out. At least that was what they looked like to me. All were clearly human looking, at least in the face, but had beastkin features like ears, tails, furry arms, or horns on their heads displaying their non-human nature.

 As far as livestock at the farms went, I identified sheep, pigs, horses, and chickens, but I didn't notice any cows or goats. That made sense, I guess. I assumed it was unlikely that a cowkin was going to want to have to eat a creature they were related to. It also made me wonder how all of these creatures came to be. There was obviously a great deal for me to learn.

 One observation that I made, was that none of the beastkin I saw looked to be in as poor of condition as the three who had tried to rob me. Even hard-working farmers looked fit, their fur healthy, and muscles abounded. Honestly, aside from a few of the women who were obviously pregnant, I didn't see a single fat person—they all seemed to be quite lean.

I also didn't notice any elderly people. Just as I was reviewing this latest observation, I reached Yonderton. My training had taught me to be observant. You never knew when the details might give you a clue, or in turn might come back to bite you in the ass. 

 Yonderton sprawled across a rise in the ground. It would have been too much to call it a ridge or a hill. I was almost surprised to see there was no wall around the town—clearly, they weren't worried about being attacked. Homesteads sprawled all around the edge of the town, and the layout of the streets and buildings didn’t seem to follow much rhyme or reason. It was more like small clusters of buildings and homes all scrambled together to form a messy warren of a town. 

 Definitely no city planning involved here, I noted. As I rode into town, everyone stopped to stare at me. In town, I saw a far greater number of elves and, for the first time, I also saw bulky green figures I took to be orcs. There were also a couple more types of beastkin, but I had trouble identifying some of them. One with feathers was clearly a birdkin of some type. 

 I didn't know how much of folks staring at me was because of my massive stone horse. It was unlike anything I had seen so far. There were numerous horses around the town, but nothing close to this size. It also gave off a palpable aura of danger. Honestly, if I didn't want to get some answers and try to find a place to stay, I would have been interested in exploring how the stone horse might be used as a weapon. 

 It might not have just been the horse, though. I figured that since they all looked different to me, that I must appear rather odd to them. As I got closer to the people, they seemed to get excited. There was a great deal of whispering. Children ran and grabbed adults pointing little fingers to show me off to what I assumed were their parents. 

 Through it all, I kept riding. There was only one road in the town that appeared to be paved. The cobblestone pavers made it clear this was the main thoroughfare. From outside town, I had identified a cluster of buildings which I took to be the downtown. I figured that was my best chance to find someone who was in charge. 

 I could be grateful for the fact that Sativa, or whatever her name was, had at least gifted me the ability to read the writing here and to speak with everyone. To me, the signs might as well have been written in English. I could tell that they weren't, but the reading felt that natural. I saw a General Store, a Feed Shop, a Barbershop, and finally found what I was looking for: the Hall of Justice. 

 As I rode up to it, I saw a smaller building off to the side that was decorated with the same star symbol on my armor. For a moment, I considered going over to what I assumed was the Sheriff's office. Maybe I could find out who the current Sheriff was and get an explanation of what they’d been told. But the Hall of Justice seemed far more like a town hall or courthouse. That seemed the most likely place for me to find out who was in charge here. 

 When I rode up to what appeared to be the front door, I dismounted. The building was at least two stories tall, but it was hard to say for sure, since it was windowless and appeared to be built entirely from white marble. There were hitches out front for me to tie up my steed, but that didn't seem right.

Instead, I focused on the talisman and muttered ‘Stone horse’ again. This time, the process went in reverse as the large horse’s form softened and then sank back into the ground, leaving no sign of its passing on the cobblestones. 

 Apparently, with the horse gone, it made me more approachable as onlookers who had kept their distance until then drew closer. I walked up the three stairs that led to the double front door. Sitting with his back to the building was one of the oldest beastkin I had seen.

There was actually some gray in his fur. If I had to guess, I would say that he was a weaselkin or ratkin. I was definitely going to have to get better at identifying the different species. The imposing double doors behind him were closed and windowless. 

 "Afternoon," I said, nodding to the man. At least I assumed it was close to evening. Though still high in the sky, the sun was clearly past its apex. 


The old beastkin looked up at me and then jumped to his feet, as though he was worried, he might have offended me. I took a second to study him. He was not much over five feet tall, had a slender build, with pronounced front teeth that looked like they’d be useful for biting down hard. There was a pink hairless tail coming out of a hole in the backside of his overalls. Barring his non-human aspect, he definitely struck the image of an old country farmer. 

 "Sheriff?" he queried, his tone coming out more as a question than a statement. 

 "So, I've been told,” I smiled, “but I just got here."

 "I've been praying to Sativa that she would send a new Sheriff."

 "Is that so? Just how long has it been since whatever happened to the last Sheriff?" I asked. Behind me I noticed a crowd had started to gather. 

 He took his hat and put it in his hand, wringing it. Apparently, he was nervous about answering my question. The pause allowed me to notice a block of text carved into the wall. It covered a fair bit of the wall and I walked over to read it. 



 Laws of Olimero

 1) Law of Strength: Spoils are for the strong
 
 2) Law of Family: Bonds of family may never be broken

 3) Law of Freedom: None should interfere with the free exercise of will

 4) Law of Blood: Only blood may answer when the other laws are broken
 


 I didn't have time to dwell on it, though, as the crowd was getting larger and larger. One woman, a curvy but muscular orc, stepped forward from out of the crowd. "It's been about two months since the last Sheriff died."

 Looking at her, I asked, "And how did he die?"

 "Same as always, struck down in the line of duty—the most honorable death a warrior could ask for," she replied. She stared right back at me, unafraid to meet my gaze as so many of the people in the crowd were. She was obviously a warrior herself, judging from the sword on her hip and the hodge-podge of armor she wore.

 "Is that a common occurrence around here?"

 Before she could answer, a couple of smaller but still muscular wolfmen stepped out of the crowd. Neither wore armor and had the appearance of street thugs. Each had a long knife. One still had his knife on his belt, but the other was cleaning his sharp claw-like nails with his blade. "Sheriffs never last long around here cause they're always putting their nose in other peoples' business."

 The wolfman who spoke looked over at his partner and said, "Whaddya think… Six?”

 The other shrugged and mumbled, "Nah, I think there's been seven Sheriffs this year already."

 I looked back at the crowd which had gathered. None of them wanted to meet my eyes. Only the orc and the wolfkin would look at me. I noticed the crowd was predominantly women, with the ration of women to men probably three or four to one. Maybe the men were all still at work? 

 But then the crowd parted, and I heard a rather harsh feminine voice demanding, "What's all this fuss about? Don't you people have anywhere better to be?"

 As a path was made for her, a foxkin walked through the crowd. She was dressed in black leather armor and wore a pair of swords across her back. The bright-red fur of her ears and tail contrasted sharply with her leather armor and what I could see of her well-tanned skin underneath. 

 Judging by the crowd's reaction to those flashing green eyes, she was obviously someone with authority. I decided to wait and let her come to me. Maybe she could disperse the crowd and explain some things to me.

 The orc woman answered the new arrival when the foxkin woman asked again what was going on. "New Sheriff." The green orc woman motioned towards me with her thumb. Then she added, "Colton and Wey were just trying to intimidate him, Josephine."

 "Well, at last this one isn't fat. Still furless I see, though," the foxkin replied. When she looked away from me, she hollered at the crowd to leave. "Everyone head on home now, unless you feel like testing the law of strength."

 Most of the crowd started to disperse immediately, although the two wolfkin hung around for another minute or two. The tall orc woman looked at me, shrugged, and then walked away too. 

 Though the foxkin was smaller than the two wolves, she didn't seem intimidated by them at all. "Colton, Wey, that means you, too. Unless you are feeling lucky today?"

 I almost burst out into laughter at the look on their faces as she delivered her lame, 'Dirty Harry' line. But she must have been able to back it up, because the two wolfkin quickly slunk off down the street. 

 Hands on her hips, the pretty foxkin looked around for a moment more as the crowd dispersed. Then she turned towards the building I’d seen earlier off to the side of the Hall of Justice—the one marked by a Sheriff's star.

Without looking back as she walked away, she called out, "Well, are you coming?"






Chapter 5 - Finding Out More
 

 

I didn't have to know exactly what was going on, I just knew the smoldering-hot fox girl with the seriously dangerous vibe expected me to follow her. She seemed to be the first person I’d run into in town with any authority, so I followed her. 

 The view didn't hurt ,either. I've always liked the look of a girl's backside, especially the ones who knew how to work it. But I never knew what I was missing out on, till I saw just how sexy a swishing tail could be. I'd dated a couple girls who were into cosplay, but fake costumes simply didn't hold a candle to the real thing. 

 The way that tail moved with its rich, red fur made me realize this might not be all bad. The tuft of white fur at the end of her tail mesmerized me, and before I knew it, we had walked into the smaller building marked by the Sheriff's star.

 Once inside, she closed the door behind me. I took in what I assumed was supposed to be the police station. It left a great deal to be desired. There were a couple of large windows in the front. I suppose it would be nice to be able to look out on the town, but it also made us vulnerable. Inside, there were three desks. At the front of the room, there was a desk cluttered with papers. To the left sat a desk covered in dust, and finally on the right sat a desk with a whetstone and weapons-cleaning gear spread across it. 

 "So, is someone going to explain things to me?" I asked.

 When I walked into the room, I immediately checked out the corners and exits for any sign of danger. I was treating this entire world like a hostile crime scene with potentially armed and dangerous perps. Even with that intense focus, I still almost swallowed my own tongue, when I saw the bunny girl in the back corner bending over to pick up some object off the floor. 

 If I’d thought a fox tail was sexy, then I was in for another treat as I realized just how cute her bunny tail was. It was like a fluffy ball of cotton sticking out of the back of her skirt. The material of her skirt, which was cut to accommodate her tail, clung to her hips. With the way it hugged her backside, I could see she had the most perfect heart-shaped ass.

When she stood up, she was all flustered and dropped whatever it was she had been reaching for. "Oh, my…" was all she got out as she turned to look at me. Immediately she began trying to straighten out her skirt and blouse. "Josie, you didn't tell me we were expecting company."

 "It's just the next tombstone," the fox girl replied as she sat down at the desk with the whetstone.

Somehow, I wasn't surprised to find she was the kind of woman who liked to play with sharp things. Though everything about her screamed ‘Danger, sharp edges!’ with the way she looked, I’m sure a lot of guys still tried to pick her up. 

 "What's that supposed to mean?" I growled. 

 "Josie, you really shouldn't talk about him like that. At least not when he's right here in front of us—you'll give him a complex.” She tapped one finger on her lips. “And he's cute, too. Love the blue eyes, big guy."

 She must have keen eyesight to note the color of my eyes from all the way over here. As she came closer, I realized the blonde bunny girl had piercing blue eyes herself. I just looked from one woman to the other.

Finally, Josie replied, "Lina, don't push me on this. You know how I feel about it."

 The bunny girl moved over to Josie’s desk. I'd say she walked, but there was almost a hop in her step. She sat on the edge of Josie's desk and leaned down, stroking the side of the foxkin’s face. "I know. I know it's hard, hon, but if we give up then who else will try?"

 I was starting to get a little tired of being talked around and about though I stood in front of them. So, I joined the little gathering at Josie's desk.

"Look,” I snapped, “someone better start talking—right now."

 Lina gave one final look at the foxkin’s narrowed gaze and said, "Don't worry about her. She is just overly sensitive about… this."

 Josie growled under her breath and Lina pulled her hand back quickly from her friend’s face. Evidently, not all beastkin were of the same temperament. Of course, why should I think they were? People on Earth certainly weren't. 

 "Neither of you get it,” the foxkin said harshly. “Lina, you've been here for what, nine months now? I've been here for over two years."

 "Josie, he doesn't know what any of that means. Don't we owe him that much, at least?" the bunny girl replied. Her breathing was coming faster, she wrung her hands together, and her eyes were rather wide. Even her nose was twitching like a real rabbit.

 "Fine," Josie grumbled. Then she looked up at me and added, "But go sit over at your desk. I don't wanna have to keep looking up at you."

 "I know, those baby blues make it hard for me to think, too," Lina said while tapping her foot against the side of Josie’s desk.

 The foxkin almost lost her cool at Lina’s flirty comment, and I saw the closest thing to surprise on her face. "No. That isn't what I meant. I … uh… I just meant that it hurts my neck to have to look up like that."

 Lina snickered but didn't say anything more.

For my part, I walked over to the desk with all the dust on it. "I assume this is my desk?" 
 
 The fox girl just nodded, so I sat down. Then she added, "That desk belongs to whoever Sativa appoints as Sheriff in Yonderton."

 "Then why is it so dusty?" 

 "Because we haven't had a Sheriff for almost two months. And before you ask, yes, I will explain your situation—or at least as much as I understand about it," Josie said. 

 I sat waiting patiently, though I kept taking in the room and everything around me. There were some swords and daggers hung from their scabbards on the wall, along with a pair of crossbows and a couple of long bows. One of the crossbows even looked like it fired multiple bolts. 

 Finally, Josie continued after sighing deeply. "I've been a deputy here for over two years, like I said. When I started, there were five other deputies and the Sheriff's name was Cobb. He’d been the Sheriff for the longest time that anyone could remember, more than a year.”

She got a far off look in her eyes, clearly remembering her start here. "I should have taken all the warnings I received about this job seriously.” She shook her head. “I don't mind the fighting, or the risks that go with being a deputy, what I don't like is losing people. About a week after I started, Sheriff Cobb was killed. There was hardly any time for me to get to know him.” Her narrowed gaze focused on me. “He was dissolved by a magical attack.”

I nodded to show that I was paying attention.

 “Since that time, we've had eleven other Sheriffs. Each one just shows up like you do, hairless. Some of you have pink skin, while others are dark or somewhere in between. Sativa always sends a male to be Sheriff and they all come from some bizarre place named ‘Earth’.”

The foxkin deputy spit out the word like it was a curse. “But the biggest thing they all have in common, is that each of them die shortly after arriving here."

 I interrupted her to say, "That's kinda ominous."

 "Be patient and I'll explain it. See, you 'humans' are all weak.” She held up a hand at my scoff. “Wait, don't get offended. Yes, I see all those big muscles of yours, but I doubt you are as strong as me—and you certainly aren't as fast. You don't have a chance against me, and that is assuming I don't use magic," Josie said.

 I glared at her until she said, "Fine. You all always make me prove it."

 Then, she hopped up onto her desk and sprang across the room to land on mine. I want to say that I reacted quickly enough, but I'd be lying. She was on me so fast, that I had barely gotten my hands up and I wasn't even fully standing before a kick from her cut into my arm with her toenails, er… claws. The force of the strike knocked me backwards into the wall behind me. Swords clanged as they fell to the floor from their hooks. 

 I’d had the wind knocked out of me—and that was with a kick to my chest, which I’d managed to protect with my arms. The arm she’d hit was half numb, but I could still feel the blood running down my forearm. She then pounced on me. I tried to grab her wrists, as her hands were extended with her claws out, but she easily flipped me. The sudden motion sent me flying across the top of my desk and left me sprawled out on the floor. 

 She wasn't just fast; she was strong too. But it was her speed that I couldn't hope to match. I hadn't done more than rolled to my hands and knees to get up off the floor before she was standing over me with one of her blades at my throat. 

 In college, I had tried a couple different styles of martial arts and done some Mixed Martial Arts stuff. I wrestled in high school and played most of the sports. I knew I was fit, without any excess body fat—it was pretty much a requirement if you wanted to get a date in my part of California. Well, that, or you had to have a seven-figure bank account, preferably eight figures. None of that mattered though, as this woman who was almost a foot shorter than me and who couldn't have weighed much more than half what I did, had just made me look as helpless as a babe.

 "Ready to listen now?" she asked.

 I waited till she pulled her blade back and then nodded. "Point made."

 When I stood up, I found myself reflexively taking a fighting stance towards her, but she ignored me and went back to sit behind her desk with that same saunter. Lina, however, rushed over to me. "Oh, you poor guy, she cut you. Let me take care of that." 

 Before I could react, she put her hand on my arm and I felt a warmth go through it. The gashes Josie's claws had made closed before my very eyes. There wasn't anything left but a little white mark on my skin, faint scars showing where the wounds had recently been. 

 "That is amazing! How'd you do that?" I asked. I knew the answer before she said it, but sometimes knowing a thing and seeing it are not the same. 

 "Magic of course, I'm a healer. How else would a bunny like me get a job with the Sheriff?"

 Then she waved her hand against my arm again and I felt a slick sensation. When I looked again, all of the blood had been washed away, leaving my arm perfectly clean. She’d even removed the stains from where blood fallen on my pants. "Cleanliness is next to… well, healthiness, I guess," Lina said with a snicker. 

 Josie nodded. "Not just any healer, but the best damn healer I've ever seen."

 I looked over at Josie and asked, "Do you have magic like that?"

 "Magic? Yes. Like that? No." Then she held out both of her palms. A ball of orange flame the size of an apple began to spin in her right hand. From there it bounced to her left palm and back again. Back and forth it went, but it didn’t burn her. The longer she held the fire, the bigger it got. Eventually, I could sense the air in the room starting to get warmer.

 Lina said, "Silly. Josie is a fighter. She has to have offensive magic. She is one of the best fire mages in town, and you won't find anyone faster with a blade than her."

 "I don't know about that,” the foxkin replied, her cheeks heating to match her red hair. “I just do what I can,". 

 But Lina wasn't having any of it. She walked over, leaned forward, and rubbed her nose against Josie's. It was oddly sexy, and yet not like anything I'd ever seen before. There was an easy intimacy between the girls, which convinced me they must be lovers. More than that though, they were a couple who had seen loss before. 

 I waited for a moment, so as not to intrude on their moment, then asked, "Can all beastkin use magic?" 

 Josie shook her head as she looked back at me. "About ten percent of beastkin and only one orc in a hundred can use magic. But as many as one-in-five elves can, so you have to look out for them. Magic is more than twice as common in women than men, but that makes up for the average man being physically more powerful than a woman of the same race.” 

 Josie’s gaze hardened, as if daring me to interrupt. "That doesn't mean that a female orc wouldn't be far stronger than a male elf, or that a cowkin wouldn't be stronger than an orc. Each race has its advantages and affinities.” She nodded at Lina. “For example, healing magic is much more common among the vegetarian beastkin than offensive magic. Additionally, each race has limitations on how far their different stats can develop—those were set in place by Sativa herself, and are absolute. No one can break them."

 "So that means training can only take you so far?" I mused, but it was more of a rhetorical question. It made sense. No matter how many days I spent in the gym, I was never gonna bench press six hundred pounds. I just didn't have the frame for it, even at two hundred and twenty pounds of hard-packed muscle—I was too focused on definition. 

 "Exactly. And your starting stats are probably pathetically low for a male your size," Josie said.

 Lina tsked. "Remember what I said about giving him a complex."

 Josie shook her head but then said, "Do you mind sharing your stats?"

 I grinned back at her and said, "I'll show you mine, if you show me yours."

 Josie laughed but Lina pouted. "Fine, but you first."

 I focused on my stats and then willed them to be shared with Josie. At the last second, I included Lina as well. Both of them went still for a second, and I felt like there was a brief connection between us.



 Strength: 44
 Agility: 22
 Durability: 12
 Magic: N/A
 


 "Okay, so I'll take that back," Josie began, "you are stronger than me. Forty-four would be an adequate Strength—if you were a foxkin. But you are almost the size of a male orc, and not much smaller than a cowkin. An orc male typically has an average Strength of over eighty. Your Agility is a quarter of mine and your Durability is less than a bunnykin’s. But none of that is your real problem."

 To prove her point, Josie shared her stats with us. Just like me, she only showed that part of her status which displayed her stats. 



 Strength: 42
 Agility: 91
 Durability: 39
 Magic: 86 (Fire Affinity)
 

 
 She really did put me to shame.

But then she continued to explain. "You have no magic—at all—and while, at least if you are like the other humans who Sativa sent us, you probably gained some special abilities or items based on what you had with you when Sativa sent you over, it won't be enough to make up the difference."

 A silence settled over the room. Josie had given me a great deal to think about. I knew I needed a lot more information about the situation her in Yonderton, but I had enough on my mind now. I numbly asked if there was a place I could lie down for a while. I learned there were four bedrooms in the back of the building. Three on one side for clerks and deputies and another for the Sheriff. 

 Lina guided me back there and I barely took notice of the room. There was a massive bed, at least a king size and probably bigger. That was all I needed for now. I flopped down and started to think through how I was gonna get out of this predicament. 

 I read through my status sheet again and again. The items I had gotten were effective, as the battle with the horse thieves had shown, but even a fancy weapon wouldn't be enough to save me from those who were so much faster and stronger than me. 

 Depression threatened to swallow me. Then I saw it. It was only one little line on my status sheet, but when I compared it to what I remembered from Josie's lecture, it stuck out like a sore thumb. Slowly, my lips curled up into a grin. 

 

 




Chapter 6 - Training

 

There was no way to know if what I hoped for was correct. At least, not without trying it first. I needed to think through the best way to do this, though. My questions to Josie before had been intended to glean specific information. 

 It sucked that I likely wouldn't be able to get magic of my own, but at least I was still able to use magical items. And, if I remembered correctly, I was given some alchemical recipes and a few bonuses to that skill. I would have to explore what that all meant once I’d sorted out my initial idea. Alchemy was a type of magic if I thought about it. 

 The key point had come when I compared what she’d said about racial stats with the notifications I remembered getting. She had been specific about how Sativa herself had set limits on how far physical stats could be developed for each race. It made sense that, even as a swordswoman, Josie thought the real difference maker was magic. After all, she could never get as strong as many of the other races. 

 But that was what was different about me. I wasn't a type of beastkin, or even an orc or an elf. Humanity apparently was not a species native to Olimero. Coupling that with the one odd line in my character sheet made all the difference.

I looked at it one more time to be sure I was understanding this correctly.



 Race: Human - no known examples of this race on Olimero. Unable to set appropriate racial stats. Physical stats will be set to the closest approximation. No racial caps will be placed.

 

It was that last line upon which all my current hopes hung.

If there were no racial caps, then I could increase my stats continually with training. In one way, it was hard to conceive of an ability to continually grow stronger. Would it make me bulkier and unable to move? Or would I continue to grow stronger while maintaining my basic form? There was really only one way to find out. Besides, should it really be that hard to imagine, in a world where freaking magic was possible? 

 I had the two best motivations a man could want. First, Josie—as well as the reactions of virtually everyone I had met since arriving in town—had convinced me my chances of survival were slim. I needed to beat those odds. Then, there was the far sweeter—if less urgent—motivation. 

 Outside this room, there were two gorgeous women. It seemed Lina was obviously interested, and there was nothing wrong with a woman who knew what she wanted. I doubted I would even need to demonstrate much progress to get her into my room. Oddly, the floppy ears and cute bunny tail only made her more desirable to me, rather than less. 

 Josie, on the other hand, didn't respect me. She had quite the gruff exterior, but I had seen it before. When an officer loses a partner, or even just another officer on the force, they can become hardened. It was a way of protecting themselves from future loss. She had obviously suffered from losing so many Sheriffs, but had reached the point of giving up. If nothing she did could protect them, then I would just have to show her that I wasn't completely helpless. 

 It might be more of a long shot with the sexy foxkin. Truth be told, I didn't even know what her relationship status was. Then again, the same could be said of Lina. Of course, the bunny girl was a little easier to read. Either way, if Josie was a fox, then I was going to be a hound on the hunt. 

 All of that brought me back to the problem at hand. I had the seed of an idea, but wasn't sure how well it would work. I could do simple things, like run to try increase my speed and endurance or do push-ups to try and increase my strength. I assumed that the same principles of training applied here.

Specifically, overload and injury. Slow gradual challenges were good, but if I wanted my muscles to grow on Earth, I was better off pushing them to the point of breaking them down so they could build back up stronger. The second part was the cautionary tale though. If I overdid it too much, then I'd cause myself injury. 

 I had to think that if it was so obvious, one of the other Sheriffs should have figured this out. There was no telling what their background might have been, but it was still something to consider. If this was as simple as hitting the wall until I broke my hand to increase my durability, then I expect someone else would have figured it out long before now.

Still, it was my only lifeline in this bizarre world—and I was quickly finding out that a man will do a great deal to hold onto whatever life he has left. 

 So, it seemed that some experimentation was in order. I didn't want to take this outside, not yet at least. I’d have to do what I could here in my room. I warmed up by simply doing jumping jacks and running in place. Then, after a light stretch, I began working out in earnest.

 At first, I had been tempted to take my gear off. Normally, I wouldn't wear more than a t-shirt and shorts while working out—whether it was sparring or hitting the gym. But this was about a much more practical kind of strength, so I kept the armor and weapons on. It took some time to adapt to their presence, but I found after only an hour that I could at least perform the exercises without feeling awkward—even if it wasn't natural yet. 

 I was finally able to perform kicks and punches without my baton or short sword getting in the way or the quiver of arrows shifting on my back to throw my balance off. It wasn't much, but it was important to know that I could react with sudden and explosive violence here, even if fully encumbered. 

 The problem was that after a little more than an hour of going at it, I was already getting tired. I was in rather good shape, but an hour of intense kicking and punching tends to wear you out. I didn’t have the luxury of stopping now, though. I was likely going to have to build up my endurance first. 

 After a final set of punch, kick, punch, punch, I dropped back down into stretches. I hadn't been able to do the splits in a while, but that would just become one of my many goals. Flexibility often made strength more functional. It would have been a lie, to say that I wasn't disappointed not to get some kind of skill-up notification, but if it had been this easy then…

 My thoughts trailed off as I caught a whiff of a certain almost primal scent. Looking up, I saw Lina standing inside my doorway, leaning against the frame. She had opened my door without me even noticing. That wasn't a good thing—apparently, I’d been more pre-occupied than I’d realized. 

 It was then that I realized the scent filling my nostrils was coming from her. Her cheeks were flushed and her breathing was rapid and shallow. If I didn't know better, I’d have thought she just went through the workout with me. 

 "Oh Sativa, I do love a sweaty man. Of course, it's more fun if he works up the sweat with me, but I don't mind," she said softly. 

 Her top was pulled taut across her chest and hard little buds dimpled the fabric. I didn't mean to notice, but there it was, all on display. Apparently, I was gonna have to do even less work than I’d thought. As tempting as the gorgeous bunny girl was though, I didn't want to die, so I still needed to work out. 

 "Lina?"

 "That's my name." Then she seemed to notice what I was doing stretching. "Why are you sitting like that on the floor?"

 Glad for anything to think about other than the scent that was driving me crazy, I said, "Just stretching. Need to stay limber and all that."

 "Is this something humans have to do? I've never seen any of the other Sheriffs do anything like what you've been doing. Most of them focused on learning weapons… or trying to learn magic."

 Now, I was doubly tempted. But no, I had to focus. Neither the apparently more than willing bunny girl, nor the prospect of learning something about magic would keep me from this workout.

"It is just part of helping me stay fit,” I continued. “I need to get stronger—stronger and faster. So, that means I have to train. Which brings up something else… Maybe I should ask Josie about this, but is there someone that I need to report to?"

 "Report to? Not sure I understand what you mean," the rabbitkin said as she stood up a bit straighter. Her eyebrows arched and her nose scrunched up cutely. 

 "Like, to check in with whoever is in charge… Is there a mayor? Or someone that I need to report to? How can I be the Sheriff if I was never elected, or appointed, or whatever?"

 "Oh." She exhaled and her smile returned. "About half of you ask about that."

 "And what did you tell the others?"

 "Mostly Josie explained it to them, but I can answer your questions. It might be a bit easier for me to talk though, if you were doing some more of that punching and kicking. I like watching your muscles move."

 She was so forward, it was almost uncomfortable, but what the hell… when in Rome and all that jazz. If bunny girls were horny, then who was I to complain? I stood up and started running through some basic front kick into roundhouse kick combos. It wasn't like I would get much chance to actually use that combination in a fight, but it was good exercise. 

 "First, you already have been appointed."

 When I stopped mid-kick and stared at her, she added, "By Sativa, silly boy. She is the goddess who made us all. She decides who rules Yonderton."

 "Rules?"


 "Yes. The Sheriff is in charge of Yonderton. You are the law here. At least as much as the Law of Strength allows. It is your job to protect the Laws of Family and Freedom and to decide when the Law of Blood should be invoked."

 I stopped again. "Wait. I'm lost. All I'm asking is who the Sheriff answers to?"

 Lina was completely confused at that point, but then Josie walked up and tugged on her arm. When the blonde resisted, the redhead leaned into the room a bit. "She means that the Sheriff is supposed to be the embodiment of law here. When I think you can survive, I will explain it to you. For now, though, I will take this one away so she isn't distracting you."

 Half of what they were saying didn't make any sense to me. I transitioned into doing plyometric exercises. There was a crate at the back of the room next to the bed, serving as a bit of a nightstand, I guess. I pulled it out to the center of the room. It seemed sturdy enough but was sealed, so I didn't pry. 

As it was about two feet high, that was just about perfect. By the time I had it in place, I realized that my head had cleared. That odd, primal scent that I couldn't quite place had gone and I was able to focus better. For now, it was just another mystery I’d have to figure out, but that could wait for later. I promised myself, no touching the bunny girl, no matter how tempting she might be, until I started to make some real progress in developing my stats.

 Explosive motion was what plyometrics was all about. I jumped from the ground to the edge of the crate and then back down again. It wasn't enough just to jump, but it had to be done as quickly as possible. In combat, quick motion and the ability to deliver decisive amounts of force at the appropriate spot were often what won the day. 

 The sweat ran down my back, but I forced myself to keep going, being grateful for this large room with its vaulted ceiling. When my thighs started to burn, I pushed even harder. The laughter of those two punk wolfkin earlier echoed in my ears. There was no way I was gonna let guys like that be the end of me. 

 I pushed as far as I could. When I began to worry that I would twist an ankle or blow out my knee from the jumping, I transitioned into push-ups. These were a poor substitute for proper resistance training. Beggars couldn't be choosers, though, so for now I would do what I could. 

 Tomorrow, I would have to see what my money was worth. Hopefully, Josie or even Lina could show me around town some. For now, I just wanted to get in a third hour of working out. I figured that should be enough for today. The light coming through the window was starting to fade. 

 As I pushed up and down, I scanned the room, looking for a light source. There were no lamps or similar things. Maybe they relied upon candles? I would need to ask the girls before it got too dark. But I felt a drive to push on and finish my workout, so ignored that concern. 

 Push-ups transitioned into clapping push-ups. Then, I tried hanging from the door frame and doing pull ups. It was hard to get a good grip. I definitely needed more gear—but it was better than nothing. When I counted off my third hour, I decided to call it a night. I wanted to get stronger, and I yearned to see any indications that this was working. 

 Yet, it had only been three hours. I was being a freaking child if I expected results to come that quickly and needed to get over myself. This was gonna take months, maybe years. It wasn't that I was impatient—it was more about finding something in this entire crazy situation which I had some control over. 

 When I finally did stop, I was intrigued to see that the decreasing light wasn't really bothering me. I could still see quite clearly. It brought to mind another line from the information I had been shown when Sativa, or whoever that had been, had brought me to Olimero.



 Flashlight: Night vision—see 80% as well in complete natural darkness.

 

At least, I wasn't going to be entirely helpless. This would come in handy. A minute later, Lina appeared and set a plate of food down on my dresser. Next to it, she placed what looked like a candle. The light was a bluish white, which cast odd shadows and was far stronger than any candle I had ever seen. It projected light all the way to the far wall, at least twenty feet away. 

 Lina turned to me and started to say something, but Josie coughed from the doorway. The bunny girl squeaked and covered her mouth with one hand. "Ahh… Sleep well, Sheriff. We will help you get settled in better tomorrow."

 I was tempted to ask her if she was gonna keep me warm tonight, but there was obviously some dynamic at play going on between her and Josie. I didn't want to stick my foot in a bear trap and, besides, I had pledged not to let myself touch the bunny girl like that until I had made significant gains in at least one of my stats. 

 For now, I sat down and ate what tasted like pork chops grilled with cranberries, and a salad of mixed vegetables on the side. The plate was large and the hefty servings lay thick on it. I knew I was gonna have to pack away the extra food, if this training was gonna pay off, but in the grand scope of things, that was the least of my problems. 

 It might have been early still, barely past sundown, but I was dog tired. Getting shuffled off to a new world apparently takes it out of you. Well, that and fighting for my life, riding a massive stone horse for a couple hours, and then working out as hard as I could push myself for three more hours.

Tomorrow, I'd start to figure out how to work smarter, not just harder. For now, though, sleep was a welcome blessing, indeed. 


 



Chapter 7 - First Morning

 

When I woke, it was to the sound of a rooster. He clearly wanted to let everyone know he was awake and that it was time to get up. There was only a faint amount of light coming in the window, but I didn't have any trouble seeing. I felt strangely refreshed as I lay there, stretching my legs and arms. Apparently, a hard workout was enough to make me sleep soundly, even in an alien world with my life on the line. 

 That thought sent a chill through me. It did seem unreasonable that I had slept so soundly. Normally, I'd wake up at least once or twice a night in my own bed, let alone if I was sleeping over at a new girlfriend's place. There was no way I should have been that relaxed. Maybe I was being paranoid, but the thought that kept going through my head was that the girls had drugged me. That, or there was something in the food or water—I didn't know which frightened me more. 

 What the hell possessed me to accept food from people I didn't know? The answer came to me with just as much clarity. I didn't really have much of a choice. I had no food of my own and, aside from Lupan, the only people who’d seemed civil towards me were Lina and Josie.

Still, I needed to find out if I had been drugged. I wouldn't be able to relax until I dealt with that fear. And I was a firm believer in confronting problems head on. I’d get to the bottom of this—and sooner rather than later.

 I swung my legs over the side of the bed and went to stand up. With my first step, I groaned. I should have taken more time stretching in bed. My muscles were definitely stiff. I wouldn't compare this to early days at the academy, or hell week back when I was playing football, but I was definitely sore. 

 As I hobbled over to the dresser to put my pants on, it was clear I was walking funny. I needed to stretch for sure. That thought was quickly driven from my mind though, as the twin scents of paradise drifted into my room. Someone had made coffee and was frying up bacon. I reasoned that I could stretch better on a full stomach, even if that wasn't sound logic.

Didn't really matter, I just wanted my morning cup and a few strips of bacon.

 When I walked out of my room, I turned left instead of going out to the big front room off to my right. There was a kitchen and dining room in the back of the Sheriff’s office. It wasn't massive, but the large table had room for eight to sit comfortably around it—more if they were Lina and Josie's size. The foxkin was nowhere to be seen, but the bunnykin was wiggling her cotton ball tail and humming a tune as she cooked over a wood fire stove. 

 She had a heavy frying pan on the top of the woodstove and had just cracked a trio of eggs into it. Eggs fried in bacon grease were almost as good as bacon itself. Mmm… 

 Lina must have noticed me entering the room, because she turned her head and looked back at me over her shoulder. "Morning, Sheriff." She had the most beautiful smile. "How do you like your eggs?"

 I was struck by the juxtaposition of the mundane and the bizarre. Being asked how I liked my eggs was just such a normal domestic thing. But after all that I had experienced in the past twenty-four hours, it just made me laugh. 

 Lina pouted and I could swear she looked like she was about to cry. I didn't want that, at all, so I walked—even if it wasn't very smoothly—right over to her. "I'm not laughing at you. You actually are the first thing that makes all this seem real to me."

Her frown immediately turned upside down.

I added, "Over easy if you don't mind."

 "Of course not. That's why I'm here," Lina replied. All signs of being upset were gone, and she had that same excited tone back in her voice. 

 "And I thought you were just here for your healing."

 "That too. And for filing paperwork, and cleaning, and well… Now that I'm the only clerk left… well, I hope for other things too." She got a gleam in her eye again when she said the last part.

 "Oh? Weren't you the only clerk before?" I asked, sitting down at the end of the table closest to her. It was the polite thing to do, to be able to look at her while I was speaking—and since she was so easy on the eyes, it was hardly a chore. 

 "The head clerk retired after Sheriff Will… well, after he was gone. But when I started, there was a head clerk, myself, and one other. There were only two deputies at the time. Josie, who you've met and Brian, a hawkkin."


I had so many questions about what had happened before me, but I could tell it was making Lina uncomfortable, so I quickly changed subjects. "Well, I now realize I was quite rude yesterday—I didn't properly introduce myself."

 "Pffsh,” she snorted. “I bet yesterday was a lot for you to take in."

 "Still doesn't excuse my poor manners.” I stood with a smile and gave a sketch of a bow. “My name is Robert Case, but my friends call me Rob. I think you might be my only friend in all of Olimero, at least if you are willing to be my friend."

 Lina turned and slid the eggs onto a plate, which she piled up with bacon and some bread with a bit of jam. She leaned forward as she pushed the plate over to me, which allowed for more than a passing look at her very obvious assets.

"Oh, I'm very willing," she purred. Then, she paused like she was wrestling with herself and flopped down in the chair next to mine. "But Josie says I have to behave myself."

 I couldn't help but chuckle again. This time, though, I smiled to show that I was just enjoying my time with her and not laughing at her. "I don't think Josie likes me very much."

 "Oh, it isn't like that at all. She has just been hurt pretty bad in the past."

 "Was she close with the other Sheriffs?" I asked, trying to add some emphasis to the word ‘close.’

 "Not like that. Josie was only the junior deputy, up until Sheriff Will arrived, and he didn't last long enough for anything to develop. Foxes aren't bunnies, after all," Lina gave me a wink.

 "It sounds like it has been really hard on you two. I'm sorry to hear that."

 She stared at me for a minute. Gods help me, but her eyes were so blue.

Finally, she said, "You really mean it, don't you, Sheriff Rob?"

 "Of course. What decent person wouldn't be concerned about you two? Even if Josie is a bit cold, she seems like a decent enough person. And you can just call me Rob. It doesn't have to be Sheriff Rob."

 "That wouldn't be proper, at least… not yet. But I don't think any of the other Sheriffs have even asked how this affected us. They were obviously too concerned with trying to stay alive. It has been really rough, since the backstreet boys have made it their mission to get rid of the Sheriffs as soon as they appear."

 There was just so much to unpack in what she’d said. I was touched by the depth of her emotion, and the plaintive note in her voice that said she really appreciated someone taking an interest in her. But none of that mattered. The way she said, ‘backstreet boys,’ like they were some dangerous gang, made me snort some of the juice I was drinking out my nose. Damn, that burned. 

 In an instant, Lina was up and at my side. I felt one of her warm hands press against my shirt in the front, and the other was on the small of my back. She was really warm, like I would have thought she’d had a fever, if I wasn't busy trying to gain control of my coughing fit.

Suddenly, I felt a soothing flow of energy go through my body. It was like when she’d healed my arm, but instead of being localized, this went much deeper into me. My insides felt tingly with the energy she poured into me, and I felt positively alive.

In an instant, all the soreness I felt disappeared, and I saw a small red dot start flashing in the corner of my eye. I ignored it for right now, though, as I caught my breath and responded to Lina’s concern. I tried to explain why the name ‘backstreet boys’ had made me laugh so violently.

It took a while, but she finally got it.

 "Oh, well, here they are a gang of thieves and not a troupe of bards. Some people think they are doing worse things than thieving, but nobody has been able to prove it.” She hung her head. “I'm sorry, Sheriff Rob. I… I put my hands on you without permission. I was worried that something was wrong with you inside, so I may have used too much healing mana."

 I noticed Josie walk into the room at the moment, but I needed to finish this conversation with Lina, first. "No, your healing helped me a lot. I was really sore from exercising last night, and now I feel like I could go run a marathon."

 Her eyebrows arched at the foreign word, but I ignored her perplexed look as I asked, "Now, I want to know why you think you need to apologize for touching me. We are friends, and if a friend can't be concerned for another friend, then who can?"

 Lina blushed, but Josie answered for her. "The past few Sheriffs have not wanted us touching them. Most of them were angry with us all the time or called us animals. Lina is naturally...ah… affectionate, so it has been very hard on her."

 As she spoke, the bunny girl walked over and gave the foxkin a hug. Josie continued, "So… Sheriff Rob? Good to know your name. I didn't want to ask you yesterday. And I apologize for being a bit standoffish yesterday."

 I smiled. "Just a bit."

 "Don't expect us to be friends or anything. But, seeing how you acted with Lina just now, tells me you are more like Sheriff Cobb than the sheriffs we have had through here recently. He didn't look down on us, or think that he was better than us.” She looked at the ground. “Although I only knew him for a short time, he was the reason I wanted to become a deputy.” This last statement came out so softly I almost didn’t catch it. 

 "As for the backstreet boys,” she looked up again, “you shouldn't laugh. They are dangerous and they are already aware that you are here. Not sure if you remember those two wolfkin who were giving you trouble outside of the Hall of Justice yesterday?"

 "Colton and Wey, right?"

 "Very good, you remembered."

 "Wouldn't be much of a police officer,” I snorted, “if I didn't have an eye for details and a head for names."

 "I suppose so. Anyway, Colton and Wey are just low-level members of the gang, but they are part of the backstreet boys and I'm sure the leaders now know about you. I wish you would have come straight to the Sheriff's office, instead of going to the Hall of Justice," Josie said.

 "I was looking for someone who was in charge," I explained.

 "At the Hall of Justice?" Lina asked, sounding confused.

 "Yeah, I figured there might be a mayor or town council there. You know, someone that the Sheriff answers to."

 "Um, you humans all have the strangest ideas. Let me ask you, what do you think the purpose of a Sheriff is?" Josie asked. 

 "I suppose… to serve and protect, or something like that."

 Both the girls looked at each other and nodded before Josie said, "Gotta put that out of your head, or you will end up dead by the end of the week."

 Now, I was genuinely confused. They were sending me so many different signals this morning that I couldn't get my bearings. "What is the purpose of a Sheriff, then?"

 Both of them said at the same time, "To rule and protect."




Chapter 8 - Say What?

 

I stared at them. "So, wait… you were really serious yesterday when you said the Sheriff is in charge of Yonderton?"

 "Yes.” Lina's eyes got wide. “Why would I joke about something like that?"

 "Then what is the Hall of Justice? And if the Sheriff is some kind of ruler, wouldn't he have a mansion or something like that?"

 "The Sheriff, like everyone else, is subject to the Law of Strength. He only gets the spoils which his strength grants him. As for what the Hall of Justice is, that is the place where official demonstrations of the fourth law take place."

 I heard her words, but was busy taking it all in. This place was upside down—at least compared to everything that I knew from back home. There, spoiled rich kids got to do whatever they wanted, because their parents had lots of money. Apparently here, riches didn't mean a thing. Sativa had created one messed-up world. Not that I was against being able to put the smack down on some trust fund brats. 

 "So, wait, you all really live by those laws?"

 "They have always been the laws of Olimero, for over two hundred years, since Sativa brought us here from an assortment of places. She saved our peoples and expects our obedience—but even she must honor the four laws."

 I tried to slow down my brain, which was spinning far too fast. I needed to think through what the laws were. The Law of Strength at least made some sense. It was like the law of the jungle, survival of the fittest. But wait, hadn’t Josie said that the Hall of Justice was for enforcement of the fourth law?

 I thought back to the carving I’d read on the wall of the Hall of Justice. Was it only yesterday? While I might not have perfect recall, I had a good memory for details. The fourth law was called the Law of Blood. But its description had only explained that it was for when the other three laws were broken.

"So how is the Law of Blood enforced in the Hall of Justice?" I asked, although if I was honest with myself, I was afraid of the answer. 

 "If one of the other laws is broken, then the Sheriff can either drag the accused there, or can challenge the offender to get them to the hall. There, the Sheriff and/or his deputies will administer the Law of Blood," Josie explained.

 "Wait, so that entire building is just a big arena for gladiator style matches?"

 "I don't know what a gladiator is, but I won't discuss what happens inside the Hall of Justice. You should pray to Sativa that you never have to go there," Josie said. She tried to suppress it, but I noticed her shudder.

 I was frustrated now. I didn't understand how the Law of Strength and the Law of Blood differed. But I forced myself to breathe deeply and counted backwards from ten. There was no point in worrying about the four laws if I wasn't able to defend myself. 

 Since I didn't know what else to say, I dug into the food before me. It wasn't quite as hot as it had been a minute ago, but it was delicious, and I soon found that I was starving. I still had some nervous energy in me, but if I focused on the food, I was able to forget about it. 

 That little red dot flashing in the corner of my vision started getting to me, now that I was trying to calm myself. So, I mentally focused on it and a pair of notifications popped up.



 Rolina has healed you. Hundreds of micro tears in your muscles healed. Excess Life Mana has been dumped into your body. Natural regeneration is increased by 200% for 1 hour. 



 That instantly got my mind off of any kind of legal disputes. Did that mean she had erased all the effort I had gone through working out? This could either be a very good thing, or a very bad thing. Hopefully, when she’d healed me, my muscles had grown back stronger.

That other part, about my natural regeneration increasing by twice its normal rate for the next hour was also interesting. I didn't know for sure, but I had an inkling that would help with my work out. 

 When I looked at the next notification, I let out a whoop.



 Your stats have increased: Strength +1.

 Note that stats will become progressively harder to increase the higher they become. 

 

Both girls stared at me when I’d made my excited exclamation.

 "What is it, Sheriff Rob?" Lina asked.

 "Well, Rolina, when you healed me, I gained a point of strength," I replied.

 "Wait, how do you know my full name?" she asked. Her nose twitched and her cheeks turned a rosy red. "Ohhh… you got a notification." She smacked the flat of her palm against her forehead. "Duh, Lina. Stupid bunny girl."

 I grabbed her hand, noting once again how warm her skin was. "Hey, no one hits my friends, and no one calls them dumb."

 "Oh, it's okay, everyone knows that bunny girls are stupid," Lina muttered, her eyes still staring down at the table. 

 "Well, I'm the Sheriff and I say that everyone who thinks that, is wrong. You've been nothing but kind and caring since I got here." Then I got quiet for a second. "Although, there is one thing that I do need to ask you."

 I put a finger under her chin and tugged gently until she looked up at me. "Did you put something in my food or drink last night?" Even as I asked her, I thought that I was being stupid myself. Something about Lina put me at ease, and although I was worried that she’d drugged me last night, I had cheerfully eaten the food she’d prepared me this morning. 

 "Just some dew clover. It is to help you rest. The head clerk always said it was important for new Sheriffs to sleep when they first arrive, so they can adapt to Olimero.” She frowned, her brow creasing. “Did I do wrong?" She seemed genuinely upset that I might be angry with her.

"Yes,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose, “but I can understand why you did it. Just… please, don't put something in my food like that again. At least not without talking to me about it first." 

 "Yes, Sheriff Rob. I promise. But one thing still confuses me."

 "Me too," Josie added. “Healing doesn't work like that.”

 Both girls were looking at me now, so I explained my exercise theory to them. They both listened intently. It is a truism that all men like to speak when they have the attention of a beautiful woman hanging on their every word—and here I had two of them.

The response I got was quite different from what I’d imagined.

 Josie shook her head. "Wow, I knew you humans were weak, but I had no idea that jumping on some boxes was enough to wear your bodies out like that."

 I rolled my eyes and shook my head. "What's it gonna take for you to be happy, Josie?"

 "First off, who says I'm not happy?” She glared at me. “If I was unhappy, maybe I’ll cheer up when you get to one hundred in a stat, or learn some magic—even though we both know that neither of those things will ever happen.”

She narrowed her hard gaze at me. “Oh, and one last thing—you don't get to call me ‘Josie.’ That privilege is reserved for people who aren't going to be dead in a week." She tacked on a belated 'Sheriff Rob' at the end of her tirade. 

 I was determined not to let her get me down, though. I had hope now. "Don't you understand what this means? If I can work out hard enough and have Lina heal me, then I will be able to develop my stats that much faster."

 The two girls looked at each other. Lina hesitantly said, "That… uhh… that might work for a while, but there is a limit on how much life mana I can use in a day."

 "Great. Do you know what that limit is?"

 "Not sure about little stuff like what I just did to you,” the blonde admitted. “Only time I've ever hit my limits, was when I was trying to heal fatal wounds that were beyond my power."

 "Okay, well, I'm gonna try very hard not to end up with any catastrophic wounds for you to heal.” I grinned at her. “For now, though, I'm gonna go work out in my room. I need to see what this increased regeneration is good for."

 "Okay, Sheriff Rob," Lina said, "Just remember that healing will mean you need to eat extra food, because your body needs the materials to restore itself. My mana only does part of the work. Do you have any other jobs for me to do today?"

 "Good to know, but with your cooking, I don't think I’ll have anything to worry about. I will happily eat anything you cook.” I winked at her.

I tapped my chin, thinking for a moment. “Would it be possible for you to put together a list of items I will need for alchemy? And a list of any commonly known ingredients used by alchemists?"

 "I can look all that up and go check with one of the alchemists in town, to see if they have an alchemy kit, they can sell you. How much are you willing to spend?"

 I opened up the money pouch that I’d arrived with. I hadn't bothered pulling the coins out and looking at them yesterday, because, well, I was too busy just trying to stay alive. As my fingers touched the money, I got another notification. 



 Personal Bank — PP: 100, GP: 50, SP: 50, CP: 100

 Copper = $1
 Silver = $10
 Gold= $100
 Platinum= $1000 


 
 There was no way the bag was big enough to hold all those coins. But as I thought about the coins, they started to pour out onto the table. It was like the space inside the bag was significantly larger than its exterior. 

 The girls laughed at the shocked look on my face, and then explained it was called a spatial pouch. Apparently, they were very rare, as elemental magics were much more common. Then, next most common were things like mind or shadow magic. Finally, the fundamental magics—like space and gravity—were the rarest. 

 Once I played around with it, I learned I could control the spatial pouch fairly well, but as soon as I tried to stick anything other than money into it, it spit whatever I’d tried to stick in it right back out. Still, it was useful.

The girls told me that when I died, the pouch would be useless to anyone else, because Sativa had bound it to me. Not having to worry about being robbed was at least one good piece of news. The girls decided that spending a couple thousand dollars on initial supplies should be sufficient. I was hardly rich, but I figured the money should last me for a while. 

 After they’d explained about the pouch, Josie said, "I'm going on patrol around town. I will be back later at lunch. Try not to go outside, please, Sheriff."

 "As long as you agree to go with me on some errands later today," I replied.

 She didn't look at me, but still nodded yes, so I headed for my room. I had some more testing to do to figure out how to push my stats higher. Once I figured out what worked best, I’d settle into the grind.



Chapter 9 - New Connections

 

Once I was back in my room, I quickly learned that increased regeneration kicks ass. When I thought about it at first, I was thinking regeneration would be something like what I’d read about for a comic book character—with wounds literally closing up before my eyes.

When I thought about it for a bit, I realized that a doubling of my normal regeneration wasn't going to be anything like that. But for my purposes, it was everything I needed. I found I could exercise at maximum intensity for far longer than normal.

When I was forced to rest, I was able to recover in seconds, rather than minutes. It was tremendous. Best of all, I soon realized another increase to my Strength. I didn't know how steep the diminishing returns curve might be on these increases, but I was happy to take any easy gains I could get.

This life mana was killer. Lina could have made a fortune on this, simply going from gym to gym back home. Guys would have paid a fortune for this—and that wasn't even considering the indestructible feeling it gave me.

Talk about a natural high! I was pretty sure that could become addictive. Which, on second thought, I guessed was something I’d need to be careful about. 

 After the hour was up, I started to feel the lag from not being able to recover as quickly. It was just what I had feared, addictive. I kept pushing myself, though, probably harder than would normally have been safe. But I figured that Lina could heal me after I got done working out. 

 The extra two points of strength didn't seem to make much of a difference, but I pushed that stray thought out of my mind. I had pledged to work hard to improve and was thrilled to have already gotten two points in as many days. I couldn't get greedy. 

 Pushups, burpees, pull ups, jumping jacks, and more plyometrics; it all added up. I felt like running would probably be a good thing, too. But for that, I needed to get outside. I needed to increase all my physical stats, but for now I was gonna listen to Josie and stay inside. I knew it would get old fast, but dying seemed worse than being cooped up inside.

So, I sucked it up. I pushed myself, thinking about the faces of those two weaselly wolfkin from yesterday. If there were people who wanted to kill me just for being here, then I had to work harder. Getting angry helped for a while as I pushed myself. I wished I had a heavy bag, but for now I would simply do what I could with what I had. 

 A couple hours later, I lay on my back panting as I stared up at the ceiling. There were limits to how hard I could go. I also realized that this would likely work better if I had someone else coaching me through it. Somehow, I doubted that Yonderton had a big market for personal trainers, though. 

 Then it hit me again--that primal scent from the night before. I didn't know what to compare it to. It was something different than anything I had ever smelled before. It was actually less about the scent smelled like, and more about what it was doing to me. 

 As expected, when I sat up, I saw Lina looking in from the doorway. She blushed when she saw me watching her. "Oh, don't mind me, I finished your list and thought I would check on you. Do you need me to heal you, Sheriff?"

 I sat up. It looked bad if I just laid there with a beautiful girl staring down at me. Not that I minded the view from this angle, with the way her skirt showed off her long legs. I even behaved myself and didn't attempt to peek up her skirt. 

 "That would be wonderful."

 "And I have your permission to touch you?" she asked.

 "I can't recall ever telling a woman as gorgeous as you not to touch me," I said, giving her my most charming smile. 

 She leaned into me to place her hand on my shoulder.

I added, "If you can do that over-healing thing—where you pump extra life mana into me—that would be great. It made my workout much more productive this morning."

 "Oh, I can't do that, Sheriff Rob. It would be bad for you."

 "Bad for me?” I tilted my head to the side in confusion. “It felt amazing. I mean I will have to be careful not to depend on it too much, but I think it could really help."

 "It can be bad for you, though, because it can mess with the ambient mana in your body. This is one of the first lessons that healers are taught," Lina replied.

 I smiled. "Don't worry about that. Remember? I’m human," I said as I poked myself in the chest with my thumb. "No mana."

 Her face lit up at that, and I could see the wheels turning inside her head. When she spoke, it was slow and almost hesitant. "You would be okay with having my mana infused in your body, Sheriff Rob?"

 "Hit me with it."

 When she placed her hands on both my shoulders, I felt a sudden rush. Compared to earlier, this was like plunging feet first into an ice bath. It was both incredibly invigorating, and yet so intense, that it was almost painful. I gasped at the shock and felt like I couldn't suck in oxygen quick enough, but oh what a rush! 

 Another notification popped up in the corner of my vision, but I couldn’t focus on it as warm, full lips suddenly pressed against mine. I felt myself being pushed back to the floor—not that I resisted when Lina pressed her delightful curves against me. I moaned into her mouth as the level of passion in her kiss rose.

My body was full of all this energy now, and Lina had provided the perfect release for that. 

 Something in the back of my mind held me back though. The gorgeous blonde’s hands ran over my sides as her breasts pressed into my chest. She ended up straddling my lap as she leaned forward to kiss me, and if I’d thought her hand was warm, it was nothing compared to the heat I felt grinding against my erection. 

 "Wait…" I barely managed to get the word out when she pulled back for a momentary respite to catch her breath. 

 That one word broke the spell, and she sat straight up on me. It didn't help my focus when her movement shifted all her weight onto my lap. An expression of panic crossed her face and she scrambled to get up, but I grabbed one of her hands. 

 "You didn't do anything wrong." I could see the confusion in her eyes.

Her lip quivered as she asked, "Then… why stop me?"

 "It isn't you. It's me. And I don't mean that in the lame break-up way. I want you so badly now, I'm aching for your touch. But… but I'm not worthy of it—not yet. I need to put in the hard work to get strong enough to be a good Sheriff.” I took a deep breath, but the blast of Lina’s primal scent didn’t help clear my thoughts.

I shook my head. “I need to be focused on that first and foremost, otherwise this will be nothing more than a fling, and you’ll be left to grieve after I'm cut down in the street." I tried to imbue my light tone with enough emotion to make it clear that I was very interested in her.

 "So you like me?"

 I grinned. What sort of idiot would I have to be to not to like how she was positioned on me right now?

"I do like you, Lina, but let's be fair. I don't really know you, not yet—and you don't know me. If this was just about a quick fuck, then I might not hold back, but we have to work together. And, well, I think I could really like you… if you get what I mean."

 Her eyes got wide at that. Apparently, it wasn't what she’d been expecting to hear. I wondered if bunny girls had a particular earned reputation, here. There was so much more for me to learn about this world.

 She leaned back in and kissed me, but this time it was just an affectionate peck on the lips—the kind that teases, while promising oh so much more. "You are different from the others, Sheriff Rob. I like you, too. I mean, I want you so bad right now, but maybe you are right." 

 She paused for a second and looked up at the ceiling. The entire time her hips hadn't stopped their slow, grinding gyration against me. It was definitely making it harder for me to focus. "And I think I can wait—at least for a little while."

 "Then you’d better get up off of me.” I chuckled. “The way you are grinding against me, I'm not sure I can hold my resolve for much longer."

 She literally hopped up and landed beside me. "Don't tempt a bunny girl like that, Sheriff."

 I shook my head, more at myself than at her. I knew I needed to focus on survival first, but one more look at those long, strong legs of hers, and I was fairly certain I had just made a colossal error.

 After that, we took a minute to discuss the things she thought I would need in order to try my hand at alchemy. Lina was pretty sure I would be able to get them in town, but we decided that it would be best for me to visit the alchemy shop with Josie.

I had all this energy to burn and, since Josie wasn't back from patrol yet, I started working out again. It was the same routine I’d done before, as there was only so much, I could do inside my bedroom—at least without changing my focus. I needed the discipline to not get bored with a workout, even though it was essentially the third time in two days that I was performing it. The extra energy made a huge difference, though, because all the motions felt easier with that power. 

 I was a bit disappointed when I checked my notifications and found out that the only message I had gotten before was that Lina had healed me. I couldn't reasonably expect to gain a strength point every couple of hours, yet somehow that was exactly what I found I’d been hoping for.

The disappointment drove me even harder. It might have also been the fact that I knew Lina was watching me from out in the hallway. It was more than a little flattering, to have her get so excited about seeing me work out—and whatever that scent was that she was putting off drove me crazy. 

 The extra effort paid off when I got a third increase to my strength. This time, I stopped working out as soon as I reached it. I didn't want to be exhausted when I went shopping for supplies. Instead, I called out into the hallway, "Lina, is there a place I can take a shower?"

 She peeked her head inside the doorway. "Sheriff Will asked about that too, but we'd need a water mage to have a shower. There is a big bathtub on the roof, though. I can heat some water for it. If you like."

 "Please, but not too hot. I like to cool off after a workout." 

 She nodded her head and, when she walked away, I could have sworn the front of her skirt was all bunched up. I grinned as I considered just what she might have been doing in the hallway. This was going to be fun—I just had to live long enough to make it work.



 Strength: 47
 Agility: 22
 Durability: 12
 Magic: N/A

Skills: Alchemy +42

Ranged Combat: +25

Melee Combat: +10

 



Chapter 10 - Shopping

 

Taking a bath in a large wooden tub—which reminded me more of a half-barrel, than anything else—was a new experience. The soap Lina provided me with was pretty potent stuff. I definitely didn't want to get any of it in my eyes. I supposed in a world of beastkin, that most folks had enhanced olfactory senses and so getting rid of body odor was even more important than usual. 

 I almost forgot to get a towel from Lina before I started to undress to get into the tub. She just smiled and said she would be happy to bring me one later. Since I didn't need any more temptation, I asked her, pretty please, to get one for me now. The grin on her face told me that she liked knowing the effect she had on me. I realized I should prepare myself for her to become an unrelenting tease. 

 With the towel, she provided me with a change of clothes. It was the same rough, home spun material, but they worked well enough and the shirt and trousers were clean. The clothes I had been working out in for a day and half smelled pretty rank, even to my human nose. Once I finished cleaning up and had dressed, I climbed the ladder back downstairs.

Lina had some sandwiches and salad ready in the kitchen. I noticed the only thing she ate was the salad and couldn't help but wonder if it bothered her to prepare meat when she didn't eat it. Josie was also in the kitchen, and she focused on the sandwiches and compete ignored the salad. 

 When we finished our meal, the deputy insisted that I put on my armor and weapons if she was going to take me outside. I had planned on doing so anyways, so it wasn't a problem. I needed to treat this like I was walking into a crack house, every single time I went outside. There was no telling who was waiting to kill me. That wasn't the most soothing thought, but at least I figured Josie would be with me. She seemed more than competent.

 After we left the Sheriff's office, I asked, "How was patrol today, deputy?"

 She walked beside me and glanced over at my face before she resumed scanning the area with her eyes. Vigilance appeared to be her middle name. "No real problems today. A couple of minor thefts, which will be impossible to prove, but there was only one missing girl today."

 The nonchalant way in which she said the last part sent off alarm bells for me. "What do you mean, ‘only one’ missing girl? Shouldn't we be investigating that?"

 "We can't go chasing after every runaway. Not all the girls like who their parents pick out for their mates, and some inevitably run away.” It almost sounded like she growled at me under her breath. “I'm not stupid. I suspect that the backstreet boys are responsible for several of the disappearances, but we've never been able to prove any connections to them."

 If the alarm in my voice had perturbed her, she didn't show it at all. She continued saying, "I was fearful that you being here might have caused a ruckus last night, but so far, everyone seems to be taking a wait and see approach. They probably want to know if you are competent or not."

 "I know that is what you are waiting to find out," I replied.

 "Not really. I already know the answer to that question." She didn't even look at me when she spoke. Her dismissiveness of me was just as irritating as Lina's interest. What's more, it made me even more determined to win her over. 

 "So, where are we going first?" I asked in an effort to change the subject.

 "Alchemist's shop first, and then the carpenter. Blacksmith’s will be last. I figure it will be easier to carry the lighter stuff further."

 "Okay, and do you have any merchants or craftsmen who could get me a heavy bag?"

 She looked confused, mouthing the words, ‘heavy bag.’ "A bag full of what, exactly?"

 Realizing my mistake, I explained, "A heavy bag is a training device. You get a leather or canvas bag that is roughly the size of a body and fill it with sand or something like that. Then, you can practice punching and kicking it as part of your workout."

 That seemed to spark her interest. If I was right, she was the kind of girl who liked to hit things to blow off some steam. "I think we might be able to get something like that, but it will have to be custom made."

 "Okay, that will be alright. I want to hang it from the ceiling in my bedroom. That way, I can keep working out inside—since I doubt you are gonna want me going outside when you aren't around."

 "True, it wouldn't be safe for you to be outside.” She frowned. “Not that I think all this working out is going to make much of a difference, either." 

 "Josie...err… Deputy Josephine, please give me a chance here. I know it sucks to lose people you feel responsible for. I was a lawman back on my home world, too. And while I never lost a partner, I do know how hard we all took it whenever any of the other officers were hurt."

 "I'll try. But no promises," she answered gruffly.

It was the best I could hope for.

She did perk up slightly when I explained how I’d already gained three points in strength. But despite the glimmer of hope I saw in her eyes, the only thing she said was, "Just don't forget about your other stats."

 By this time, we had reached our destination. The shop, if it could be called that, looked more like a shanty set up in the middle of town. There definitely were no building codes here and it showed in what passed for frontier architecture. The porch that wrapped around on the building was crooked, and the sign with a pestle on it hung lopsided from a frayed rope. 

 "You sure about this?" I asked.

 Josie simply nodded and opened the door.

When we walked inside, I found the interior was in just as much disarray as the exterior. There was a small counter off to one side, and shelves stacked against the walls, with various herbs and other substances I couldn't identify in clay pots. The display table in front of the counter seemed to be set up more like a science lab than anything else.

It appeared we had walked in mid experiment. 

 The various scents combined to be almost overwhelming. Josie must have felt the same way, from how I saw her nose pucker up and her ears lay back against her head. What I didn't see, however, was any type of clerk or shop keep. Then, I heard the sound of glass tinkling against glass in the back of the shop. 


A moment later, a woman walked out. Definitely an elf—based on her pointy ears—but she was a hot mess. All the elves I had seen so far were beautiful, but she was singularly striking. Her high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and brilliant purple hair gave her a look of surreal, alien beauty. 

 Then there were her clothes. She wore a stained apron that covered her entire front. The thick shirt she wore underneath the apron shared a similar host of stains and her feet were clad only in sandals. I guessed she had a good figure beneath all the fabric, but the apron was oversized and covered her more like a blanket, so it was hard to be sure. 

 She seemed shocked to see us. First, she made eye contact with Josie, and then me. Her awkwardness only grew as she stared at me. 

 "Is now a bad time, Rava?" Josie asked.

 "Oh, what, no…. Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare, deputy. This must be the new Sheriff?"

 "Perceptive as always, Rava."

 "Err… what I meant to say is, how can I help you?"

 Josie grinned. She must like keeping people on edge. It was good to know. The more I learned about my prey, the easier my hunt would be.

Flicking a thumb at me, she simply said, "This is Sheriff Rob. He fancies himself a bit of an alchemist but doesn't have any supplies or recipe books."


"Um, that isn't entirely true," I said. "I do have five recipes from my home world that I would be happy to trade for some tutoring and general instruction on how to get started with alchemy."

I felt it was important for me to take charge of the conversation. The prospect of alien knowledge was likely going to be overwhelming for Rava if I had her pegged correctly. She seemed to be the egghead type who easily got lost in her work. 

 "Really, you have recipes from another world? For elixirs? That is amazing! I absolutely have to learn about them."

 "They aren't elixirs,” I explained. “One is a liquid which turns to gas, one is a gel, and another is a powder… You get the idea. I think you will find them interesting and some are likely quite valuable."

 "If you are willing to show me one of them now, I can assess your basic skill and then I will trade you a recipe in return," Rava said.

 "Do we have to do this now?" Josie asked. 

 "I'd really like to see what he can do," Rava answered.

 "My deputy is probably right, though. Would you be able to come to my office later? We still need to get to a number of other shops today," I said.


"Oh yes, that's fine. I can come over just as soon as I finish this experiment." 

 I wanted to chuckle, but kept it to just a smile. I had definitely pegged Rava correctly. The prospect of learning new formulas was worth more to her than money.

"How about after dinner?” I proposed. “I think Lina will be upset if I don't eat her cooking."

 Rava looked disappointed but sighed. "Okay. That works. Say about seven o'clock?"

 "That works for me. Any objections, deputy?"

 "Who you hang out with and what you get up to is your own business, Sheriff."

 I nodded but added, "Okay, but I was hoping you would spar with me later."

 Josie got a predatory gleam in her eyes before she snorted. "That shouldn’t take very long."

 Ignoring the rude comment, I thanked Rava and then we headed back out.

From there, we went over to the carpenter’s shop. It took a couple of hours for me to sketch out the necessary plans—both for some immediate modifications I needed made in my room and for some training aids which I wanted him to build. I could picture clearly in my head what a Wing Chun dummy and similar aids should look like, but it took me a bit of time to fully explain it to the carpenter.

 The carpenter was a beefy cowkin, who looked like he could pick up a ton of lumber by himself, but he seemed like a good enough guy. His name was Tyler and he was ready to work on just about anything I had money to pay for. The thing that got him most excited though, was the outdoor obstacle course I wanted to commission him to build. 

 I took my inspiration for it from a combination of the ropes course they used back at the police academy, and a few late nights watching episodes of American Ninja Warrior. Josie balked at the idea of me training outside, but when Tyler explained it would take at least a month to build what I was asking for, she calmed down some. I wasn't sure if that was because she thought I'd be strong enough to protect myself by then, or if she just assumed I'd just be dead by then.

Probably the latter if I had her figured out at all. 

 When we left the carpenter’s shop, Tyler agreed to come over to my office first thing in the morning to make the immediate modifications in my bedroom with his apprentice. He said the training aids would be done in a few days, so I’d have to live with that, even though I was impatient. The hardest part was handing over five platinum as a deposit for him to get all the materials he’d need. I would have to pay for the balance on each project, as it was completed. 




	
Chapter 11 - Heavy 

 

The final stop we made, was the blacksmith’s shop. Josie stopped me before we went in. The shop was bigger than the other ones we had been to and definitely nicer. It had stone walls and metal shingles on the roof, rather than thatch. The shop was clean and there were a number of orcs moving around on the property, as well as a pair of elves tending to some flowers. Next to the shop was one of the nicest houses I had seen here yet.

 "You need to be polite with Mactosh. He is one of the richest blacksmiths in town, largely because he and his sons are all talented metal mages. But he is also a big supporter of the Sheriffs. If you play your cards right, he will probably do the work you need for well below market value."

 I wasn't sure what to say to that. My old job had forced me to be too nice to people who didn’t deserve it. I didn't necessarily want to bow and scrape here, but I did want to live. Maybe I should just nod and go along with it. Except, I was supposed to die in six hours back on Earth. The fact that everything else I got now was bonus time, completely changed my perspective. I wasn't going to go out of my way to piss off someone who could help us, but I also was done bending my neck. 

 Josie must have taken my nod and silence for acquiescence because she turned and walked into the shop. It was different on the inside from what I expected, just as much as the outside had been. There was a show room up front that featured everything from swords to horseshoes to frying pans. This was apparently a full-service blacksmith, but I could feel the heat rolling out of the back and hear the clang of metal on metal. 

 A clerk quickly came forward and took a look at her badges. She was a bunnykin, like Lina, and asked if we knew what it was, we were looking for. She was the perfect image of the girl hired to sell things because she looked hot, not because she was any good at it. 

 "We'd like to talk to Mactosh, if he is available," Josie said.

 The girl didn't bat an eye, which told me that either she had experience with Josie before or that her boss really was a big police fanboy. Sometimes those were the worst because they wanted some excitement by association. She asked us to browse while she went back to check. 

 "Remember,” Josie said, “be accommodating. He does great work. Mactosh personally made my swords—and he doesn't make anything anymore. His sons are good, but they do almost all of the actual hands-on work these days. Their father is more of the manager and a draw to the shop, because folks know he will assure only quality products are sold," Josie instructed.

 I only half listened to her as I walked around the shop, checking out the various wares. The swords were cool in a museum sort of way. The problem being that I knew I might actually find myself on the wrong end of one of these blades someday. It put a different perspective on the whole 'swords are cool' thought process which every guy has. 

 I inspected some of the chains and various metal fasteners that were on display. He would likely be able to help Tyler a great deal with making a training course. That actually gave me another idea—I just needed to pursue it a bit further. Now wasn't the time though.

I turned back around when I heard a deep voice say, "Josie! It's always so good to see my favorite little deputy. Had to put down any scum with those blades I made you, recently?"
 
 I turned to look at Mactosh. He was a truly massive orc. He had to be at least seven feet tall and was as broad across his chest as a barrel. There was a bit of gray in his sideburns and I saw the first wrinkles I had noticed in town, outside of the old farmer I’d met at the Hall of Justice when I first rode into Yonderton, on his face. 

 Instead of the cold disdain I had received from Josie, she opened her arms and gave the huge orc a hug. Her head didn't come up much higher than the middle of his chest. They seemed to have a genuine affection for one another.

 After Josie pulled back, the orc who towered a good eight inches over my tall frame looked down at me. He had the look I might expect to see on his face if he was appraising a horseshoe to see if it fit right.

"So,” he paused, staring intently at me, “this is the new Sheriff? At least he's a decently big human. Still with the funny pink skin, but anyone sent by Sativa is good with me."

 I held out my hand to shake, and he grasped my elbow. His movements were deceptively quick, and I was reminded again of just how outclassed I was here—for the moment at least. I shifted my grasp to grab his elbow, and we shook. I would have sworn he was doing the best he could to dislocate my shoulder as he pumped my arm. The wide smile on his face, complete with tusks, said something different. He was genuinely happy to see me.

 After he let go of my arm, he nodded as though I had passed whatever test he’d had for me. "You seem to be taking to Olimero better than our past few Sheriffs."

 "You have to play the cards that are dealt you, and I believe in judging a man by his actions, not by my assumptions," I replied.

 He grinned at the foxkin "Good, I think I'm gonna like this one, Josie.” He turned back to me. “Now, your deputy said that you needed my help with building some training equipment?"

 When I nodded, he led us to the back and into a small office off of his workshop. The workshop had three different forges. At each one, there was a crew working on different projects. Three large orcs were at the center of the action at each forge. From what I’d been told, I assumed these were Mactosh’s sons. I could see the resemblance but hadn't seen enough orc faces to be sure. 

 In the back corner, there were piles of ore. I assumed they were there for smelting. A tall, slimmer female orc stood there sorting through the pieces. I immediately recognized her as the muscular beauty I’d seen outside the Hall of Justice. She cut a striking figure.

She had the muscles of a bodybuilder but was very obviously feminine at the same time. I couldn't help but notice the way she kept looking over at me. It felt like she was sizing me up, but maybe she was just curious about who was meeting with Mactosh. 

 Before I stepped into the actual office, I pointed over at the orc woman and asked, "Who's that?" 

 Mactosh stuck his head out the door and sighed. "Who? Oh, that's just my daughter, Mursha. Don't worry, she won't be touching anything I make for you, Sheriff." 

 "I wasn't worried about that at all.” I shrugged. “I just recognized her from when I first came into town. My head was still spinning at the time, but even then, I noticed she was a beautiful woman. She seemed to be the no-nonsense kind, unlike many of the people who simply came to gawk at the new Sheriff," I replied.

 That caused Mactosh to pause for a second. A moment of uncertainty passed over his face and I thought I might have mis-stepped, complimenting his daughter like that. There was so much going on here that I had no idea about. 

 "Are you pulling my leg, Sheriff?” His brow furrowed. “Did Josie put you up to that?"

 Now it was my turn to be confused. The expression must have shown on my face because he explained, "It's just that most of you human Sheriffs seem to prefer the pale, skinny elf types."

 I turned to him and looked him straight in the eyes. "A beautiful woman is a beautiful woman, no matter her skin color, and they come in all different sizes. But I know nothing about your customs, so I apologize if I’ve offended—I don't mean to insult you."

 "Nah, having Sativa's chosen one take a liking my daughter is an honor. I'd offer her up to you as a wife right now, ‘cept, well, I don't mean this to sound bad, but she is my only daughter.” He winced. “She already didn't get metal magic like me and her brothers and her mom died birthing her, so she hasn't always had the easiest life.” He sighed. “Although I've done my best to do right by her, it's just that I'd hate to see her get attached and then end up a widow."

 It was all I could do not to laugh. On the one hand, he was talking about marrying his daughter off to a man that he’d just met without even discussing it with her. On the other hand, he’d apparently decided it wasn't fair to his daughter because that man, who happened to be me, wasn't likely to be alive for much longer.

 I know that customs vary from place to place, and I should probably just have kept my big mouth shut, but it irked me. "I'd imagine she'd want some say in the matter before anyone married her off."

 Josie elbowed me, hard.

Mactosh just laughed and said, "That isn't the way things are done with orcs, but I'm sure the women will love that idea. Now, tell me what I can do for you, Sheriff."


At that moment, I had a decision to make. Was I going to make this a line in the sand or just let it go? "Sure, but do you mind me asking one more question about Mursha?"

 "Why not? My time is your time."

 "I noticed that your three sons are all running forges and have teams working with them, but she was just sorting rocks."

 "Yes, she sorts ore because she doesn't have the magic to work the metal the same way as they do," Mactosh replied. 

 "You will have to forgive me. As you may know, we humans don't practice magic."

 "Far be it from me to question why Sativa would decide to bring you here, but I would like to see a strong Sheriff who can instill discipline and keep honest businesses safe from thieves and worse."

 "I'd like nothing more than to be that strong Sheriff for you, but is there only one type of magic which allows one to be a blacksmith, or can you be a blacksmith without magic?" I asked.


"I think I'm really going to like you. You don't back down.” He laughed again, this time slapping me on the back. “Anyone with sufficient strength and skill can be a blacksmith, but the ability to use metal mana is what makes my shop’s goods so much better than another’s.’ All the best smiths in Yonderton—even back east—all use metal mana to affect their work.” 

 He should his shaggy head. "Mursha has no aptitude for it, despite wanting it desperately. She cried many tears over the lack and has worked as hard as she could. But all she ended up with, is some type of strange magic which no one seems to know much about."

 Knowing that my very existence here was something out of the ordinary, I was immediately intrigued by what he’d said. "What kind of magic is that?"

 "She calls it ‘heavy magic,’ but if I were to guess it has something to do with gravity. I even considered sending her back east to find a proper tutor in it, but she didn't want to leave her family—and may Sativa take me, I tend to spoil the girl."

 I thought about that for a moment, but decided it best to put the topic away for another time. For now, I focused on explaining to Mactosh how I wanted him to craft certain parts that Tyler could use to build the obstacles, and he agreed that when it came time to create the outside course, he would be happy to meet with the carpenter. 

 He got interested when I described some workout equipment I also wanted, ranging from simple dumbbells to chains. At one point, he even laughed and said I was a kinky one. The more I assured him that these were just tools to help me get stronger, the funnier he thought that it was. 

 When we were done, I ended up giving him five platinum coins and he had agreed to start crafting the pieces the next day. The entire order would take as much as a week, but he could start with some of the lighter weights and have them for me in two days’ time. I was thrilled, since I’d had no idea of what their production capabilities were. 

 After we were done at the blacksmith’s, I tried to get Josie to go for a run with me, but she insisted it wasn't safe for me to be outside any longer than necessary. She consoled me by promising to spar with me when we got back to the Sheriff's office. Well, actually, the way she said it was that she ‘promised to beat me black and blue.’

Even the way she said that sounded sexy, though. I couldn't help it. I was definitely looking forward to sparring with her. 




Chapter 12 - Handed to Me 
 

Josie was quiet all the way back to the office. There was just that aura around her that a guy comes to recognize—more of an extrasensory perception, really. I knew she was mad at me, for some reason, but I wasn't quite sure what it was I’d done to upset her. As far as I could recall, I had been rather accommodating. 

 Once we stepped inside, I put my hand on her arm. She immediately tensed up, but didn't pull away or worse, attack me. "Did I say something that upset you?"

 "You wouldn't understand.” Her words were as tense as her body language. ”You humans are so stupid," she muttered. 

 "That isn't fair. I'm not those other people. If I can judge people by their actions, then maybe you could do the same for me."


"Everyone judges others based on their perceptions,” she snorted, “but expects others to judge them by their intentions. You don't even understand the ramifications of your actions.”

She glared at me. “Sure, it sucks to be you. But if what you explained is true and Sativa only took you hours before you would have died in your own world, then what are you really losing by being here? The rest of us will have to live with whatever mess you make when you are dead. And I'm still betting on that being less than a week from now," Josie spat out.

 Lina walked into the room with an apron on. It almost looked like she wasn't wearing anything else. I shook my head. I had to focus and couldn't get distracted here.

Josie was saying something, and it sounded important. I needed to understand if I was screwing up or if she was just being her usual, angry self. Lina must have picked up on the vibe in the room because the smile on her face dropped very quickly. 

 "I don't know what you are talking about. All I'm doing is asking for you to explain what you mean."

 "Of course you don't know. But that isn't what you are asking. You are asking me to act like what we do matters. You are asking me to tell you it's all going to be okay, that you won't be dead within a few days," Josie replied.

 "Look, if you don't want to help me, then you don't have to. I mean, thanks for showing me those shops today, but if this is too hard for you—for whatever reason—then just leave. Or if you don't want to leave, just stay out of my way," I growled.

My anger was starting to get the better of me. I’d been thrown into an impossible situation, and now she was mad at me for things I didn't even understand? What the hell did she expect from me?! 

 "How dare you suggest I would shirk my responsibilities. I am a deputy of the Four Laws, appointed by Sheriff Cobb as a chosen of Sativa.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “I will do my duty. I will continue to fight—no matter how futilely—to keep you alive, but you don't have to make this harder than it already is. I honor the Law of Family."

 The last part confused me, but part of me got it. She was overwhelmed by what she perceived to be a hopeless task, despite having a highly defined sense of duty. 

 "If I die, that isn't your fault. You can't control outcomes—you can only control your actions and your response to those outcomes."


"So now you will judge me by my intentions, will you? How magnanimous of you."

 Frustration and anger battled with my empathy for her losses and my fear for what the future held. "What do you want from me, Josie?"

 "I... " She glared at me for a moment, then finally added. "Never mind. I thought you wanted to spar. I still don't think we should do so outside, though. I guess we will have to make it work in your room.” She turned to walk away before stopping. “Oh,” she continued, “you still don't get to call me Josie."

 I took a couple of deep breaths. In with calm and out with anger. There wasn't any point arguing with her.

"Fine, Deputy Josephine. That works. You rarely get to decide where an actual fight is going to take place. This will just be good practice."

 I turned towards Lina. "Heya, good-looking. Whatcha got cookin?"

 The sad look on her face faded to be replaced by what looked like forced cheer. "You'll just have to wait and see. Now, don't let Josie kick your ass too badly." 

 When she turned to head back to the kitchen, it took my breath away. All I could do was stare. I'd been right. She wasn't wearing anything under the apron and when she turned, I got a full fluffy bunny-tailed moon.

If I'd thought her backside looked good in those short skirts she liked, then… wow. Just, wow. I was stunned by the bare perfection. I wanted to curse, but hell, these women were going to drive me crazy.

 A couple minutes later, I found myself in my room changing. I stripped down to just my pants. I wanted to be as free to move as possible and not give her anything to grasp onto. It sounded like the girls were arguing in the kitchen, but I didn't have their beastkin ears to hear what they were saying.

That was actually a reminder. I needed to assume they could hear far better than I could. I would have to be mindful of that fact. It put a new spin on how to deal with the beastkin, since most of them probably had at least once sense that was superior to mine, if not multiple senses.

 I stretched and did some pushups and jumping jacks to warm up. I felt good, despite all the intense workouts I had been doing lately. Healing mana really was the shit. 

 After a few minutes, Josie walked into the room. This was the first time I had seen her without her weapons or armor. She wore loose-fitting pants, which didn't hide the wiggle in her walk. Her top was a cut-off half shirt which hugged her breasts tightly. I might be a cad, but I couldn't help but realize she was bigger in the bust than I thought she was, having only seen her in her armor. Her breasts were not up to Lina's standards, but definitely more than a mouthful. 

 I shook my head. I couldn't afford to get distracted by details like that. Even if it was only sparring, I needed to remember those sharp nails of hers—and while she might not be quite as strong as me, it was close enough as not to matter. Her speed was what I would most likely have trouble dealing with. This would be good practice, though. Many of the beastkin I would be dealing with would be faster than me. 

 "Do you need to stretch?" I asked.

 Without replying, she lunged at me with a closed fist. I barely managed to turn enough to the side that she hit my arm, rather than my solar plexus. Even then, I could tell a bruise was going to form on my arm. She sure didn't hit like a girl. 

 Josie began to rain a flurry of blows at my face, and it was all I could do to tuck my head, keeping my arms in close to try to block or deflect everything she threw at me. Pure defense wasn't going to work for me, though. She was too strong for that, and her speed added a great deal of power to those blows. I was going to be a black and blue mess in nothing flat if I didn't change the narrative. 

 She rarely committed to a full punch, but why would she need to when she was pushing me around the room with just a bunch of quick jabs? If she wouldn't leave me an opening, then I was going to have to create one. The one advantage I knew I had, was that I was close to a foot taller than her, and had to easily have had at least a hundred plus pounds on her. 

 So, as she moved forward, I stopped retreating and thrust forward to hip check her. My weight was enough to throw her off balance, but she regained her footing so quickly that if I hadn't been planning for it, there is no way I’d have been able to take advantage of her slight stumble.

Instead, I moved in close and wrapped her up, taking her to the ground. There was no mat, so we hit the floor hard. I would normally have been worried about crushing someone so much smaller than me, but I knew she was a lot stronger than she looked. She got the wind knocked out of her when she hit the ground, but was soon squirming to get free. 

 When she arched her back, I took advantage of our weight difference to push her back down. Grappling is always a tangle of limbs, and it wasn't made any easier by the way her athletic form felt beneath mine, but I was in fighting mode now, so I pushed that stray thought off to the side. She might be faster than me, but on the ground, it was more about technique than agility. 


She tried to twist free again, but I was patient. I waited for my opportunity. Each time I forced her back to the floor, she struggled harder. It was amazing to me that someone so petite could be so strong. Even with my three extra point advantage in strength, she put up a hell of a struggle. It was a testament to how powerful beastkin muscles were. 


Eventually, she presented me an opening while trying to escape. She turned inward and presented her back to me, and I readily took it. My arm slid around her neck and locked in. She tried bucking me off, but the fight was already over. She just hadn't given up yet. As a testament to her stubborn will, she held on for several more minutes. At a couple points, I worried about causing her real harm. Eventually, though, she tapped out.

 As we both rolled up to stand, I once again admired the easy grace she displayed. I was winded and sore, and it was already starting to show. She didn't even seem to be breathing heavily. "Good, but do you know what the problem with that was?" Josie asked.


"I can't spend that much time on the ground if there are multiple opponents," I replied, offering the easy answer which everyone who didn't like grappling always threw up as an objection to its effectiveness.

 "True, but that wasn't what I was thinking about. What if I’d had had a weapon?"

 "If you had a blade, I would have fought differently," I answered.

 Then she flexed her hands and sharp claws popped from her fingers. "I did have weapons, but I wanted to see if you would respond appropriately. Choking me is great, but how effective would it be if I'm ripping your arm to ribbons? Will you still be able to hold on?"

 I lost my smile. She was right. And here I’d been feeling good about winning.

 "It isn't that you didn't fight well, but you have to remember that any predator beastkin will have claws and probably sharp teeth as well. A cowkin has horns and a skull that is literally as hard as stone. Orcs have tusks, elves are all double jointed, and even bunnykin have a powerful bite."

 "Okay, so how do I deal with those?"

 "You have to be prepared. Armor can help, but the best thing is to know the capabilities of all the different races."

 "I can learn. You will see, I will work hard."

 "None of that will help you with magic, though. Sometimes we will know if a certain member of the criminal element has magical aptitude, and maybe even what type of mana they use, but most keep it a closely guarded secret," Josie said.

 "Okay, point taken. I have a long way to go. Now, are you ready for round two?"

 "Yes, but you have proven that you are worthy of my effort. We are going to need Lina in here to heal you, though. I won't be holding back this time."

 The cocky assurance she had made me want to scream. I was used to being the toughest guy in the room, and this didn't sit well with me. "Then, I won't hold back either."

 "Good," was her only reply. 

 Lina appeared a few seconds later. She must have been able to hear us. At least she had her normal skirt and blouse back on, so I wouldn't be distracted—well, at least not as much. She, on the other hand, seemed to be mesmerized by my shirtless chest. Once again, I thought how flattering it was to have a woman stare at you with the type of hunger I saw in her eyes. 

 Josie let out a low growl. "Keep your legs closed, Lina. This is training time, not play time."

 The bunny girl blushed, but simply nodded in reply. She made an obvious show of crossing her legs. 

 I would have grinned, but Josie was on me again in a flash. I moved to block her punch like before but noticed that she was using a wider swing an instant before I felt burning lines of pain erupt across my arm. I had blocked her swing, but she had used her claws to dig deep furrows into my arm. Blood ran down my arm—and not just a little bit. 

 The pain galvanized me, and I began fighting like never before. My punches and kicks came hard and fast as adrenaline surged through me. Even in a match, I had never felt like this. This was a fight for my life, or close enough to it.

But it didn't matter. No matter how much I pushed myself, I could not match her speed. 

 My technique was superior. That much became obvious to me fairly quickly, but it still wasn't enough. The difference in our speed was too great. Well, that and I could only afford to block her if I absolutely had to. I seemed to spend most of my time trying to stay out of the way of her claws while trying to take advantage of my longer reach. 

 Even that failed me, though. I thrust a kick out to push her back. She went with it but also took the opportunity to run her claws along my calf. Her counterattack tore through my flesh as easily as it tore up my pants. When I landed on that foot, my leg almost gave out and I stumbled.

 Josie didn't miss the opening. In a blur of motion, I saw her knee moving toward my face, but was too slow to do anything about it. Pain exploded across my face as she shattered my nose. 

 Normally, I would have stopped at that point if just sparring. This wasn't the first time I had experienced a broken nose, even if this was a particularly bad one. That was if we were sparring—this was training to save my life, though, so I had to push harder. I threw another punch and caught her upside the head. 

 I watched as her head whipped to the side, but her impossible agility had her simply rolling with the blow so that she cartwheeled to the side. An instant later, she was back on me, and her claws began moving even faster. I had thought I’d taken her measure but had never been more wrong. She was blindingly fast and, no matter what she had said about not holding back before, she clearly had been holding back up to this point. 

 The cuts she opened up now weren't just on my arms, but all across my chest and abdomen. Cuts and gashes burned all over, but I wasn't about to stop. I tried to bull rush her, hoping to change the pace, but she spun around me and ripped open my side for my trouble. 

 I was beginning to feel dizzy. Loss of blood could do that. I heard Lina say something. The words were too indistinct for me to understand but had a pleading tone. Josie barked something at me, but I couldn't make it out, either. I just kept pushing. Punch, kick, step, move, dodge.

I tried to keep going, but the room started to spin. As pathetic as it was, I don't even know how she knocked me out. All I remembered, was a sudden sharp pain on the side of my head and the floor was rushing up to meet me.

Then, blessedly, I felt nothing.

 



Chapter 13 - Tearing Down
 

When I woke and opened my eyes, it was to find myself looking up at Lina as she leaned over me—never a bad sight. An instant later, I startled and ran my hands over my chest. There was no pain, but I know I had been hurt badly. If I didn't miss my guess, I had been at death's door. 

 Concern blossomed in Lina's eyes. Her voice was initially soothing. "Easy there. You were hurt pretty badly, but I got you all patched up. You have to be careful, though. You don't need to push that hard. You could have died." With each statement, her words came faster.

 "He sorta does," a voice said from behind her. I couldn't see Josie, but I recognized her voice. 

 "She's right. This is what it's going to take for me to grow. But I appreciate that you are here to help me out." I reached out and stroked her cheek as I spoke. She trembled when I did. I was forcibly reminded of how a little rabbit shakes, when first being held. 

 Forever business, Josie asked, "Did you get any notifications?"


Sure enough, I had that flashing red dot blinking in the corner of my vision. I had simply been too busy being amazed that I wasn't bleeding to death and then staring into Lina's wide eyes to notice it. Mentally clicking on the notification brought up the expected message with a slight twist to it.



 Rolina has healed you. Dozens of cuts ranging from mild to life threatening were healed, as well as various bruises, a cracked ulna, and hundreds of micro tears. You have been brought back from the verge of death. 

 

So maybe it had been worse than I’d thought. No excess life mana in me, either, and no increased regeneration. This healing must have pushed her harder, so she didn't have the mana to overfill me. As I re-read the message, I also became aware of the rumbling in my stomach. I was famished, but there were more notifications to read. I crossed my proverbial fingers before reading on.



 Your stats have increased: Strength +2.


 Your stats have increased: Agility +1.

Your stats have increased: Durability +6.



Well, that was an impressive jump. When I told the girls about the gains, they both got excited—although Josie simply smiled, looking pleased, while Lina looked positively hungry. 

 "Good, as much as you need to increase your strength and agility, it is even more important that you increase your durability. It is the lowest of your stats, so you should be able to increase it rather quickly—at least at first. Then, it will slow down like the others."

 I nodded. That made sense. "Sparring is obviously a much better training technique than my exercises. Maybe I wasted our time trying to buy training equipment. You could have warned me."

 Surprisingly, it was Lina who responded. "No, she couldn't have warned you. None of the recent Sheriffs have been willing to listen to her and none of them wanted to train with her."

 I felt sorry for Josie again. All she’d wanted to do was her duty, at least as she saw it, but to be ignored was frustrating. To be ignored when you were right was infuriating.

I was lucky she hadn't quit like the other deputies. "Thank you, Josephine."

 Her ear twitched. I needed to figure out how their different beastkin features affected body language. I wondered if that was her way of showing amusement at me using her full name.

"I wish it was as easy as that,” she replied. “It wasn't simply sparring that got you such results—sparring is just another type of working out. There is a reason why most people in Olimero never approach their racial stat caps.” She frowned. “The best gains only come when you go all out. The greater the danger, the more you are able to push your limits."

 Lina must have heard my stomach growl again, because she handed me a big bowl of rice, steamed vegetables, and something that tasted like shredded pork. It had a tangy barbeque-type sauce and, at least at the moment, tasted like the best thing I had ever eaten. I thought about Josie's words as I consumed the food, barely stopping to chew. 

 "As much as I like to see a man enjoying my cooking like that, you should slow down. It isn't going anywhere. Don't want you to choke," Lina chuckled.

 I smiled at the pretty bunny girl and then paused eating long enough to say, "So… if I understand you correctly, I will get the most benefit out of sparring if you just about kill me every time?"

 "That will get you the fastest upgrades in Durability, although numerous wounds will add up better than one almost instant yet nearly fatal wound. It is the pain you endure, as much as the amount of damage, that causes the explosive development."

 I had been afraid of that but simply nodded. "If that's the way it has to be."

 "It does." Josie's voice was flat. She held up her hand to Lina when the bunnykin started to protest.

"There is more, though. If you want to get gains in your strength and agility, then simply getting beaten up won't do it. You have to dig deep and go all out, just like you did earlier. I could see the determination in your eyes. You were completely unwilling to surrender. You pushed yourself so hard that you eventually passed out from blood loss."

 I could see grudging respect in her eyes as she spoke. I nodded and accepted it for the grudging praise that it was.

Then, she continued, "None of the others have been willing to endure this."

 "Don't say too much. I might think you are actually getting hopeful," I replied.

 She snorted, which seemed almost funny on her pretty face. "We are a long way from me getting hopeful. Just let me know when you feel up to going again."

 "Uh… Is there some reason we can't go again now?" I asked Josie, but also glanced over at Lina. The bunnykin was sorta my doctor.

 The foxkin seemed genuinely surprised. "You would endure that again?"

 "I may still die, but it won't be because I didn't try. Besides, I feel fine. Lina healed me, right?” I looked from one girl to the other. “Or am I missing something?"

 "No, I have complete confidence in Lina's magic. It is just that being injured like that makes many people hesitant to endanger themselves again. That isn't even considering the psychological harm that it can do."

 "I really think you should take it easy. Maybe eat and then get some sleep, Sheriff Rob," Lina added. 

 "But I'm physically okay aren't I, little bunny doctor?"

 "Well… yes, but that doesn't mean it's a good idea. I don't like seeing you get hurt like that."

 "It wasn't fun for me either, but I'm going to assume that you'd like to see me dead even less." As I spoke, I hopped up to my feet and stretched a bit. I did feel stronger, but less in the swollen way and more in the solid sense.

I suppose that was logical, too. Even after increasing three times, my strength stat had barely increased by more than ten percent of its initial value, but my durability just shot up by half in one go. 

 "If, you are sure. Remember, I won't hold back. You need to start pushing yourself from the very beginning and not wait till you are almost on your back."

 I nodded at Josie as she stood up to fight. Just for fun, I added, "But lots of girls seem to like getting me on my back."

 The foxkin growled and rushed at me.

Behind her I heard Lina's foot rapidly thumping against the floor as she breathed, "Oh me, please!"

 The next few hours were the worst of my life. I broke bones in both my arms, suffered a torn ACL and a dislocated shoulder, in addition to numerous broken and cracked ribs. But it was the repeated cuts that hurt the most. Josie could be quite the little sadist. Soon after we started, she began twisting her hands with her claws stuck inside me so that she could pull out chunks of my flesh.

 Everyone likes to think they are stoic and can grit their teeth to keep from screaming, but it just isn't true. When she was cutting me up to bits, I involuntarily let out a multitude of less than manly sounds—from gasps to screams that were more girlish than I felt comfortable admitting were mine. The thing is, I wasn't being judged by the sounds I made, but by how I pushed through the pain and kept fighting. 

 If anything was completely disheartening, it was my inability to take the redhead to the ground again. She was simply too fast and, now that she was prepared for me to try to go to the ground, simply slipped to the side every time I tried to tackle her. The one time I managed to body check her, she rolled with the motion and snatched my arm, flipping me over her back to gift me with a dislocated shoulder. 

 The most rest I got, other than when I fell unconscious and needed healing, was when we had to stop and clean up my blood from off the floorboards. We didn't want it soaking into the wood or making the area too slick. I never tapped though, not even when Josie broke my arm behind my back. Every time I forced her to knock me out cold. Most of the time, though, I didn’t succumb to one of her blows but rather fell unconscious due to loss of blood. 

 The last match, I managed to land a solid blow. It was a simple hard right that smashed into her chest. Having her tear, me to pieces had quickly removed any concern I had for where I hit her. It also made sure I didn't care about how she looked in that tight top. My world was a whirlwind of pain for hours, but landing that blow made it all worthwhile at some level. 

 It doubled her over, and I felt bones crack in her chest as the force of my blow staggered her and sent her flying across the room. She quickly rebounded from hitting the wall and disabused me of any ideas I had about winning the match. If I’d thought she wasn’t holding back, I learned I had been wrong. Her speed ticked up to a new level and darkness consumed me as blood gushed from my throat. 

 When I woke, a very haggard-looking Lina was sitting next to me. I groaned. I was fully healed. By this point, I knew for a fact that Lina's healing worked, but the psychological toll was starting to add up. I had to keep going, though.

I didn't know how long we had been at this, but the results were still coming in. It had to have been hours. I had eaten half a dozen bowls of food and the moon was bright in the sky. If I’d had to guess, I would have said it was well past midnight. 

 Seeing me move, Lina groaned too. "No. No more. I can't take it."

 I looked at her again. She really looked tired. It was insensitive of me not to consider how hard healing might be on her. Of course, it was magic, so I didn't really know how that worked. What I could tell, though, was that she was getting tired. Dark circles had formed under her eyes, and her ears hung rather limply instead of sticking up like their usual perky selves. 

 Even Josie looked a bit tired, although it was hard to find any sympathy for the woman who had been handing me my ass for the past several hours. "Maybe we should call it a night," I said.

 "Thank Sativa, I thought you were never going to give up," Josie replied. 

 "For the record, I'm not giving up, but there is a point at which we need to take a break. I could certainly use a bath, and Lina needs to recover."

 "Unless you plan on hauling all the water up there yourself and having a cold bath, you'll have to wait for tomorrow," Josie said, pointing at Lina with a smirk.

The bunny girl had fallen asleep leaning against my shoulder. 

 I nodded quietly and picked her up. I whispered, "Show me which room is hers."

 Josie led me to the room across the hall and closest to the kitchen. When I carried Lina in behind her, it was obvious that the two girls shared the room. Given that the other two rooms were empty, that didn't make sense—unless there really was something more going on between them.

 As if she’d read my mind, Josie said, "Lina gets scared at night. It was easier to move into her room rather than having her keep waking me up with one of her night terrors."

 I laid the bunny girl in her bed. After tucking her in and running a finger down her flawless cheek, I turned and looked at Josie. Shrugging, I said, "It’s none of my business."

 "Yes, it is. She really likes you. We like each other, but it isn't romantic. I'm not gonna say that we've never entertained one another—you just need to know it isn't like that. Lina has never been with anyone, despite how she is. She’s been saving herself for the Sheriff, like good clerks are supposed to, but the last few of you have all been right bastards, unworthy of her."

 "Don't worry, I won't let her get too attached to me. I'm not going to take advantage of her, especially not when I could die any day now."

 "I know. I may not say much, but I watch. You have been respectful in a way that the others weren't.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before blowing it out and staring at me with that intense, green-eyed gaze. “I just feel bad because I don't know that any of it will matter."

 I nodded. It was painful to consider that the kind of work I had put in tonight might not be enough, but I had to be realistic. For the past several hours, Josie had kicked my ass seven ways from Sunday, and that was without drawing her blades, to say nothing of using her magic. 

 I asked her about where to get the water for a bath. She seemed shocked that I was willing to draw my own water and haul it bucket by bucket up to the roof after what I’d been through tonight. But she still showed me where the well was out back, and even kept watch till I’d made the dozen trips necessary to carry enough water up to the roof for a bath. She was even kind enough to heat the water for me with a bit of fire mana. 

 The way she lingered while I was undressing suggested that her interest wasn't entirely professional, but she left when I slipped into the water with a groan. I smiled. It was progress.

The hunt was part of the fun. 

 As I lay in the tub, letting the warm water soak away the soreness and wash away the blood, I glanced at my notifications and then checked my stats. That brought a grin to my face, but soon afterwards, exhaustion won out and I fell asleep in the tub. 

 
Strength: 56
Agility: 27
Durability: 28
Magic: N/A

Skills: Alchemy +42

Ranged Combat: +25

Melee Combat: +14

 



Chapter 14 - Breakfast and Advice

 

I woke up as the sun was just cresting the horizon. It was rather beautiful to look out my window over the grasslands to the east and see the sun's first rays pouring out over them. It was a promise of new life and a new beginning. I felt a bit of illogical hope swell within my chest at that moment. 

 Of course, that was the only thing swelling at the moment, since I was virtually a prune after sleeping for several hours in the tub. The water had been warm initially and the weather here was temperate enough that my bath wasn't too chilly. When I stood up, though, I definitely had that old man thing going on. 

 I got out and stretched a bit. The roof of the Sheriff's office was higher than any of the nearby building—other than the Hall of Justice. I wasn't bashful, but there was no point jiggling my junk in front of the entire town. The air was dry enough that I started to dry off even before grabbing for a towel, but I made sure to make sure any sensitive bits were completely dry. I didn't want any chafing. 

 As I stretched, I realized that I definitely felt different. I was something like nearly a fifth stronger than I had been initially, and more than twice as durable. Except then something occurred to me—I was probably making an ignorant assumption. I was assuming that stat points followed a linear progression, and there was no guarantee that was how things worked here.

I knew what they said about assumptions, so I added that to my ever growing list of things to ask the girls about. 

 I threw on my ruined pants and started to climb down the steep stairs which led up to the roof. There was a latch on the back door to keep it secure at night, but I had failed to lock up last night. I hoped that wasn't a problem. By the time I had made it down a couple stairs, though, I was greeted by a most welcome smell. 

 I swear if Lina kept making me bacon and coffee like this, I was gonna fall in love. Not that her positivity, empathy, beauty, and other significant assets weren't already pushing me in that direction. She was just an authentic person.

She seemed to wear her heart on her sleeve. That was very refreshing to me after having to deal with so many fake people Santa Barbara. California was beautiful and there were tons of great people there, but if I never had to date another 'actress' again, I'd be infinitely happier. 

 When I got to the kitchen, I went to sit down, but Lina spun around on me. At least she was wearing some tight little shorts under her apron this time. "Oh no you don't. You are not sitting in my kitchen in nasty, torn-up clothing like that."

 I grinned and held up my hands. "Okay, don't arrest me. I guess I need to find some new clothes." 

 "I laid out a clean set on your bed and folded a couple more pairs of pants and shirts in your dresser. If you are going to keep training like last night, then I will likely need to go and buy more clothes for you."

 "Oh, how much money do you need for that?" I asked. 

 "Don't worry, silly. It's just like with the food—Sativa provides. She will provide you treasures as you perform various tasks around town, like capturing criminals, protecting innocents and such, but you don't have to pay for basics. All businesses in town have to provide for your basic needs—at least in terms of clothing, food, and sundries."

 "Why'd I spend all that money on training supplies yesterday?" 

 "Those aren't basics, Sheriff," Lina said, matter-of-factly. 

 Another thought occurred to me. "Wait, am I supposed to be paying you, too?" 

 She giggled this time. "You really do worry too much. No. The Sheriff is allowed to hire up to three clerks and seven deputies. Sativa pays us directly."

 "Um, how do you get paid? Unless that is personal, in which case I apologize for asking—I’m just not sure how this divine treasure thing works."

 "That doesn't apply to us. We are native Olimerans, so they wouldn't work for us, anyway. But clerks start out at one platinum per week and deputies make two platinum per week.” The beautiful blonde nodded, smiling brightly. “It is a really good paying job and highly sought after.”

A shadow of sadness flittered across her face, and she frowned. “At least it used to be when the Sheriffs were a bit more stable. No one has held the position for very long since Sheriff Cobb," Lina explained.

 "Okay. That is a relief. You and Josephine really need to fill me in on more of this kind of stuff. I don't want to make a mistake just because I didn't know something."

 "I can try to answer your questions, but I don't know nearly as much as Josie does, at least not about your responsibilities, but that's cause she is a deputy."

 "And she isn't going to explain much to me until she decides it won't be a waste of her time, right?" I grumbled.

 "Pretty much, but don't be too harsh on her. She is actually really sweet, once you get past her rough exterior."

 I nodded but didn't say anything in response. That was pretty much already my appraisal of the two girls. Truthfully, in less than two days of knowing them, I was already growing fond of them both. They were definitely more fun to be around than any of the women I had dated in Santa Barbara. 

 In fact, that might be part of why the transition hadn't freaked me out as much as Josie had expected it too. To be honest, I didn't talk to my family that much. We were on good terms, just too… busy. As far as I knew, they wouldn't think anything was wrong for several more days and may not try and call for maybe a couple of weeks.

 But then, I remembered Sativa's words—Time flowed differently here. Back on Earth, hardly more than a single second had passed since Sativa had brought me here. It was a bit of a mind fuck, if I thought about it too much, so I decided to just go change. I really wanted some of that bacon and a cup of coffee. 
 
 Just as I was walking out of the door, Lina called my name. When I half turned to look back at her, she said, "Oh, and thanks for putting me to bed last night. That was a very gentlemanly thing to do."

 "Of course.” I nodded. “Remember, you are my friend and my clerk. I will always treat you with respect."

 Her nose wiggled at that.

Part of me wondered how she made it do that. "Something wrong with that?"

 "No…” as she spoke, her eyes dropped to the floor. “You just don't understand how most males see bunny girls." 

 I walked back over to her and lifted her chin with two fingers. "None of that, now. I don't want my only friend getting all sad on me. You can tell me more about bunny girls later. I just need to change, eat, and then train a little bit, first."

 "I'd like that. Hopefully pretty soon you'll let me show you all about bunny girls," she said. The way she bit her lip made it clear what she was talking about.

 "Yeah, soon. Remember, I just have to make significant progress in at least one of my stats. When Josie says I'm coming along, then I can relax a little and learn first-hand all about bunny girls." I kissed her forehead after saying this. She pushed up on her tippy toes, like she was trying to get me to kiss her lips, but I didn't want to open that can of worms. I needed to stay focused.

 "But… that could be a while.” She pouted. “Do we really have to wait that long?”

When I nodded, she sighed and added, “Fine.” More to herself than to me, as she turned back to the frying pan, she added, “I'll just have to start talking to Josie about it." 

 Once in my room, I changed quickly out of the blood-stained, shredded pants and then hurried back to the kitchen. As I walked down the hall, a nagging thought bugged me—hadn’t there been something else I was supposed to do last night?

Alchemy!

Rava, the alchemist, hadn't stopped by last night. In retrospect, it was probably best that she hadn't. Last night was incredibly productive, but also messy. It might have scared her away, and I needed her help—or at least the help from a competent alchemist. 

 It also made me hope that I’d get a chance to speak with her today. I had gone full bore last night, and I needed to keep training hard, but maybe I could go one day without letting Josie rip me to shreds. Just after I sat down and started eating, Josie showed up again.

 "I'll handle patrols again today, Sheriff?" The pitch of her voice rose towards the end—either like she was uncertain, or that she was asking me, rather than telling me.

That was a change. I opted not to draw attention to it and hoped it was just progress towards her seeing me as more than dead weight. "Sounds good to me,” I agreed. “I need to get some training in. We got so busy last night, that I forgot all about Rava coming over. I hope everything is okay with her—she sure seemed interested in working with me when we left the shop. I wonder what kept her away?"

 "She's fine. She stopped by last night, but you were unconscious in a pool of your own blood. Lina was busy healing you, and you were making such great progress that I decided to ask her to come back this morning.”

If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Josie’s tan cheeks were tinged pink.

“She is supposed to be here in a couple of hours,” the redhead continued, “but if I know her, you better hurry your breakfast along because she could be here any minute."  

 Today, Lina had cooked bacon and made little pancakes, which she served with honey—like the sopapillas I used to love back in California. It was delightful. Again, if I was going to complain about anything in Olimero, it wouldn't be the food. 

 "Before you go, do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions, Josephine?"

 She got a guarded look, but then pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. "Not at all, Sheriff," she said.

 "First off, I know there is some tension between us, but that is gonna take some time to work through—but that isn't what I wanted to ask you about.” I gave her a wry smile. “I figure as we get to know each other better, things will go more smoothly. Right now, though, I have some practical questions."

 She didn't verbally respond, but her ears, which had been lying almost flat against her hair, seemed to relax and were a bit perkier.

I continued, "My first question is about stat points. Is there a way to quantify them… to know the relative value of one’s stats?"

 "Well, obviously, more is better, but I assume that isn't what you are asking about."

 "No."


This time she actually cracked a smile—well, almost. "The higher up the scale you go, each stat becomes worth even more. What I mean is, that going from eighty to eighty-one is a bigger jump than going from forty to forty-one.” She waved a hand side to side. “Up to twenty, stats only have mild gains. From twenty-one to forty, strength—which is the easiest to quantify—increases in value for each increment by about four times. Roughly the same, again, from forty to eighty.”

She grimaced. “After eighty, it is thought that the increase is a flat percentage increase, so each step is actually bigger than the last."


She was spouting off so much information so quickly, that I asked a few questions just to make sure I understood things precisely. I thought I had it, but still figured it would be good to break this important knowledge up into bite-sized morsels. 

 "What about the racial caps?” I wanted to know. “How does that come into play?"

 "Each race has a high, two medium, and one low stat. I know that you don't have a magic stat, but even no-casting Olimerans do. For example, for foxkin, our high stat is Agility, with a peak of one hundred. Magic is our next highest, with a cap of ninety.”

She gave me a toothy grin. “This is one of the reasons why foxkin casters are sought after. We are second only to elves when it comes to magical potential, and have high agility too. Strength is our next highest ‘medium’ stat, with a cap of sixty, and durability is our weakest—stopping at forty."

 "Wow, so you have made it quite a ways with your stats.” I looked at her closely. “You almost have your durability maxed out."

 "Yeah, but believe me, it wasn't fun getting it there. As rough as that was last night, imagine if you had to go through all that just to get one or two, at most three, durability points?"

 I wanted to chuckle, but the mirth crumbled like ash in my mouth before it could escape my lips as memories of last night’s pain filled my mind. I swallowed. "I see what you mean."

 Lina chimed in, "For a Bunnykin, our caps are: agility at ninety, magic at eighty, strength at seventy, and durability at thirty."


 Lina had never shown me her stats, but I was intrigued by the differences between the two races. I asked, "Do any of the races have a cap beyond one hundred on any stat?" 

 "Yes, elves have a cap of one hundred and ten for magic, catkin have the same cap for agility, as orcs do for durability, and cowkin for strength," Lina answered. 



I was thinking this through. "Is there any one stat which is the best?"

 Now, Josie did chuckle. "Different races will answer that question differently—invariably favoring their highest stat. But one thing that I've learned in this job, is that the stats all work together, especially the physical ones. Strength may control how much you can lift, but durability affects it, too, because if your body isn't sturdy enough you may not be able to leverage all of your strength… or you could cause yourself injury when you try to lift something near the peak of your capacity. That is for just slowly lifting a weight, though.”

She paused. “But as you saw last night, agility has a great deal to do with functional strength—meaning how quickly you can bring that strength to bear and how flexible you are in using your strength plays an important role, too."

 Again, that made sense. "Is there a general list of what each stat controls?"

 "Yes and no. Strength controls lifting and carrying capacity, but also affects running, jumping, and virtually any kind of movement—as well as how hard you can hit something. Agility controls movement, reaction time, and flexibility.”

She shrugged. “But as we already discussed, those capabilities are also affected by other stats. Then, it becomes more complicated in that agility helps control your accuracy, but that is also affected by your relevant skills.”

Lina chimed in, “Durability is a general measure of how tough you are, but that can be a combination of harder bones, denser muscles, thicker skin, or just more mental fortitude."

 "I get it, so there isn't a simple straightforward answer for any of this."

 "No.” Josie’s brow raised and her gaze sharpened. “Olimero isn't some type of game—though some of your predecessors seemed to think it was."

 I nodded again. I had almost fallen into that trap myself. "So, is there something I should focus on first?"

 "You have a good plan for increasing your strength, but realistically speaking, you are soon going to reach a point where—if you haven't already—your strength gains are held back by your other stats. So, if you don't have caps like you claim, then I would say you should focus on whatever is currently your lowest stat."

 I was about to respond, when we heard a voice from the front room. "Is there anyone here? We need help."




Chapter 15 - Stay Focused 

 

When I heard those words, a certain set of instincts went off in me. I was automatically all ears. Something I heard in the tone of voice told me that this was a genuine need, not the 'my neighbors are playing their music too loudly' complaint or domestic dispute issue. This was the sort of thing I had become a police officer for in the first place—and I didn't even know what it was about.

I just knew I wanted to help the owner of this voice. I moved towards the front office, but Josie was faster than me. She always was, but that didn't bother me. What I struggled with, is how smooth she made it seem. She slipped past me with a grace I couldn't hope to match and sauntered down the hallway with a sway in her hips that drew my gaze, all while making it seem effortless as she pulled away from me. I would have needed to jog if I had wanted to keep up with her. 

 If that was high agility, then I really wanted to get some more of that. The few points I had gained so far hadn't made much of a difference, but at least I now understood why. The effects of the last few points Josie had in agility were probably greater than all the points I had. But for once, I wasn't all that bothered by it—I was more focused on finding out what the issue was someone had brought to us.

 When I got up front, I found four adults and a child standing just inside the entrance. The man in the middle of them was a wolfkin. The three women surrounding him were a wolfkin, a foxkin, and a bunnykin. I can admit that I was a bit shocked to see such an eclectic mix. I hadn't paid that close of attention on the first day, but for some reason I had expected that the different beastkin all stayed with their own kind.

It just was another reminder of how much I had to learn. That was part of why I was content to listen and observe, at least for now. I noted that the foxkin was holding a tiny version of herself in her arms. The little girl appeared to be completely foxkin, but I could read people in any universe, and this was a family. It might be some bizarre polyamorous family, but who was I to judge? I always figured that people could do what they wanted, so long as they weren't hurting anyone else.

When they hurt someone else, that was where I stepped in. 

 As I listened to his explanation, the man kept looking at me. He was speaking to Josie, but his eyes never left me. If I got the gist of it, his name was Barow and he was a tailor. The three women were his wives and they worked in his shop with him. This morning, when they woke up, one of their children was missing—his daughter by his bunnykin wife. She was red eyed and barely holding it together, despite how the other two wives tried to comfort her. 

 Josie asked a few questions and then said she would investigate the disappearance. She asked Lina to take down a full report. It seemed the two of them had a smooth process worked out, because Lina led the distraught family over to her desk, where they sat as she pulled out some documents and a stylus of sorts. 

 Meanwhile, Josie headed towards the back of the building. I was confused by what was happening, at this point. If a child was reported missing—from what I had been told, a fourteen-year-old girl—then we would have made it a top priority. It triggered something in my mind, and I remembered Josie saying something about missing children already. 

 Josie acted concerned, and briefly tried to reassure the girl's parents, but made no promises and didn't spend more than a few minutes speaking to them. It just didn't sit right with me. I followed her until she reached her room.

From the doorway, I finally blurted out, "What do we do about this?"

 "We? Nothing. Me? I’ll go look around, but I probably already have a pretty good idea what happened and, as bad as I feel for Barow and his wives, there is nothing we are going to be able to do about this now."

 "And what about should I do, deputy?" I probably leaned into the last word a bit more than I should have. 

 Josie raised an eyebrow as she looked over her shoulder at me while she was busy gathering up her gear. She didn't even bother answering me until she’d strapped on both of her swords. Then she turned, but suddenly her movement became a blur. Before I could jump back, there was a blade at my neck—and if I was honest, I hadn't even seen her pull the weapon from its sheath. 

 I returned her flinty stare. I knew she outclassed me. She had proven that a dozen times over. But I also believed it was only a matter of time until I caught up. And so, I stood there without flinching. Maybe part of it was how sudden it had been, but I'd like to think that at least part of it was me having nerves of steel.

I stared into her green eyes as she spoke.

 "You are going to stay here and meet with Rava. Then, you will train and do your best not to get killed. The work you put in last night gives me the tiniest sliver of hope you might not be dead within the week.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “But if you get involved in this, then I won't be able to protect you." She pulled the blade back and sheathed it so quickly it seemed like it almost disappeared.

 "It isn't your job to protect me, deputy.” I held up a hand to stop her from responding. “Don't get me wrong, I hope you have my back, but it's our job to protect people like Barow's family," I snapped.


"Exactly,” she retorted, “but dead Sheriffs can't protect anyone.” That flinty green gaze was now as cold as ice. “This is about more than one lost girl, no matter how miserable her fate will be," Josie replied. She kept her tone even, but there was a tenseness to the set of her shoulders now.

 "I get it. You think I can do more good, if I take my time to train... that it will allow me to contribute more in the future.” I looked back towards the front room. “But I can't hear a woman crying about her child being taken and do absolutely nothing—it just isn't the way I'm built." 

 "You don't get it, do you?” Josie poked me in the arm, hard. “The Sheriff is a sign of stability for our people, at least the law-abiding ones. He is living proof that Sativa is still looking out for us, and he is supposed to help guide us to a brighter future. And I don't just mean you, not like you are some chosen one, even if people call you the chosen of Sativa.”

She tapped a finger on her own badge. “No, what I mean is the idea of the Sheriff—the entire line of Sheriffs sent here by Sativa, who you just happen to be the current embodiment of."

 We locked eyes. I knew she had a point. I also knew that my life meant a great deal to me, but that the people of Olimero in general and Yonderton, specifically, meant more to Josie than they did to me. This was all a new, strange place to me, but to her, it was the only home she had ever known. 

 Then, as though she was making a peace offering, she said, "Tell you what… you get all of your stats over forty and I'll take you on patrol with me." 

 It was a fair offer. That must be the point at which she felt I would have a fighting chance. And it wasn't really that far away. Not that I was looking forward to another torture session like last night.

"Deal," I said and held out my hand.

 She grasped my elbow, and we did the funky forearm shake thing they seemed to do here.

Josie took a step down the hall before turning back around. "Oh, but I'm not helping you. If you want this, you need to find a way to gain the stats on your own. I'm not gonna use you like a sparring dummy each night. Get to forty in all your stats on your own, and I'll be willing to help you again."

 I shook my head. I had walked right into that one. Leveling up my durability would be much harder without her assistance. And I was actually worried about how I could increase my agility score. Strength I had well in hand, but getting the other two up to forty was going to be much more difficult without the coach and training partner that she had been last night. 

 "Fine, but at least tell me what's going on here—I feel like there is a lot I'm missing."

 "It will just upset you more."

 "That is for me to worry about."

 "The girl who was taken is a bunnykin. They are the ones most often taken, for obvious reasons," Josie began.

 "Maybe obvious to you, but not obvious to me," I growled.

 She frowned at the interruption but then continued, "As you may have noticed with Lina, bunnykin tend to be, how shall I put it?"

 "Amorous?" I offered.

 Josie chuckled. "I was about to say horny, but amorous works, too. The simple matter of it is that once a bunnykin girl hits the age of majority, her hormones go into overdrive. They have a high sex drive to start with, but the longer they go without orgasming, the more intense it becomes. If they go long enough, it gets to the point where they are willing to bed just about anyone. They can relieve themselves through masturbation, but that is far less effective at satisfying the… urges, shall we say. So, you can see why bunnykin girls would be highly desired by certain criminal elements."

 That had to be one of the most horrifying descriptions of a situation that could befall a woman that I had ever heard. Oh sure, it would make them great girlfriends, lovers, and wives, but it would also make them far more easily controlled by unscrupulous assholes.

I shook my head. "You mean for prostitution."

 "Exactly."

 "What I don't get, is why she is a bunnykin if she is the daughter of a wolfkin and a bunnykin?"

 "Oh, I'm sorry. There is so much we still need to explain to you. I forget that you don't know anything about Olimero—and it doesn’t help that I've been such a bitch...” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I'm sorry, and I do appreciate how much you care. The answer is really simple—women of any of the races on Olimero can have children with any of the other races, but the children are always the same race as the mother. There are no hybrids or half-breeds here."

 That struck me as odd, even impossible based on the little bit I knew about genetics. Then again, I was standing in a hallway speaking to a real, live fox girl. This was way beyond the point of no return on the crazy train.

"Not what I expected,” I grunted, “but I'll take your word for it."

 "That may be the wisest thing you have said since you got here," Josie admitted, the ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. 

 I grinned at her. Apparently, women were the same, no matter what universe you were in. She was definitely going to be a handful, but every so often she let me see past that jaded exterior to see the woman of quality hiding inside. Not that the jaded exterior wasn’t smoking hot—so I wasn't complaining.

Truthfully, I wasn't ready for anything approaching a relationship here, but thinking about her as a prospective girlfriend was a pleasant distraction. "One more question… Barow has three wives. Is that normal?"

 Now Josie shook her head. "You all ask that question. How bizarre your world must be…” She sighed. “But, to skip ahead to the end of a long-winded explanation, yes… that is very normal on Olimero. The birth rate here is about one male child for every three female births. Add to that, the fact that males tend to die more often in fights or work accidents, and you get the idea. If it weren't for deaths from childbirth, the ratio would be even more slanted. As it is, amongst adults in Yonderton, there are about four women for every man."

 "Doesn't that create problems?"

 "Here I was just starting to think you were doing so well.” The ice from before didn’t compare to the burning rage that lit her gaze now. “Don't tell me you are one of those prudes," Josie ground out. Her ears quivered as she spoke. 


"Um, no one has ever called me a prude."

 "Then it won't be a problem. Soul mates and true love and all that are great concepts, but not very realistic.” She flicked a thumb to the front room. “Take Barow, for example. He is a wolfkin but tends to be fairly passive for that race. I don't know him well, but he makes quality clothing and minds his own business. The ideal citizen from my perspective.”

She smirked. “He has three wives—each with a different temperament. I would guess his reasons for caring about each of them are different, too, but that doesn't make it any less genuine. Add to that the practical realities of there being strength in numbers, and it makes sense for adults to marry. Sativa wouldn't have created the Law of Family if it weren't so."

 I thought about her words but didn't say anything else. That gave me a hell of a lot to think about. Already with my relationship with just Lina and Josie, I could understand part of what she meant. They were dynamically different women, but each drew my interest in a different way. It gave me something to think about. 

 When I didn't say anything else, she continued. "I'm going on patrol now. I will look into what happened to Barow's daughter and we can talk about it more later. But promise me you will stay focused on your training for now."

 I nodded, which she must have taken for my agreement, because she brushed past me and walked away. I couldn't be sure, but I thought I heard her muttering to herself as she went, "Good, cause I think I might like to have you around for a while."




Chapter 16 – The Power of Plants
 

Now that I had a tangible goal, for some reason, that made things easier. I made a mental note to check out the report that Lina got from Barow's family later. Even if I couldn't get out and join Josie with the search, I figured my training might provide her some insights. 


Most of my mind was focused on figuring out how I could raise my agility and durability. The durability would definitely be harder without Josie's help, but there had to be other ways than nearly bleeding out from a hundred cuts. Agility was the bigger obstacle to me—I wasn't really sure how to go about training it. Plyometrics were a good tool, and eventually the training course would help, but it was going to be some time before that was finished. 

 I had a few ideas, but I guessed I would need to wait and see which ones produced 0actual results. The cool thing about having a stat sheet, was that it took away most of the guesswork. I might not understand the exact value of each number, but as long as my stats kept going up, the training was working. 

 I was so lost in thought, that I almost ran into a tall, slender elf when I stepped into the kitchen. I jumped back as soon as I realized she was there, immediately on the defensive. Maybe even those few points of agility had helped. But when I saw who it was, I calmed down. It was Rava, the alchemist. 

 "Uh, what are you doing back here in the kitchen?"

 "We had an appointment, remember? You stood me up last night, but luckily for you, I'm very interested in these new formulas of yours," she replied. 

 I thought about her answer for a second as I took in the sight of her. She wasn't wearing the long, bulky leather apron she’d worn in her store the day before. My initial guess, it turns out, had been right on. She was, in fact, built like a model. Her high cheekbones were beautiful in a classic sense, but also made her look a bit aloof.

"What I meant, was how did you get back here without coming in through the front entrance?"

 "Oh, that. I just figured that the people up front with your clerk wouldn't appreciate me intruding, so I just came around to the delivery door.” She cocked her head to the side. “I hope that isn't a problem. You were expecting me, correct?"

 "Yeah. I was just lost in thought. I’ll have to admit, that while I took chemistry in high school and again in college, I was never very interested in any of it. Now, though, I'm curious to see what alchemy has to offer."

 She stood there appraising me, as though she was weighing my words. "I think I understand what you mean,” she finally said. “I don't know exactly how it is that Sativa brings Sheriffs to Olimero, but I am more than a little intrigued to see what you actually know about alchemy."

 "Right now, it is just a number on my stat sheet. But what I'm finding, is that when I try things here…” I paused, trying to find the right words. “Sometimes,” I continued, “it feels like I have an instinctual knowledge and it just… works out. Sort of like I'd been doing it for years and no longer needed to think about it."

 At that, Rava clapped her hands together in an obvious display of excitement. It seemed so out of place with her very refined appearance. The dress she was wearing was clearly the nicest one I had seen in town. In fact, the apparent quality of it was at odds with what I had seen her wearing in her own shop.

I would have expected her to be a struggling business owner or even an eccentric academic who was completely out of touch with such mundane things as fashion. The reality in front of me was quite different. Rava was obviously a woman who took her appearance seriously and had the means to cover her apparently expensive taste in clothes. The detail to her dress wasn't overstated, but comparing it to the plain but well-made dresses that I had seen Barow's wives in, made the distinction quite clear. 

 "Okay, well teach me. I'm all yours."

 She made a sound that was almost like the chiming of distant bells, and I realized she had just laughed. "Don't make such blatant offers like that—especially if you don't mean to make good on it. You have no idea of all the uses I might have for you as a… human."

 For a moment, I wasn't sure if she was making a pass at me, or trying to decide which part of me she wanted to cut off and experiment with as an alchemical ingredient first. Fortunately, she didn't make me wait, but turned and led me to the table in the kitchen.

"For now,” she said, indicating the basic alchemy set she’d brought with her, “this will have to work, but you should probably look into making your own workshop. Some potions will take some time to create, and you won't want them to be disturbed."

 I nodded and asked, "What will I need to be able to brew potions?"

 She nodded, then turned to the alchemy set. "A good question.”

Rava either ticked the items off on her fingers, or pointed to a part of the basic set she had brought with her. “A fire or other heat source, a cauldron of some sort, a mixing tool, a mortar and pestle, droppers, and then a set of beakers and other glass work which can be used for distilling certain ingredients, or combining others that don't require heat.” Her delicate, sculpted brows lifted. “There is a great deal of art to the science of alchemy—always remember that."

 "How much will this all cost me?"

 "Don't worry about that. If this works out, then we will get it taken care of. For now, though, I want to see these instinctive skills of yours and then maybe you can try one of your new recipes."

She led me over to the small cauldron already on the table. It was maybe a foot across at the base and nine inches high, with a body that narrowed as it went up. With a wave of her hand, she produced a number of alchemical ingredients, which she set on the table next to the cauldron.

 Any doubts I had about her surprising wealth disappeared. She had some type of spatial storage device and one big enough to hold a number of different items, including live plants. From what the girls had told me, that meant she had to have been well off.

Seeing the ingredients just appear out of nowhere was quite a shock. Still, I did my best to hold in my surprised gasp. She may have noticed my startled reaction, but if she did, Rava didn't let on.

 At first, the ingredients she arranged on the table looked just like a few plants, and powdered something or another but, as I focused on them, their names came to mind. The first ingredient I analyzed was a few sprigs of honey rose—a medicinal herb.

But as I studied it, I realized something was wrong. "The honey rose hasn't been prepared."

 A smile touched the corner of Rava’s mouth and she asked, "Oh? And how do you prepare them."

 "I need a small, sharp blade, and then I can remove the leaves from the stem. If you used the full sprig like this, the potion would be ruined," I answered by rote. It was as though I had always known the answer, even if I was sure, it was something that Sativa had stuck in my head when I transferred between the universes.

 "Quite right. Is there anything else?"

 I looked at the small plant for a moment longer. Then, I noticed the faint golden veins within the green leaves. "Yes, if you open up the veins of the plant, then you will get a more potent potion."

 "Excellent. Now what about the other ingredients?"

 I looked at each of the remaining items and my mind began to form how this potion needed to be made. Before I answered her question, though, I checked the heat on the stove. It was too low for what I needed to do, so I looked around until I found more wood to make it hotter.

Lina had a bin of kindling in the corner. I grabbed two wrist thick sticks. I would have to remember to make sure to refill it for her. I didn't want to keep her from being able to cook the amazing dishes she made for me. 

 The next ingredient was a small piece of wood which had a bit of what looked like a thick syrup on it. I held up the bit of wood. "This is sap from a rowan wood tree, which will act as a binding agent. The vitality of the tree adds to the potion's potency.” I frowned, remembering something else. “Some people think that distilling it is better as a way of removing the impurities, but the truth is that there are elements of the tree that we want in the potion, and even simple heating while mixing the potion will burn off anything we don't want in the potion.”


 The elf didn't say anything, but her smile grew wider, so I continued listing the ingredients and what they were for.

The next ingredient was powered cicada husks—the faint amber look gave it away. Otherwise, there is no way I would have been able to identify it. Well, that and the hidden knowledge in my mind. I wasn't exactly keen on drinking powdered bug, but I knew it added the vitality of a creature which could survive for years in hibernation. After that, came powdered salt crystals. I explained that they helped to refract the potion as well as cutting the bitter taste of the rowan sap and cicada husks. 

 That left just two droppers of fluid. The larger one was clear and held perhaps two ounces of fluid. It took me a moment to puzzle it out, but then I realized what it was. "Morning dew acts as the fluid base for the potion. If gathered within a few days of use, it will add the power of a new morning to the potion."

 The last item was a smaller dropper, with perhaps an ounce of a ruby-red liquid in the pipette. I instantly knew what it was, but not the exact source. It sent a bit of a chill through me as I said, "That is blood, presumably from some creature with a high vitality."

 "Yes, a scabra lizard. They have regenerative powers and make some of the best healing potions. It is an expensive and dangerous ingredient to gather. As I'm sure you might guess, they don't like to part with their blood," Rava replied.

 I simply nodded.

Then Rava waved her hand again, producing a stirring bulb with a small bulb tip. It was made of clear glass and was eighteen inches long. She also set a small paring-type knife on the table and said, "Show me what you can do."


As had happened with the bow before, I went to work and didn't let my conscious mind get in the way. I knew how to do this, even if I didn't know how I knew. I trimmed and prepared the leaves of honey rose, then threw them into the cauldron. I added the rest of the ingredients, until only the blood remained. I squeezed the pipette to add it, all the while checking that the heat was at the right level and stirring the concoction. 

 I was focused on the potion and knew I’d prepared the ingredients properly, yet I knew something was off. The ingredients were mixing together, but there was something that was missing. I glanced over at Rava and saw a frown on her face.

When our eyes met, she said, "Don't forget that the first rule of alchemy is that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts… and the second rule is that power releases power."

 I had never heard either expression, at least not in that way. But the second part resonated with me for some reason. This was the part where am alchemist would use some of their mana to stimulate the ingredients in order to release the potion's potential.

My skills here, it seemed, was the difference between a cook and an alchemist. The problem being that I had no mana. I wanted to curse. Why would Sativa taunt me with a skill that I couldn't use? It made no sense.

Why even send me here if she was condemning me to fail? But inside me, as I stirred the mixture, I felt a hollow ache. Just as the scent of the concoction wafted up to my nose, there was a part of me that wanted to drift into the potion. It couldn’t be mana, though… could it?

I had been told several times that as a human, I had no ability for magic. I found my mind spiraling down strange rabbit holes, as I frantically tried to salvage something out of this debacle. What was mana? What was magic? 

 I thought about all that I had seen so far, as well as what the girls had explained to me. There was elemental mana—like fire, water, air, earth, metal, wood, sound, and such. Then, there was the next level, which included mind, life, and shadow. And finally, there were the fundamental forces like space, time, gravity. For some reason, I pictured Mactosh's pretty daughter when I thought about gravity mana.

But I needed to focus.

 I might not have any magical ability within me, but there was still a part of me that was responding to the potion as I mixed it. There was an extra something that wanted to come through me, but I was having trouble understanding just what that something was. 

 A burning sensation rose up in the core of my being. I had never been into the meditation thing—even when I’d tried out various martial arts and other eastern practices like yoga—but I turned my focus inward. It felt sorta silly. I was a hands-on type of guy, but I knew there was something there… something inside of me that I needed for alchemy.

I couldn't afford to let myself be limited by my previous experience. 

 My head started to spin, but I bit the inside of my cheek and forced myself to push through it. As I did, I felt a sudden bout of nausea. It was almost like there was a rushing feeling inside of me—some new organ that sprang to life inside of me was suddenly doing cartwheels.

I felt the spinning come to a stop, and then a surge of power shot up my arms. It was like being struck by a bolt of lightning. I wanted to scream, but the muscles of my throat and jaw had completely locked up. 

 Whatever power was inside of me blasted out of me and into the stirring rod. The glass cracked in my hand and I instinctively threw it across the room so that it wouldn't shatter and contaminate the mixture. But the potion wasn't finished. I could see it struggling to take form in the bottom of the cauldron. As the heat reached a certain point, somehow within the liquid I could see tiny explosions of power—like miniature suns exploding within it. 

 Without thinking, I shoved my hand into the bottom of the cauldron. There were only a few ounces of fluid there, and they had to be boiling hot, but I stirred the mixture with my finger. The pain was like holding my hand against a frying pan, which I guess was fairly accurate, but I couldn't stop myself.

It had to be this way. Don’t ask me why, I just knew. I felt the potion take its final form, and knew that it was of exquisite quality. Suddenly, the entire room began to spin around me and my body felt cold and empty. I collapsed to the side like a sack of potatoes.

Just before my head hit the ground, I swear I heard Rava gasp and mutter, "It can't be…" Then, she was screaming for Lina as the darkness swallowed me whole. 




Interlude 1
 

Sativa looked down upon Olimero. There was always something to keep her attention. It was but one of many worlds she oversaw, but of late it had been the one which occupied the majority of her time. Then again, it was the first world that she had been allowed to be the lead on. The architect role was one that was highly sought after by her kind and the elders had finally deemed her worthy of the opportunity.

 She had already heard the rumors, though. They all thought she had fallen for the most common trap that new architects got caught in. In her desire to make her world unique, she had made it impractical. There were standards of design that were taught with virtually the same force as laws amongst her people. Oh, she had followed many of them, but she had also wanted to create something with her own distinctive touch.

Maybe they were correct. Maybe she had fallen into that trap, but she was determined to make this work. That was why she had taken him up on his offer, no matter how little she trusted him. It offered her a chance to salvage her work.

She kept wondering if there wasn’t a better way, but hadn't come up with one—not yet.

 She couldn't alter the fundamental nature of her people. She wanted them to be free like the flow of nature from which she drew her identity. But the larger the society on Olimero got, the more complicated it became, and the less the chaos of freedom was desirable. Even if she didn't like it, there was a need for some order. 

 So, when he offered up some of his people to her, she had grasped the offered bait. These humans could provide a spark of law and structure to her people, without requiring her to fundamentally alter them. It had worked out okay for a while, especially in the areas with denser populations, but she had yet to find one of these humans who could make it work on the frontier. 

 Cobb had been promising, but even he had failed—after a time. Now, she had high hopes for her latest acquisition. She wasn't sure how the dark one chose the people she was permitted to approach, but she knew he had to have some rationale behind those he offered up, more than the flimsy excuse he offered of their allotted time being nearly up.

That one never did anything without a reason and never looked out for any interest other than his own.

 Just because she couldn't identify what he stood to gain from the deal didn't mean that he wasn't gaining something. Still, she didn't have any other options at the moment, so here she was. She mused about ways she might be able to change things… next time. 

 Then, she felt a tingle. Something unexpected had just happened on Olimero. It must have been fairly significant for her to notice a single event. She scanned over the larger cities, but then realized that was a mistake. Just because there were more sheep there, didn't mean they were likely to do something out of the norm.

No, she should have checked on Robert first. He was the one most likely to be rocking the boat. She looked through the veil of the continuum and bore down on Yonderton.

Then into the Sheriff's office and focused on the floor of the kitchen. By all the elders… What had he done? Oh, this was completely unexpected.

Then, a cold realization came over her. This may have been unexpected and come as a complete surprise to her, but had he been hoping for this? Maybe he had even expected it.

She needed to think about this surprising new twist. But what was that Earth saying, "In for a penny, in for a pound."




Chapter 17 - New Channels

 

 

"I'm telling you I know what I saw."

 "That is just a legend."

 "Tell yourself that all you like, but how do you explain what you are sensing? I know you can feel it better than I can. Your mana is uniquely equipped to sense changes to the body. So, you tell me… what is going on?"

 "I don't know yet, but I'll thank you not to push him. I like this one. We need him to survive."

 The words didn't make any sense. I couldn't even say for sure who was talking, though the voices sounded vaguely familiar. My senses slowly returned to me, then the wave of pain hit me. My soul was dancing upon an ocean of energy, but then again, I didn't believe in souls. Well… who knew what I believed now, before three days ago, I didn't believe in goddesses, or magic, or bunny girls, either. 

 As my focus went back to my body, it felt like my engine had stalled. I coughed violently as my heart started to beat again. Then I sucked in a deep breath, as though it was something I had never done before. My lungs felt depleted, but the rush of fresh air I pulled it in made me feel better. It was the oddest sensation, or almost the oddest. The dry burning in the center of my body was unlike anything I had ever felt before. 

 Before I opened my eyes, I saw that flashing red dot, which told me there were notifications I needed to read. But I wanted to get my bearings first. I opened my eyes and the first thing I saw was Lina's worried face. That was getting to be a recurrent theme. Not that waking up to see her beautiful blue eyes staring at me was unwelcome. I just would have preferred that I was waking up to such a sight in a bed, after a night of passion, rather than on the kitchen floor after—well, after whatever that was.

 Behind Lina, I could see Rava leaning over me. She, too, had concern written all over her face, but there was something else there, as well. It looked like curiosity and fear were fighting a war for control of her expressions. 

 "You two look like you've seen a ghost," I managed to croak out. My throat was really dry. I didn't know how long I had been on the floor, but it must have been longer than I initially thought. 

 They didn't answer me at first. Lina helped me sit up and Rava shoved a cup into my face. "Here, drink this."

 I was so thirsty that I almost didn't bother to ask what it was. A glance made it look like clear water, but she was a potion mistress after all. "Uh, what is it?" My voice sounded like I had a frog in my throat, but that frog had been tossed in a blender while still kicking. 

 "It's just water," Rava replied. 

 I chose to believe her and drank it—though I was so parched, my thirst probably had something to do with that blind trust. Once I had downed the water, I croaked again, though with a bit less frog demon in my voice, "What's got you two freaked out? You didn't really see a ghost, did you? Wait, are ghosts a thing on Olimero?"

 Both women stared at me for a moment before Lina's ears got all perky again and her nose did that twitchy thing, almost like she was on that old show, Bewitched. The sound of her laughter made me smile.

 

"No, Sheriff Rob. There are no ghosts in Olimero. But your heart stopped beating. I couldn't find anything else wrong with you, though, and didn’t know what to do.” She ducked her head, a blush darkening her cheeks. “I was terrified , so I just poured as much life mana into you as I could, all the while willing you to be well.”

 

She looked back up, her brilliant blue eyes wide. “Then all of a sudden, your heart started beating again."

 "That does sound scary. Didn't mean to make you worry, but I'm feeling much better already. I think whatever you did helped empower me again, like before."

 "That still doesn't explain how you got to be like that. There was nothing about what you were doing that should have been dangerous. You displayed a decent practical knowledge of alchemy, which I would say puts your skill level in the range of forty to fifty," Rava said.

 I started to ask another question, but she held up a hand to cut me off. "Please let me finish."

 I simply nodded, and she kept talking, "Despite all of that, I thought for sure you were going to be a dud. The final requirement for making a potion, any potion, from the crudest sludge to the finest elixir is that you have to infuse it with mana. But I have been repeatedly told that humans don't have any mana."

 "Yeah, me too. So, what happened?" I asked.

 "I could see from the look on your face that you knew it wasn't coming together the way it was supposed to. The ingredients were starting to thicken up and soon the potion would have been ruined."

 I thought back to that moment, trying to recapture what I had been feeling at the time. "I guess... well, I just knew that something was missing. It is hard to put it into words, but there was like a resonance inside of me that wanted to come out."

 Lina said, "You don't have to…"

 But Rava hushed her and dropped down to her knees over me on the floor. As she did, she smoothly hiked her dress just enough to allow her to straddle my lower legs. "You have to tell me. I'll pay you whatever you want."

 I was a bit taken aback by the heat and intensity of her words. "Uh, okay. I'm not sure what you are talking about, though."

 Lina took the sternest voice I had ever heard her use. "Rava, get off of him right now. If you don’t, I'll… I'll… well I'll have Josie make you sorry."

 The elf looked nervously excited, looking back up at Lina, almost pleading. "You don't understand what is going on. He could be the first one… ever."

 "I told you, that is just a legend. Now, are you going to get up off of him or do I need to tell Josie?"

 Suddenly, the elf got a peculiar look on her face. "Oh, you are jealous. Is he your man, bunny girl?" She looked back at me with a smirk. "Not that I can blame you. He is easy on the eyes. If he was my alchemy apprentice, I'd have to write a special clause in the contract about how he has to maintain my cauldron." 


Her tone and the look in her eyes left no doubt as to the lascivious meaning behind her innuendo. And it wasn't like I was complaining. She was gorgeous, even if I actually preferred curves like Lina’s to the slim, lithe beauty of the elf.

 

"Ladies, I'm not anyone's man." I gave Lina a wink before adding, "At least not yet. But if you will get up, then we can all sit down at the table, and you can explain to me what you think is going on."

 Rava looked at me for a long moment more before leaning forward and kissing my forehead. Her lips were soft and there was something entrancing about the way she smelled. I assumed someone who was an alchemist had all sorts of ways to create perfumes. Whatever she used, it was working for her. Oddly, I noticed that her skin was a little cool to the touch. Maybe that was just in contrast to how warm Lina always felt.

 After that, she got up and pulled me to my feet. She had a good, firm grip, but I could tell she wasn't as strong as Josie. Still, she didn't have any trouble helping me up. We all sat at the table, but that awkward tension between Lina and Rava continued. 

 "Why don't you explain what has the two of you so worked up?"

 Rava started to say something, but Lina cut her off. "No, let him hear it from me. Then you can share your legends and theories."

 The elf shook her head in obvious frustration, but didn't say anything.

 

Lina began, "There is a condition which a caster can suffer from known as mana exhaustion…” She paused, shaking her head, and then started over. “All people have mana in them.” She frowned. “At least all Olimerans do. But only casters can tap into it. That power is a double-edged sword, though. It draws upon your life force to use it, but as a caster increases their capacity and skill, mana can actually augment their life force and extend their natural lifespan—increasing their health and other things like that."

 She paused as though checking to make sure I was keeping up.

 

I nodded and said, "Got it. Then, I assume if a caster overdoes it, they get something like this mana exhaustion?" 

 Lina seemed surprised at my use of the term, but then again, she didn't know anything about all the books I had read while sitting alongside the road, waiting to catch speeders. "That is the first stage of it.” She nodded. “The second stage is known as mana drain, and then finally, mana death."

 "Um… how is mana death different from real death?" I asked.

 "In practical terms, it shouldn't be. Mana death is the point at which the body has become so drained of mana, that it has lost its ability to draw upon the mana which exists everywhere in Olimero. Just as our lungs draw in air outside our bodies, so too a mage's mana core draws in mana from the world around them. They can't produce mana themselves, any more than their body can produce oxygen."

 I nodded as I followed along. "Okay, that makes sense. But what does that have to do with me? And why is Rava so freaked out?"

 "We are both ‘freaked out,’ as you put it," Lina corrected. "You appeared to have suddenly hit mana death—the point at which your body is no longer compatible with the energy of the world around it, and was not able to draw in any mana."


Now I was getting confused. "Why would that be a problem? All along, you and Josie have told me that humans can't use mana. And Sativa basically confirmed it. I'm not exactly from around here. It’s probably a good thing that I can breathe your atmosphere."

 Lina looked confused. Then she hit her forehead with her palm. "Duh, Lina. Stupid bunny girl."

 "I asked you to stop that before."


"Yes, Sheriff," Lina replied, looking bashful. 

 "If I may," Rava interjected. "Bunnykin aren't exactly known for their scintillating intellects, but she explained it fairly well. The distinction that Lina failed to make is that we believe that you and all the humans who have come to Olimero before you still absorb mana. What none of them have been able to do, though, is to form a mana core. The absence of that is why humans have no aptitude for magic."

 "Then what happened with the potion earlier?" I demanded. Rava had been far more pleasant yesterday in her shop amidst her experiments. Now she was being rude to Lina and had an intensity to her that, while a bit of a turn, on was also a warning sign. 

 "That is just it. I know that the other clerks and deputies before Josephine and Lina tried to teach magic to each new Sheriff that came, but they always failed. None of them were ever able to initiate a magical reaction.”

 

She poked her finger at me. “Somehow, though, you did. Out of an intense desire, or just because there is something different about you. I don't know how, but you did," Rava answered. 

 That gleam in her eyes was there again. I was fairly sure she wanted nothing more than to throw me down on the table. I just wasn't sure whether she wanted to mount me or vivisect me.

 

"You just said that was impossible without a magic core."

 "So I did, and the necessity of a mana core is one of the foundational principles of magic—in all its forms, from casting to enchanting to alchemy. Nevertheless, I watched you do the thing I have always been taught is entirely impossible."

 "What then?"

 "The tiny amount of mana you had absorbed in you was quickly exhausted, within a handful of seconds, but it created a connection between you and the potion. It was like sucking fluid through a tube out of a container. Under the right circumstances, once the flow is begun, it tries to keep going. So, the magical reaction you initiated became a starving beast. It tried to suck more and more mana out of you—mana which you simply didn't have."

 "Does that often happen with mages?"

 "No, a mage can be forced into mana exhaustion if he fails to have enough power to finish a spell, as the annulus of their mana core should prevent mana from being forcibly sucked out of it, unless they will it to do so. The only exception being that certain powerful casters can puncture another's magic core and drain them of their mana, assuming they are compatible with that mana type."

 "This is all rather bizarre," I said. I tried to laugh it off, but couldn't muster the energy to find the mirth in my situation.

 Rava continued, "Because you lacked an annulus—that layer of protection every mage’s core possesses—you were being siphoned dry. The reaction kept sucking at you, trying to draw out a substance that was no longer inside of you."

 "So, why aren't I dead?"

 "As far as I could determine, you were. But then I noticed that the potion had finished. Not only that, but it reached a remarkably high level of potency. That could have only happened if you had somehow provided more mana to the reaction.” She paused. “Quite a bit more, actually."

 I stopped and thought about it for a moment. Then it occurred to me to check my notifications.



 Warning! Drain upon your life force detected. 

 You have died.

 Error… central core detected. 

 You have spontaneously formed a body core. Recalculating. 

 Rolina has healed you. She is pouring an abundance of life mana into you. Your organs are being forcibly maintained. Death held at bay. Time till death: 197 minutes.
 


 There were a bunch of notifications showing how the countdown had continued. When it reached sixty-nine minutes, a new notification appeared.
 


 Body core has absorbed sufficient mana. Core is beginning to spin. 1 revolution per minute. 

 2 revolutions per minute.
 4 revolutions per minute.
 7 revolutions per minute.

12 revolutions per minute. Core has reached minimum viable velocity. 

 You are reborn as a body cultivator. Grade: F9.

 Congratulations, you have gained stats.


 Strength: +2
 Agility: +1
 Durability: +4
 Alchemy: +5

 

I pulled up my current stats, surprised to see the new line labeled ‘Cultivation Grade.’

 

 

Strength: 58
 Agility: 28
 Durability: 32
 Magic: N/A
 Cultivation Grade: F9

 

Skills: Alchemy +47

Ranged Combat: +25

Melee Combat: +14
 
 

 



Chapter 18 - New Training
 

Rava was still talking to me, but I wasn't paying any attention. I had the feeling that whatever had happened to me had just changed my life forever. And that's saying a lot for someone who three days ago was issuing speeding tickets outside Santa Barbara.

But I knew one thing—I wasn't ready to share this with anyone else yet. I needed to think about it for a while. As crazy as Rava was about this, there had to be more to it.

 "Don't you understand what this could mean?" I finally heard her ask.

 "Probably… well, not entirely, but I'm still not sure what the hell is going on. I need some time to think about this. What do I owe you for testing me today?"

 Rava clenched her teeth so hard, her jaw trembled. It was obvious that she wanted to say more but at least she was able to contain herself. I could almost see the calculations going on behind her eyes.

"Nothing,” she finally said. “Consider this a courtesy lesson. I hope you do decide to become my apprentice. You won't find anyone else in Yonderton with a higher alchemy skill."

 "Thank you, that is kind of you. Like I said, I have a great deal of thinking to do. Oh, one other thing, what happened to the potion that I was making?"
 
 She grimaced. As I thought, she had intended to keep it for herself, but I wanted to see it. She waved her hand and pulled a small, sealed petri dish out of her storage device. "Here it is. Most of the fluid was boiled off, but it seems to have retained its potency. It is more of a gel than an elixir."

 I took it from her and thanked her again. Then I stood and asked Lina to please escort our guest out. Without waiting for them to leave, I shuffled back to my room. I needed space to get my head straight. There was something going on here that I didn't understand.


 Once in my room, I went to the bed and lay down. Closing my eyes, I began breathing deeply. I wasn't expecting to become some type of meditation guru, but obviously, I needed to think this through. The first step would be looking inward—except nothing seemed to be happening. 

 Part of me scoffed at this spontaneous creation of a mana core worse than I had when Sativa had first propositioned me. Seeing other people use magic had not felt nearly as odd as the fantastic idea that I could use it. Except this wasn't magic, somehow. It had an entirely different line on my stat sheet, which still said that magic was still not applicable to me. 

 What the hell did that mean?!

I wanted to ask someone, but there are some things in life that a man has to do for himself. I was fairly sure it would be okay to talk about it with Josie and Lina. I trusted them an awful lot for people who I had only known for two days. But that didn't mean that they could explain this to me. 

 I was literally one of a kind here in Olimero. Actually, scratch that. I didn't know if that was true. Sativa could have brought humans to other parts of this world—but I was certainly one of a kind in Yonderton. No one else was experiencing what I was and, if Rava was to be believed, I was probably the first one of the Sheriffs who’d experienced this particular change. 

 There was still this lingering energy in me and yet something was off about it. I felt like I'd just drank half a dozen energy drinks, but I wasn't jittery at all. My body was simply full of unused energy. Yet as much as I wanted to jump up and exercise, just to burn some of it off, I needed to think this through first. 

 It was like when I’d had that regeneration buff from being filled with extra life mana—well, maybe not exactly the same, but similar enough. That had felt a bit more like being buzzed. I had wanted more of it. This felt more natural, but I was still brimming full of energy. And I checked again to make sure, but this time  I had not gotten any notification that I had a regeneration buff now, either. 

 That left me wondering what exactly this change had done to me. I could still feel a lingering pain running down my arms. Deep within the lower part of my chest, I could feel a deep almost burning sensation. It was like a mild case of indigestion that just wouldn't go away. 

 Only as I relaxed was I able to sense some of the differences. There were veins now, or channels or something like that, reaching out from that burning spot in my lower chest. I could feel them trying to spread down my arms and legs, but somehow that didn't scare me.

It just felt … right—more right than anything else I had ever experienced, and that includes that time with Julie Westmont in the backseat of my parents’ car. 

 I could also tell that something was wrong. Maybe wrong was too strong of a word. These channels had not fully developed yet. The only place that they seemed to have properly spread out from my center was through my arms down to my hands. I could sense a focal point in the palm of each hand. 

 At first, I was tempted to think that I was imagining these sensations, but the more that I was able to deep breath and relax, the more I became sure it was real. My next thought was to wonder if this was simply some expansion of my nervous system, but that didn't make sense. If it was just nerves, then wouldn't the focus run through the bundle of nerves near my wrist, rather than in the bony part of my hand? 

 The more I tried to trace the channels through my body, the more that I could see how they didn't have any direct connection to my anatomy, other than being inside my body and reaching out to my extremities.

Or at least they were trying to. 

 There were major channels trying to burrow down each of my legs, but those were blocked. Another channel was trying to run up to my brain, but again that path was blocked. A third channel flowed towards my heart and seemed to have made a very thin connection, but nothing like the ones in my hands. 

 The seventh and final channel went down through my torso. At first, I thought it was headed for my stomach but that didn't feel right. Then I thought maybe it was headed for my digestive tract. Looking more closely, it was clear that wasn't accurate either. The channel was blocked, but I could trace an almost invisible line down to my groin. It was headed right for my nuts. I have to admit that one weirded me out even more than the channels going to my heart or my brain. 

 After about an hour, I realized I wasn't learning anything new. Nor did I seem to be able to control the channels at all. It had to be lunchtime by now and, other than the bit of alchemy, which I guessed had been useful, I hadn't accomplished a single thing today. Well, other than having some new system activated in my body which I had no idea how to control or what to do with. I knew I needed to get some actual training in.

It was time to get back at it. 

 Oh, but then I remembered there was one other thing that I needed to do. I grabbed the petri dish with the gel I had made. I laughed. I couldn't even make a drinkable potion. Some alchemist I was gonna turn out to be. But making this had raised my skill by five points, so it must be something. 

 After taking the top off the dish I stared at the gel for a bit. It looked to have the consistency of toothpaste, but was a bright red. So… cinnamon-flavored toothpaste? I chuckled at my own joke, but then I got another notification. 



 The assessment aspect of your alchemy skill has now become active. You will have the basic ability to identify appropriate alchemical ingredients and products. This ability will be based upon your overall alchemy skill rating. 

 Ratings: 
  Sludge: essentially unusable. It might be better than eating mud, maybe. That is if there aren't any side effects. 

  Poor: lowest acceptable level of alchemy products which will still perform the intended function. Duration and effect will be reduced.

  Standard: average product- consistent with a skill of 50 while using appropriate materials and making no mistakes.

  Improved: better in every way- consistent with a skill of 80 while using superior materials and making no mistakes. Duration and effects will be increased. 

  Exquisite: the cream of the crop- consistent with a skill of 100 while using the best materials, equipment, and making no mistakes. Duration and effects will be at least doubled. 

 Product Types: 

  Powder: the weakest form but good for dissolving into water or aerosol administration. Duration and effect will be reduced. 

  Potion: the normal form for the consumption of alchemy products.

  Elixir: a potion which is refined to a higher level of quality. Duration and effects will be increased. 

  Gel: a risky product to make as it is easy to burn and destroy the efficacy, but when done properly it will have a concentrated amount as well as the ability to be applied topically. Duration will be increased but effects will tend to be weakened as they are spread out over time. 

  Pill: the highest concentration of alchemy. Useful for both time-released effects as well as for high-intensity effects. 
 

Current product being assessed:

  Healing Gel   Quality: Exquisite

Duration: 1 hour  Effect: TBD


That was a ton of information to take in all at once, but it was also nice to have independent confirmation of what Rava had been telling me. I assumed it was Sativa who’d sent me these messages, but maybe she had set up some type of AI to do it. I wondered if there were magical AIs in this world, or if this was one of those cases of sufficiently advanced technology seeming like magic. Oh well, it wasn't like I could just up and ask the goddess who’d hired me.

It was time to get down to the work that I could DO. Agility was definitely my stat that was growing the slowest. With all this bundled-up energy inside of me, I decided it was time to try my hand at some agility-building exercises. 

 I thought about what I knew about agility, and figured plyometric box jumps were good, but I needed to add some lateral jumps, and shuttle runs. Until I could get outside, though, there would be limits to what I could do. Thinking about the process, I realized that balance, speed, and flexibility were all parts of what was controlled by my agility stat, so I could also work in drills for those things. 

 Since it was my arms that were really feeling the extra energy more than anything else, I decided to try some handstands. It felt a bit childish, but I wanted to experiment. When I placed my hands against the floor, I could feel the ground.

I mean, I could always feel the ground when I touched it, but this was different. It was like I could feel a vibration within it. I had a deeper understanding of it, even feeling the grain of the wood of the floorboards more clearly. 

 When I sprang up and caught my weight on my hands, I expected to fall over. I figured it would most likely take me multiple attempts to do this, since I hadn't really tried doing a handstand since college. I wasn't ready for how natural it felt. It was easy to hold myself up. This was the first time that I had really noticed the difference the strength I had gained made. It had increased by fourteen, from forty-four to fifty-eight, so it was reasonable that this would be easier. 

 As I walked around the room on my hands, I laughed to myself. This was even fun. That thought went off in my head. It was a claxon bell ringing out loud and clear to me and I realized something I had been missing. The pressing motivation to become stronger was to survive. That was an existential need. My secondary motivations were to be effective as a Sheriff and to win over the lovely ladies I found myself surrounded with.

But that didn't mean this couldn't be fun. 

 Training had always been enjoyable to me. I wasn't one of those guys who dreaded going to the gym for leg day, or even the guy who hated my morning runs. No, I really enjoyed working out. When I really thought about it, I realized that I had always enjoyed it because it was a way to control my body. Now, it seemed I had that in spades. So, why shouldn't I be grinning from ear to ear? 

 Oh sure, I might die tomorrow. But what had really changed about that since I’d graduated the police academy? Maybe the risk was greater now. Actually, scratch that, the risk was significantly greater here. But anyone could die at any time. A drunk driver, an aneurysm, or a stray bullet, it didn't really matter, death was always a possibility.

I chuckled to myself, imagining a silly warning like the ones they put on packs of cigarettes: ‘the Surgeon General has determined that Living is dangerous to your health.’ The only ones who could genuinely enjoy life knew that and didn't let it bother them.





Chapter 19 - This Could Be Good

 

Push-ups on just one hand, with my body jackknifed straight up and down were easy now. I found myself laughing at the sheer joy of this. After a while, I started pushing up so hard that my hand came a foot up off the ground. Then I rolled back into a ball, as I landed on my feet instead of my hand. 

 The first couple of times didn't go so well. I’d landed painfully on my knees, or on my butt the next time. But it didn't stop the laughter. I must have made so much noise that Lina came to check on me.

I didn't care. I was having fun. For the first time since I arrived in Olimero, I was having fun. 

 If I was honest with myself, I hadn't been having all that much fun my final few months on Earth. I was enjoying this moment so much that I didn't even notice that a smoking-hot woman was watching me be silly and giggle to myself. It was okay for her to think I was silly. I just needed to enjoy life for the moment. 

 I tried a host of different moves: front flips, back flips, simple cartwheels, leaping to touch the ceiling, then leaping and twisting around to touch my feet to the ceiling. As long as I was willing to fall on my ass or look completely stupid, I was able to do them all—well, except for touching the ceiling with my feet. That one I wasn't able to pull off just yet. 

 Through two hours of jumping around like a three year old hopped up on sugar, I never lost that feeling of extra energy. That was part of what kept a silly grin on my face. Eventually, I settled down and began some more of my standard punching and kicking routines. 

 My hands felt faster. It was hard to say exactly how much, but definitely enough for me to notice it. I was stronger and faster all over, but especially my hands and arms. Then, I transitioned into one of my favorite training exercises. It wasn't really on target for growing my agility, but Lina had been watching me on and off for over an hour. 

 This was the training drill that used to get the most attention from past girlfriends. I stripped my shirt off, because I might as well get a little bit of extra mileage out of the training. From the sudden primal scent that wafted over to me, I could tell that Lina was doing whatever it was that bunny girls did when they got all excited. It filled my mind with all sorts of other thoughts, but I focused on putting on a show for her. Heck, the way she walked was an ongoing tease to me, so I figured I might as well return the favor.

 The drill was called tangent exercises. I couldn't remember what the reason for the name was, but that was what the martial arts instructor who had taught it to me called it, so I just kept the name. It was fairly simple. I worked on contracting as many muscles as possible, while slowly going through punches, blocks, kicks, and stances. 

 It sounds easy, but nothing could be further from the truth. It is difficult to focus and maintain the contraction on most of your body at the same time. Even harder, is to do so while slowly going through the motions of various forms. In a way, it became a type of moving meditation, as you were forced to breathe deeply and intentionally while doing the tangent exercises. 

 Thirty seconds of this and my skin started to dampen with sweat. A minute in, and my heart was starting to really pump. Five minutes and my muscles were shaking in fatigue. I didn't let any of that stop me, though, I kept pushing. Pain was only weakness leaving the body. 

 It didn't hurt that I could literally smell how much Lina clearly enjoyed watching my muscles as I glistened with sweat. That grin on her face, and the way her eyes followed my every movement—along with the cadence she kept as she rapidly thumped her foot against the door frame—were all great motivators.

The remarkable thing about this exercise was because it was a matter of controlling my body and exerting maximum effort, I was feeling the burn even with my increased strength. There might come a time when that wasn't the case, but I was far from it now. In contrast, even with only two days of training here, my body was already becoming strong enough that virtually no absurd number of jumping jacks was going to wear me out. I longed to be able to go for a run. Well, let me put that differently. I didn’t enjoy running nearly as much as I did lifting or calisthenics, but I longed to see how much my body had improved. 

 Now, though, I could feel my muscles starting to truly quiver. I needed to eat something. My tank was running on empty. My stomach grumbled, loudly, but there was a second echoing grumble from deep within my center. That core I’d felt forming inside me all morning was empty, too. After half an hour of tangent exercises, I’d hit my limit. The abundance of energy I had felt before was finally gone. 

 I flopped down onto the floor and just lay there, catching my breath. One of the things that always amazed me about tangent exercises, was that I could end up gasping for air even though I had never moved faster than a turtle. I took the time as I recovered my breath to stretch. Stretching after a workout was a fantastic way to consolidate the gains I’d made. My muscles had worked up to and even past their peak—loosening them up now could only help. 

 As I sat there stretching, with my eyes to the ground, I heard Lina walk over around behind me.

"You look so tense, Sheriff. Would you like a massage?" she asked.

 Her scent was filling my very being now. If the rush of desire it prompted in me was anything like what she felt, then I could understand why bunny girls were always so horny. This might be a really bad idea—there was only so much temptation a guy could handle, after all—but I nodded.

"Yes," I answered. It came out deeper and throatier than I’d meant for it to, though, as my voice was husky with barely restrained desire.

 Lina didn't hesitate, and I immediately felt her warm hands on my shoulders. She began kneading my muscles, and I suddenly realized just how tense I was. Of course, why shouldn't I be, after what I'd been through the last couple of days? Living in this state of uncertainty would be enough to make anyone tense. The glimmer of hope I felt this morning had not been enough to change that. 

 Lina spoke in a hushed tone, "Goddess, you are so tense... Your muscles are rock hard."

 I thought to myself, "You have no idea." My muscles were definitely not the only thing that term applied to. 

 Just as I was starting to relax a bit, she pulled her hands back and said, "Just a sec."

 I didn't bother to look back at her. Instead, I waited to see what she had in mind. A few seconds later, she returned and I felt her spreading an oil or gel across my shoulders and upper back.

Her hands still felt amazing and quite warm, but now they glided across my skin. Then, I felt energy seeping into me. I realized she must be using my healing gel. The ache from my muscles completely disappeared.

I couldn't help but groan. "That feels so good, don't stop." And she didn't. She worked her way down my back. Her skillful hands rubbed the potent gel into my skin in tiny amounts. It didn't take much. 

 Then she knelt behind me and reached around under my arms to my front. Her hands moved all over my chest. I felt her hot breath on my neck as her breasts pushed into my back. The thin material of her blouse did nothing to disguise the feeling of their delightful combination of firm fullness and soft abundance. 

 Her breath tickled the back of my ear. "Does this feel good?"

 My will was definitely fighting a losing battle. Any minute now, I was gonna give in and pull her down and do what she so obviously wanted me to do to her. And what would be wrong with that? 

 The only answer that came back was… nothing. There wouldn't be anything wrong with it, but it also wouldn't be optimal. I was still getting to know Lina and that only made resisting her advances harder. I really liked her.

She was sweet and fun and particularly good at her job, at least from what I had seen. As much as that made me want her, it also made me want to wait for the right time. I didn't want a quickie on the floor of my bedroom. It would be fun, but this was my life now, and I didn't want just fun. I wanted something more with the gorgeous bunny girl. 

 I probably should have felt conflicted, that I wanted both Lina and Josie. Heck, I had no problem admitting it—I was even intrigued by Rava. Strangely enough, that didn't produce any guilt. Things were different here on Olimero. I could have my cake and eat it too. That didn't mean I was going to rush into this, though, no matter how much little Robert was crying out for me to.

 Then I almost lost it. Lina’s hands slid around my hips and inside my pants to begin working out the kinks in my quadriceps. Just feeling her pressed up so tightly against my back and having her hands so tantalizingly close to little Robert was torture—delightfully pleasant torture but torture all the same.


 I sighed as I felt the tightness depart my thighs. The combination of her warm hands and the healing gel literally worked magic on my body. I felt like I could work out all over again. That hollow sucking feeling I’d had in the center of my being was gone, too, and I felt the rush of energy spreading out to my body once more as my core began to spin faster. 

The sensations were all so new and odd. I wasn't sure what to make of them. 

 As much as I felt strength restored to my limbs, a gnawing hunger still ate away at my gut. And as intense as that was, it wasn't the only hunger I was dealing with. Bunny girl sounded so damn tasty now. The scent she put off, combined with the warmth of her body, quickly threatened my new resolve to continue to build up something meaningful between us. 

 Before I realized what was I was doing, I had grabbed her. She felt so light, it was effortless to pull her around, so she was in front of me and sitting in my lap. I tilted her head up and our lips met. Her mouth was every bit as warm and soft as I had anticipated. When I pushed my tongue into her mouth, it was like eating food straight out of the microwave. I wondered how high her body temperature was, for it to feel like this, but at the same time I didn't care. 

 Lina was a great kisser. Her body melted in my arms and she managed to let me lead while at the same time drawing me in with her desire. The scent of her need was heavy all around us. There was no way to ignore it. 

 After a few minutes of kissing and letting my hands roam over her delightfully firm yet soft curves, she must have started to grow impatient because I felt a tension building in her. It was almost like I could feel her heart beating in every cell of her body. Lina began to unbutton her blouse, but I placed a hand on hers. 

 I groaned softly. "Not yet… please. I want you so badly, but I don't want it here, not like this. I want us to take our time. I want something much more than just a fun fling.” I stared into her burning gaze. “I don't know what all this looks like, but I'm asking you to be patient with me.”

I shook my head. “Because if you take your top off now, I'm quite sure I won't be able to control myself."

 At first, I thought she would be upset with me, but instead she smiled almost shyly up at me. "You really like me that much?"

 "Yes, bunny girl. You are smart, and... No. Don't look away. Don't deny it. You are beautiful and have an amazing body, and I want to spend the rest of the day exploring it, but I also want you for your mind." I used one hand against her cheek to tilt her face back towards me. I already knew that she didn't have the highest self-esteem, but I couldn't for the life of me figure out why. She was amazing in every way. It was silly for her to not feel amazing. 

 She simply murmured, "Yes, Sir." She leaned in and snuggled her head against my chest and sighed with deep contentment. 

 All I could think was how damn lucky I was to have pulled Sativa over three days ago.

 



Chapter 20 - Settling In

 

The next couple of weeks flew by. I was focused on training my body and was seeing amazing results. My muscles were more defined than ever before. The impact of Lina's life mana could not be underestimated. It allowed me to get in four or five separate three-hour long workout sessions per day. My stats were still growing. 

 Strength had continued to outpace the others, but it was starting to plateau. I was bench pressing so much, that the weight bar Mactosh had initially built for me was no longer sufficient. It had tapped out a little under one thousand pounds. Rather than agitating him, my problem seemed to encourage the orc. He was almost as thrilled with my gains as I was. In fact, he kept saying that if I kept it up, I'd soon be as muscular as a proper orc.

 I was definitely gaining muscle mass and definition, but my strength was beyond what my physical form suggested. My muscle fibers seemed to have become denser, more powerful. The orc had managed to design a rig that allowed me to load weight on up to four different bars. It worked okay for benching, squats, deadlifts, and similar exercises, but I was still somewhat limited on smaller motions. 

 What shocked me most, was that if my progression curve continued at this pace, I was going to outgrow even this new contraption in another couple of weeks. Already, I was able to squat almost four thousand pounds. Just thinking that still made me whistle in awe. Not that it was surprising that my squat was well ahead of my bench press. 

 Agility training ended up being much easier than I had thought. Lots of focus on explosive motion, extreme stretching, and learning what amounted to gymnastics was enough to kick that stat into gear. It was durability that was the hardest for me to train. I had broken just about every bone in my body doing different dangerous acrobatic moves, but I was to the point now where I could jump off the roof without concern of breaking anything. It took quite a bit of effort to damage me now.

 I took another look at my stats. I had reached the goal Josie had set for me. Yet for some reason, it didn't seem fair. In sixteen days, I had gone from being fit to be almost superhero-like. 



Strength: 77
Agility: 42
Durability: 40
Magic: N/A
Cultivation Grade: F9

Skills: Alchemy +48

Ranged Combat: +27

Melee Combat: +14 
 


 Today was the day. I had finally met Josie's requirement. I was curious to see if she would come up with another argument to keep me inside. She had refused to train with me for the past two weeks, saying I’d have to earn it myself. To be fair to the foxkin deputy, she had been exceptionally busy. 

 Every day brought in another family to report a missing girl. Yesterday, it had been two families in one day. The situation was definitely getting out of hand, and Josie was running herself ragged trying to track it down. I was determined that I was going to go out today and start helping her, whether she wanted me to or not.

I was the Sheriff, after all. 

 All of my stats had gone up, with two exceptions. Oh sure, Alchemy had only gone up by one level, but then again, I only felt comfortable making one type of potion. I had gotten good enough though, that my healing potions almost always came together. There were no further exquisite-quality potions, but there also weren't any worthless piles of sludge that took an hour to scour out of the bottom of my cauldron. 


I was able to increase my ranged combat by two points as I peppered the wall of my room with arrows. I almost screwed up and nearly used one of my enchanted arrows, before realizing that might not be such a good idea if I didn't want a hole in my wall. The practice was good for agility and ranged combat though, and I practiced rolling, diving, and jumping at just about every angle I could, while still making shots at point-blank range. 

 Durability was the last of my three basic stats to hit forty, but agility was only at forty-two. My strength was something I could truly be proud of, though. I hoped this combination would allow me to start training my melee combat with Josie again. I might not win, even now, but I should at least be able to embarrass myself a bit less. If not, I was going to have to find someone else to train with. In a pinch, I thought that Mactosh might be willing to help me find the right person.

 My melee combat was now my lowest skill and it chafed at me, that I hadn't made any progress in it, but apparently practicing punches and kicks didn't constitute actual combat. A generation of kids in America who were busy acting out the karate kid would have been devastated. 

 I say melee combat it was my lowest skill, but I didn't really know how best to categorize my cultivation grade. It hadn't budged from F9 since that line had first appeared on my stat sheet. What was worse, was how neither Lina nor Josie—the few times I was able to pin her down long enough to exchange more than a few words—knew thing about it. They’d never heard of a stat like that, and had no idea what it represented. I even asked Mactosh about it, but he had no clue either. 

 What I did know, was that I hadn't been able to recreate that same electric charge which had occurred when I’d made the healing gel. I could feel something spinning inside of me, though, and I spent at least an hour a day meditating. Or rather, I tried to force myself to sit still for at least an hour each day and tried to feel around for my core. I had this sense of rotation within me, but I had trouble isolating it most of the time. 

 There were times when I felt like it was just out of reach, and other times that I didn't have a clue. The persistent energy I felt in my body appeared to have grown—at least I thought it had. I didn't have any way to measure it, but I felt energetic all the time. Even after working out, I still felt fresher than I used to after waking up and grabbing a cup of coffee in the morning. I had decided that I would be better served focusing on what I could control, and pushed of worrying about what cultivation meant until later. 

 Tyler had informed me that it would be another week until he could begin construction on the training course, but we had a great area set up at the edge of town. The spot had a wonderful view of a valley to the west and one of the great rivers which ran through the area. From the little geography I had learned about, this river emptied into the ocean, or what they called the Western Sea, about fifty miles past Yonderton. 

 Thinking about learning geography reminded me of the other good thing that had happened. Lina was basically the only company I’d had, with Josie patrolling all the time. Rava had offered to come by and work on alchemy, but I kept putting her off until I met the minimum standard of forty in each stat. Now that I had reached my goal, I would probably have to give her some time—but it would still have to remain on the back burner for a while, with my starting to perform actual police duties.

 The only reason I hadn't gone stir crazy, was because of the time I spent with Lina. We were getting really close. I still couldn't get her to just call me by my first name, but she was feeling less and less intimidated around me. I got to see her love for floral arrangements, the compassion she had while dealing with an injured child in need of healing, and the righteous anger she felt whenever a family came in to report a missing daughter. 

 She was the complete package. If we had been back on Earth, I would have already jumped her and tried to move our relationship on to the next stage. Despite this, something was holding me back. I was still fairly new to this place, but I also knew that I didn't want her to feel any sort of obligation as a clerk to be with me just because I was the Sheriff. If this was going somewhere, then I wanted to make sure she wanted it for the right reasons. 

 If I was being honest, there was at least one other reason. The level of intensity in her teasing seemed to be climbing day by day. It was almost like she was becoming frantic for physical intimacy but tried to rein herself in so as not to scare me away. She still struggled to believe that I truly accepted her. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say that she struggled to understand that I considered her my equal. 

 Even inside my quasi-prison of the Sheriff's office, I was learning more about Olimero. Casters enjoyed a higher place in society. Landowners were important, too, as were a few of the more respected craftsmen. Wealth meant something, but so did power. In general, orcs were more highly placed than elves, but some elven casters, alchemists, and enchanters were near the top of the social pecking order.

 Hearing how Lina described them, and about the society in general was both informative and frustrating. Apparently, leaving Santa Barbara had not rid me of having to deal with entitled pricks. Most of the bigger landowners seemed to be wolfkin. Something about their race pushed them to be dominant. They were mostly ranchers, farmers, miners, and loggers, but it was the land they owned and the people they employed which served as the foundation for their power. 

 Cowkin seemed mostly to be used for manual labor, but they never lacked for work. Lina didn't think they had much imagination, but they were good for carrying heavy things, plowing fields, and work like that. Foxkin were crafters, but were also the race most associated with criminal activity. And it went on like that for most of the other races. 

 The Rabbitkin—or Bunnykin, as Lina often referred to herself—were actually the race that Lina seemed to think the least of. It was almost like there was a fearful subservience hardwired into the race. I was surprised to find out that they made up almost one-third of the population, despite being one of nine races. They were farmers, entertainers of all sorts, and domestics. Apparently, female Bunnykin all craved physical touch, had an incredible libido, and were highly sought after for that reason. Lina got really embarrassed while trying to answer I questions I posed about any of that. 

 Not that she didn't tempt me almost constantly, but I wanted to make sure that when we took the next step, we were doing it for the right reasons. That hadn't stopped us from making out, but I always managed to bring it to a stop before passing the point of no return. Part of that was simply because I hadn't asked her about birth control yet. I didn't know anything about bunny girl cycles, but if they were half as fertile as bunnies on Earth are supposed to be… Well, suffice it to say that I while I wanted to be a father someday, that day wasn’t just yet—and certainly not when my ability to survive was still an open question. That just wouldn't be fair to any children I had. 

 When I walked out of my room this morning, I found breakfast already waiting for me. But Lina wasn't in the kitchen with the food—which wasn’t normal. She always liked to wiggle her bunny tail in the apron at while cooking. She knew it drove me crazy, and I definitely looked forward to seeing it every morning, almost as much as my coffee and bacon. 

 Instead, I had to sit down and eat my breakfast alone. When Lina still hadn't appeared by the time I’d finished eating, I began to worry that maybe something was wrong. My only thought was that maybe she was out front, but she usually didn't have much paperwork to do, unless she was taking a report.

Since yesterday had been laundry day, and she usually told me before she went out shopping, up front it must be. When I walked into the front room, which was ostensibly my office, I found Lina seated at her desk, furiously filling out a report. Her desk was surrounded by a group of crying people, all speaking rapid fire. Actually, as I looked, I realized that it wasn't just one group—there were three groups, with a  total of eleven people. 

 "Whoa, everyone back up! That is my clerk that you are swarming around, and I'd like to keep her in one piece."

 Twelve heads whipped around to stare at me. My tone might have been a bit harsh, but I wasn't messing around. Many problems could be avoided if you set things off on the right foot. 

 Immediately, three groups of women each pushed their men towards me. There was a Rabbitkin, and two Elves. Unlike the tailor Barow, who I had spoken to before, these men were dressed like farmers. It was obvious they were more accustomed to manual work, and all three of the men struggled to look me in the eye. 

 I tried to smile, but something about me intimidated them. Finally, the three of them reached some unspoken consensus and pushed one of the elves forward. "Sheriff, so sorry to bother you. But we're here because our daughters have been taken." 

 As he spoke, one of the women behind him started wailing. I could already feel a headache starting to creep in, but how do you tell a terrified woman not to cry about her missing child? 

 "One from each family?" I asked. 

 They all nodded, studying my boots like they were the most interesting thing they had ever seen.

With a sigh, I said, “I need you all to back up from the desk. Then, one at a time, your families can fill out their reports with Clerk Rolina. Please be respectful of her, and this will go much more smoothly. The sooner this is over, the sooner I can get to looking for your daughters."

 A gasp went through the entire group and the Rabbitkin man said, "So you'll go and look for them yourself?"

 "That's what I just said," I replied. "Look, I know you all are scared and sad. And I promise to do everything in my power to find your daughters, but I'm a newcomer here. I will probably have to wait for Deputy Josephine to return before I can start investigating."

 That made the men even more nervous. Eventually one of the women behind them called out, "Tell him."

 Another nodded, saying, "He has a right to know."

 This just kept getting weirder. These people were so scared, that they weren't thinking straight. I just didn't know if they were more scared for their daughters, or of me.

"Tell me what?" I asked, as gently as I could.

 One of the women pulled out a sword, not as a weapon, but she pulled it out hilt first from a sack she’d been carrying and handed it to her husband. He held it out to me in his two hands. I would know that sword anywhere. Josie never left the office without it and its twin.

"Where'd you get that?" I demanded. 

 It was the Rabbitkin male who answered. "You see our three families all work one farm together. Have for near ten years now. It's more efficient…"

 I cut him off. "What does any of that have to do with my deputy?"

 "Oh, yes, yes. Sorry, Sheriff." He gulped.

I saw his ears twitching in a way that I had come to associate with Lina being nervous. It was almost like I could see his heart beating out of his chest. I grit my teeth together and made a gesture with my hand for him to continue.

"Uh… well, she was fighting some men at our farm. It was just before dawn when I woke up to the sounds of fighting outside. When I stumbled out with me axe, I saw the deputy fighting with five men. She’d already killed one of them, but they were wearing her down."

 One of the women jumped in at that point. "They had my precious, Annabelle. The deputy was trying to save our daughters. But a big cowkin ended up clocking her over the back of the head, and they carried her off along with the three girls from our farm."

 The Rabbitkin man picked the story back up at that point, as everyone else grew quiet. "They tossed the sword down at my feet and said to say it was a message for the Sheriff. If you don't want them to do anything to your deputy, you are supposed to leave town before sunset today."

 The room dissolved into a cacophony of noise, all over again. Clearly, it was a trap of some sort, but I didn't think these people were involved. Still, I needed to interview each of them individually. I set Lina to finishing up the reports, while I took the adults—one-at-a-time—back to the kitchen and spoke with them. 

 After a couple of hours, the stories I got were consistent enough for me to believe they were telling me the truth. What was more, my instincts were crying out that they were truly victims in this screwed up scenario. Just too many things pointed to their being genuinely afraid, rather than being part of an elaborate setup. 

 When I released the last witness, I sat thinking at the kitchen table for a while longer. Time seemed to pass around me as I felt a rage start building within me. I didn't even hear Lina walk into the room. The first indication I had that I wasn’t alone, was when I felt her hand on my shoulder.

A second later she asked, "What are you going to do, Sheriff?"

 That was the question, wasn't it? What was I supposed to do?




Interlude 2
 

Three hours earlier, Josie had followed the clues she’d found about the missing girls, which had led her to a certain wolfkin that she’d tracked to one of the farms outside of town. It was outside of town limits, but close enough to be what was commonly called the collar zone. A few miles outside of the official city limits of Yonderton but not far enough to be in the wider district, these farms were generally thought to be safe from monsters. 

 Yonderton had been founded thirty years ago. Any monster lairs this close to the city had long since been discovered and destroyed. That left only roaming monsters, but again with no nests for many miles, there just weren't that many monsters. It showed, too, in the way that these farms had only low fences meant to contain sheep, pigs, or similar livestock—unlike the high walls that still existed outside the homesteads in the untamed lands.

 Of course, none of that was protection from what Josie had come to identify as the most dangerous of monsters. It was the two-legged monsters who always seemed to cause the most harm—those who couldn't be content with an honest day’s work, but instead sought to take what wasn't theirs. It was the evil of men that she had found caused more harm than storm, quake, fire, or beast. 

 The worst part of such evil, was that it often lay in plain sight or was disguised by fancy clothing and polite manners. Not that it was limited to men, evil was an equal opportunity weed. It grew up in the hearts of men and women alike—beastkin, elf, and orc in equal measure. Certain of the races were more inclined to violence, but all of the races had their bad apples. 

 For two weeks now, the number of girls being taken had been escalating. The first couple broke her heart. It was a sad life that those poor girls would be raised into, the odds that they would ever be found being slim. But then, more and more had disappeared—at least one a day, and often more than one. 

 The district simply wasn't large enough to have a need for this many illicit uses for girls. There had been no official census, but Yonderton itself couldn't have housed more than ten thousand souls, with the surrounding district maybe another forty thousand, but most of those would be miles and miles from the city. 

 That made this all the more serious. The continued kidnappings either meant some cult was practicing evil magic or it was being done to make a point. Nothing cut at the feeling of security, as much as for families to wake to find their children had been taken. It undermined the Sheriff's authority and, by extension, Sativa's. 

 Josie couldn't prove anything yet, but the clues all pointed to the notion that the backstreet boys were trying to draw Sheriff Rob out. Thinking about the man left her oh so confused. She found him attractive, easy on the eyes, and the way he treated Lina showed her he had a gentle spirit. Unlike many of his predecessors, this latest human Sativa had sent them didn't look at the people of Yonderton with a thinly veiled disgust. 

 But she also knew the truth. Sheriff Cobb had been the longest-lasting Sheriff in the last ten years. Before her family had moved out to the frontier, there had supposedly been only two Sheriffs over the course of the first twenty years of Yonderton’s existence, but the place had become increasingly more dangerous.

That’s what brought her father out here, after all. He had uprooted their family, dragging her mother and her to this faraway place. Papa had been a deadly swordsman. He came out here looking for those who had need of his skills in killing the monsters who needed killing.

Skills which he had passed on, as the only true inheritance he had to offer, to his daughter. Combining her father’s swordsmanship with a rare gift for magic made Josie an extremely dangerous young woman. But she was still the daughter of a dead swordsman and a mother who’d been forced to seek work as a server in a tavern after his death.

 It had been a great honor when Cobb had agreed to take her on as deputy. The pay was enough that her mother would be able to retire someday. And even better in her mind, it gave her an honorable purpose to apply her skills to—like her father had.

She was incredibly proud of the star upon her armor. Even today, even after all the loss she had seen, she was still proud of it. Now, though, she had to push those thoughts out of her mind.

She had followed Colton, a low-life thug who worked for the BSB, out to this farm. The few people she had been able to get to speak with her had suggested he might know something about the missing girls. Now, she was a few miles outside of town and waiting to see what the wolfkin was up to. 

 After she saw him meet up with a pair of two other large men outside a small farm, she knew that they were up to no good. Josie stayed hid. She wanted to stay out of sight until she had definitive proof, but she wasn't one of those who tracked the bad guy to their boss types only to let the little fish go free in the hopes of landing a bigger catch.

She couldn't stand to see anyone hurt, so if she caught them taking a girl, she was going to intervene. 

 After waiting for nearly an hour, she watched four men sneak out from the farmhouse and meet up with the three she’d been watching. Three of the newcomers had girls bound and slung over their shoulders. Given the differences between the races, it was hard to say exactly how old the girls were from this distance, but at least two of them were pretty small. Josie started to see red. She eased her blades from their sheaths, drawing them slowly. When she went into action, it wasn't going to be to ask questions. 

 The question of whether or not it was a good idea for her to engage seven armed men by herself never entered her mind. She wasn't going to let these girls be taken, and there was no one else that she could depend on for backup. She was all these girls had. The new Sheriff might be able to contribute in the future, but he wasn't quite ready yet—despite whatever nonsense Rava kept babbling on about. 

 Maintaining her crouch, Josie worked her way closer to the route the men were taking. She couldn't call upon any fire mana until the very last minute because it would give away her position. She would have to rely on a stealthy sword strike to take out as many men as she could before they became aware of her presence, or a more powerful flame blast. If she empowered it, a flame blast might take out more than half of the men, but the presence of the girls made it problematic. The more she thought about it, the more she realized she’d need to begin with her blades.


 She was proud to see that two of the girls were still struggling, though they must have been gagged, as she hadn't heard as much as a peep out of them. That spoke to the practice these men must have with kidnapping. Josie determined then and there that if any of them survived, she would ensure the Law of Blood was invoked. What these men were doing was a violation of both the Law of Family and the Law of Freedom. 

 Josie watched them close on where she crouched. They were going to walk right past where she was hiding in some tall grass, which had grown up around a fence that had fallen into disrepair. She flexed her hands and prepared to move with a burst of speed. Colton and one of the other men were in front, then the three carrying the girls, and in back were the last two. 
 
 As soon as they all had passed, she leapt forward. The two in the back were both cowkins. They would be harder to take down. Simple slashes wouldn't do it. Oh sure, she could take them down with a series of rapid strikes, but what she really needed was to fell each of them with a single decisive blow. 



When Josie silently erupted out of the grass, neither of the large cowkin reacted, but as soon as she placed a foot on the muddy path, she had to shift the angle of her attack. It had been a dry fall, but the farmers must have spilled some water here, because it was good and slick. With her high agility, it wasn't a problem for Josie. In fact, she could turn it to her advantage. 

 She let out a high-pitched yip at the last second and then darted between the two big beastkin. Her blades slashed each of them behind their knees in mid-stride. Between the injuries and the slippery ground, they went down hard. Josie shifted her momentum on a dime and was over them quickly, dispatching her fallen foes with thrusts to the throat. A twisting motion with each wrist ripped their throats wide open and left them gurgling in their own blood. 

 She didn't stop then, though, but called forth her mana. Surprise was gone, but she might still shock the rest of them. The power of fire flowed from her hands and down along her blades. Brilliant orange flames danced on her weapons as she raised them, moving forward once again. The five surviving men jumped back into a semi-circle, inviting her in. 

 Josie chuckled to herself as she saw some of them shelter their eyes from the sudden light. Behind her, she heard cries from the farm. Someone there had finally realized what was happening. Colton took a step back, preparing to run. She wouldn't expect anything less from the coward. As she looked around, she recognized almost every single one of the men here. Some were more hardened criminals than others, but she knew them.


That is, except for the elf who had been out in front with Colton. By his loose flowing robes, excess jewelry, and lack of a visible weapon, she assumed he was a mage. That would require she proceed with extra caution. They would expect her to realize that though and try to take him out first. But doing what your enemy expected was an effective way to die quickly. 


She had to take a chance. It was risky with the girls here, but she didn't see another way. This attack would draw out whatever element the mage controlled and then she could prepare the appropriate response. She was going to assume that he was most likely a water mana wielder, maybe even an ice specialist. If they’d brough in someone from outside, it would have been to deal with her. 


Her control of the flames dancing along her blades caused them to flow like liquid until they became whips of fire which extended from her blades. She spun into motion, sending the whips lashing out in front of her and then pulled them wide so that they struck at each of the men. She still held back her power, as she didn't want to accidentally kill one of the girls, but even only a portion of her mana could cause painful burns. 

 Colton yelped as his skin was singed. Another wolfkin, a catkin, and a third cowkin also took painful cuts. Then, she was among them. Her blades moved with deadly grace as she danced between them. A portion of her attention was always on the elven mage, who she noted had been completely unfazed by her fire whips. The men dropped the girls to the ground as they tried to draw their blades to fight her.

 She slashed a deep cut into one man's thigh, while another’s abdomen suffered a deep wound, and a third dropped his weapon when her backhand slash cut the back of his hand.

Colton shouted out, "Stop her. What do you think you're being paid for?"

 Josie laughed. She lived for moments like this. "It will take more than these thugs to stop me." 

 As if to prove her point, all three of the men backed up. Colton looked to the mage and then back at her and seemed to be debating whether or not to run or to crap himself.

The elven mage just laughed. "No, my dear child, I believe he is speaking to me." 

 Then he glared at Colton, who scrambled back hastily to put some distance between him and the mage. The others also moved further back. Josie prepared herself.

Whatever type of mage he was, he was sure to strike now. She took a deep breath. If he was an air mage, she didn't want to have him suck away the oxygen from her lungs. At the same time, she stayed light on her feet. She didn't want to be pulled underground by an earth mage. 

 Still, he didn't act.

Finally, she couldn't take it anymore and she lashed out at him. He stood still, only raising a hand, and then he said, "Stop."

 Much to her surprise, Josie found that she couldn't move. Her legs just stopped, though her momentum carried her forward so that she fell on her face at his feet. She wasn't able to so much as raise a hand to catch herself. It was like she’d been completely disconnected from her body. Only one thing made any sense, and if they had gone to this trouble, then someone was making a bigger play in Yonderton than she’d expected. They were in deep trouble, but all she could do was silently scream inside her head as she heard his taunting voice.

 "Well, I do like seeing a pretty young thing like you lying at my feet. It makes an old man like me almost feel virile again."

 Surprisingly, it was Colton's voice that said the most reassuring thing she had heard in a long time. "You aren't allowed to harm her. She is bait for the trap. You know the boss wants the Sheriff alive."




Chapter 21 - Surprise
 

Back in my room, while putting on my armor and weapons, I started kicking myself. I really had screwed up. Training was important, but I should have been working on making more potions. Now, all I had was healing potions. Those would be useful, but if I was going after some unknown number of enemies, then it would have helped to have something like tear gas, which I had an alchemical formula for. 

 I was also worried—if these people were able to take Josie out, how was I going to handle them? The best remedy for nerves, though, is routine. When I first started working as a deputy, I’d had a routine, more of a ritual actually, of how I went through my gear. I would check my vest, and then go over each and every pocket, methodically.

Checking magazines, pepper spray, taser, radio, weapon, and such just became a habit. Now I fell back into that same sort of thinking. The weapons were different now, but I still went through them. My body armor and helmet were enchanted. What exactly that meant, was still beyond me, but I hoped it meant they provided top-notch protection. Then, I looked at my utility belt. In the past two weeks, I had only paid enough attention to it to discover the storage space for my money. As I went through it now, I felt like smacking myself. There were two more spatial storage pouches, but I had ignored them. 

 It was only when I fell back onto my old habits that I realized what I was looking at. That, and maybe I felt a bit of a tingle from them now. I had noticed that, since I formed this body core—whatever that meant—I was more sensitive to the mana around me. Whatever the reason, I found these spaces as soon as I looked for them.

There was one on each side of my belt, so they would be perfect for storing weapons and such. I first tested them to see if I could determine how much space was in them. Sure enough, the pocket on the left was an extra-dimensional space that was four feet by four feet. The right-side pouch was an impressive ten feet by ten feet. I stuck a dozen healing potions into the left side along, along with my first aid kit which I inspected, and my handcuffs. Supposedly, these cuffs had some mana-dampening ability, so hopefully that meant they could even contain a caster. 

 Into my right pouch, I placed my magical short sword, bow, arrows, electrical dagger, and fighting stick. I checked each weapon out, tested the bow string, and took practice swings with each of my weapons. It was a good thing that I did. My new stats made them all feel different. There wasn't enough time now for me to truly practice, but that would be one of the first things I remedied after I found Josie. 

 Thinking about all the preparations I had overlooked, reminded me that while it was good to be focused on one objective, it had caused me to forget or neglect tools which might have been useful for me. With that lesson in mind, I reviewed my stat sheet and the initial notification I’d received when I was first brought to Olimero.

 I groaned again as I looked at my stat sheet once more. I remembered thinking that getting telepathy was so cool, but then the fight against the thieves, the chaos in Yonderton, and my fixation on training had caused me to forget about it. But there it was as sure as day. 
 

Radio System: Telepathic Projection and Reception

 

I was very aware of the enhanced night vision I had received. It came into play each night and even after several weeks of having it, I was still sometimes caught off guard by how well I could see in the dark—the same with the fire resistance. It had come in handy while I was brewing potions. I couldn't stick my hand directly into a fire, but I was definitely better able to tolerate heat, including open flames, than I’d been able to when I was back on Earth. My electrical resistance hadn't come into play yet, but it had been in the back of my mind. 

 So then how was it that I had forgotten all about my telepathy? Maybe it was because it wasn't something that happened passively. I wasn't even sure how it might work. It made sense, that if it was like the radio in my police cruiser, that it would require me to turn it on for it to be useful. The question now was, how the hell did I do that? And did I really have the time to spend on figuring this out?

 If I could reach out to Josie and speak to her from a distance—to find out where she was, and what condition she was in—it would make an enormous difference. I decided it was worth at least spending a few minutes to try to get it to work. 

 I quickly began to feel silly. I sat on the edge of my bed and tried to think about Josie. My thoughts about her were rather tangled. I wasn't keen on the fact that she had handed me my ass, but I knew she cared about doing what was right. She was gorgeous and competent in the sexiest of ways. I thought that, if I could ever get through her rough exterior, I could really fall for her.

 Now she was in whatever predicament she was in, though, because of me. Yes, I knew her well enough to realize that whether I was here or not, she would have investigated the missing girls. She was a bit jaded about the crime in Yonderton and her inability to stop it, but that didn't mean she didn't care.

I also knew that something about this spree of disappearances was different. All these kidnappings had likely been part of the bait with which someone wanted to trap me, and now Josie was the worm dangling on the hook. 



Still, wanting to talk to her wasn't enough. For all I knew, my thoughts were just echoing around inside my own head and not going anywhere. There was no way for me to determine if they were being projected outwards. Of course, the same was true with a radio—it wasn't like I could actually see the signal going out. 

 I didn't know if I was on the wrong track or not, but I started trying to think of telepathy in terms of a radio. Part of it would be finding the right channel. I had no idea how that worked, but I thought it might be easier with someone who was closer to me.

I tried reaching out to Lina. For half a second, I thought I had gotten something, but then there was nothing but silence in my head. I really started feeling stupid when the bunny girl came into my room.

"I finished the reports. They want to know if you want to go with them to their farm, or if they should leave."

 "Just get directions for me and then, if you don't mind, come back here. I need you for something."

 Her face grew flushed for a second but she simply nodded and said, "Yes, Sheriff."

 A few more minutes of fruitless practice passed quickly, and then she was back with me. Lina stood watching me from the doorway. There was a nervousness about her when she blushed and said, "I'm certainly willing, Sheriff Rob, but do you think now is the best time?"

 Then it dawned on me what she thought I was asking of her. It was logical, I suppose—from her perspective—but I had been so lost in my own thoughts that I didn't think about how it might come across. I kept myself from laughing. The mistake was mine, not hers, so I wouldn't mock her for it. 

 "No, Lina, that isn't what I mean. The time for that is still coming, but now I'm worried about Josie."

 She seemed to relax. "I want it so bad, but I would have felt guilty forever, if I kept you here when Josie's life might depend upon you."



"Exactly. I was given another ability that I want to try out. I have neglected training it up to this point, but think it might help now. I just need another person to test it with. Will you sit here on the floor next to me and hold my hands? I hope that will make this easier."

 Her ears twitched, and confusion flittered across her face, but she didn't hesitate. She came and sat on the floor in the space in front of my bed, and I joined her there. Once again, I marveled how warm and soft her hands were. I began to think about how her personality was equally warm and accommodating. 

 Once I felt centered and connected to the Bunnykin, I thought at her. "Can you hear me, Lina?"

 There was still no response, but this time, something was different. I actually felt like my thoughts were going somewhere, but they weren't connecting. It was like sending a text, and then impatiently waiting for confirmation that it had been seen. 

 Maybe part of the problem was my belief. This was so intangible, that it was hard to believe. I thought about all the things that had happened to me since I’d come to Olimero. My physical changes were no more possible on Earth than telepathy was, but I experienced them each day. More than that, I had been working on improving them with a passion. 

 I needed to put the same effort into telepathy. I focused my thoughts and clamped my mind firmly down on the concept of connecting. I visualized an intangible line between myself and Lina. It seemed to wobble in my vision, but when I shifted it so that it went from my head, down my arm and across our hands, then up to her head, it seemed to solidify.


 Once again, I projected, "Can you hear me?"

 I felt Lina’s hands tense suddenly as she tried to jerk them back. After a moment of resistance, I let her go, and she bounced back a full six feet from me. One of her feet rapidly thumped against the ground. 

 "Yes, I heard you. How'd you do that, Sheriff? Why didn't you warn me? I was almost scared out of my pelt."

 I smiled at her. The line between us that I could sense was still there. I could hear something akin to static, though, as I tried to read her mind. Apparently, I couldn't just go poking around. 

"I wanted to make sure that your reaction was genuine. If I had told you what I was going to try, you would have likely thought it impossible." I projected the thoughts at her, rather than saying them out loud. 

 "No, it scared me because…"

 I cut her off. "Try just thinking your response. Don't say it out loud, but think it at me. Will me to hear you."

 She got flustered again, but then heard her voice in my head. I felt a surge of triumph go through me. 

 "It scared me. This is what mind mages do... Or it’s part of what they do. How can you do this?"

 I explained about the gift from Sativa. Lina accepted it, but there was a lot of clutter and jumbled thoughts coming from her, rather than clear communication. Most of it was nervousness about me hearing her thoughts, but the rest of it was some rather colorful thoughts she had when she looked at me. They definitely went beyond simply liking the look of a man in uniform. 

 We spoke for a few minutes like this, and she told me what she knew about mind mages, though it didn't seem too relevant to Josie’s capture. They were some kind of big, bad boogie men in Lina’s mind. She wasn't aware if any of them actually existed, but there were stories from back in the east about mind mages who worked for the most powerful leaders, both legitimate and those not so squeaky clean. 

 The longer we spoke telepathically, the easier it became. I started to feel our connection deepen. It was like every word or thought had an undertone of emotion. Lina was definitely worried about Josie. That concern kept coming through the connection, again and again. 

 I tried reaching out to Josie again, but I couldn't seem to make a connection. I did test the range of this new ability with Lina, and I was able to speak to her from one end of the house to the other. As long as I was paying attention, I was also able to hear her thoughts, but not if I wasn’t listening for them. There was obviously a lot I had to learn about this tool, but I felt better for having it. 

 As I started to head outside to summon my stone horse, Lina grabbed me from behind, wrapping her arms around me. "Be careful," she said in a hushed tone. 

 I felt her life mana start to pour into me. I didn't have any injuries—I wasn't even tired, but rather filled with nervous energy. I don't know what came over her, but she just kept squeezing me as hard as she could. It felt like she was just trying to impart part of herself to me. 

 The oddest thing happened, though. I felt that core in the center of my being begin to spin faster. Perhaps the life mana was fueling it. I didn't know for sure, but I could definitely feel it spinning. I was flush with life energy and felt strong enough to pick up a car. Well, truthfully, I could do that already with my increased stats, so maybe I felt strong enough to pick up two cars. 

 Then, I felt a pressure building in those channels. It was like the energy needed to go somewhere, and I didn't know what to do about that. But then, Lina broke off the hug. I smiled and promised to be safe as I ignored the notification flashing in the corner of my vision. I needed to get moving and could check it on the way.

It was time to do some Sheriff stuff.



Chapter 22 - On the Hunt
 

 

Half an hour later, I was well past the edge of town and headed to one of the eastern farms. The two notifications I had received were easy enough to read, but one of them was much more difficult to understand. 



 Rolina has suffused you with life mana. As there were no injuries in need of healing, the life mana infused into your body has pushed your core to the cusp. Do you wish to open another meridian? 

 

Warning: this process will take time and may leave you incapacitated, but not beginning the process may also damage your body core. 



 That was confusing. Not for the first time, I wished there was a manual on all things Olimeran, but whatever the risk to my 'core', I couldn't do afford to do anything that would delay me further, so I pressed 'no'. 

 Once I did, I got another notification: 

 


 Natural Regeneration is increased by 400% for 6 hours. 
 


 Wow, that was a lot stronger than what she used to do to me. I wondered if it was because of her heightened emotional state, was it different because she had tried harder? Or maybe there was something different about me, now? Either way, it warranted investigation, but that too would have to wait until later. 

 The sun was already up in the morning sky, about halfway to noon. There weren't many clocks around. In fact, I had only seen one in the Sheriff's office, but I could still say it was about ten in the morning. It had definitely taken me longer to get ready than I would have preferred, but failing to prepare was as good as wishing to fail.

 I already wasn't happy not having all the tools I was used to having available to me. What I did have, or at least I hoped I did, was surprise. The backstreet boys, or whoever this was, would most likely think I was still the normal human I had been when I arrived. I had greatly transcended those limits, though. My physical might, including speed and durability, would have made me superhuman on Earth. 

 Not that I thought it made me superhuman here, though. From the figures that the girls had given me, many people here were still stronger than me, especially cowkin or orcs. Some would be more durable, and many would be more agile. But on a positive note, few would be both stronger and faster than me. 

 Of course, the surprise would only work if Mactosh hadn't run his mouth about the weights he was bringing me. I knew Josie and Lina wouldn't have talked about it or the training I’d been doing, and Rava didn't know enough to matter. So that left Mactosh. He had helped me set up the weights, so he knew what I could do. The old orc had actually responded like a fanboy. Even though I asked him to keep it between us, my experience on Earth was that fanboys couldn't keep quiet about interesting stuff.


 So, the safe bet was to assume they knew I was stronger than normal, but they wouldn't have much of an idea about my new capabilities beyond that. I didn't know how prevalent the knowledge was that humans couldn’t use magic. If word had spread from the ranch, they might think that I had fire magic, based on what my bow had done. That, and the horse might lead them to think I had earth magic. I was betting that they had more questions than answers. Hopefully, I could find a way to play that to my advantage. 

 When I reached the farm outside of town, I got down and had a look around. There were obvious signs of a struggle. I was no Crime Scene Investigator, but I could figure out the basics. The blood splatters and footprints told a story of battle. If they had taken Josie down, she’d made them pay for it. 

 For a minute I couldn't figure out some of the scorch marks on the ground, but then I realized it must be from her fire magic. I had never gotten to see more than that initial ball of flame, but she must have really cut loose, if she’d broken that out. Josie struck me as a girl who really liked her blades—which was frankly both intimidating and hot. 

 From there, the trail led away from the farm. There was evidence of someone being dragged amidst the footprints. I didn't know if that was Josie, or the kidnapped girls—either way, it made my blood boil. No one did that to my deputy, and anyone who would do that to kids, no longer deserved to draw breath. 

 The criminal justice system that I was used to was chock full of protections for criminals and all kinds of ways for them to avoid a just punishment. I decided right then and there, that as long as I had a say in it, I would hold victims and law-abiding citizens above criminals.

 

Back at the Police Academy, they had once asked a question in ethics class about the nature of justice. It was supposed to be obvious, but even back then, I’d never agreed with the textbook answer. The question was posed like this: Would it be better for ninety-nine guilty men to be released or for one innocent man to be killed in the pursuit of justice?

 

Of course, we were supposed to answer that the life of one innocent was worth possibly letting ninety-nine guilty criminals go free. We were supposed to take from this scenario, a lesson about ensuring that innocents were never punished by the law—either in court, or by cops like us out on the street. We were urged to always restrain ourselves, which was good—but only up to a certain point. 

 The problem was that I saw it differently. I saw the question more like this: Would it be better for ninety-nine guilty men to be released so that they could harm countless other innocents, or for one innocent man to be unjustly punished? With that rephrasing, I thought the answer was obvious. The greatest good for the most people should be the desired outcome—because expecting perfection was impossible. 

 The questions had been easier for me to answer on Earth. For the most part, such questions were academic and not a part of my day-to-day job. I was only one cog in the wheels of justice, and a rather small cog, at that. As a deputy in Santa Barbara county, I was neither judge nor jury.

 

Here, though, it was different. Here, I was the central hub of justice, so the weight rested squarely on my shoulders. There was a lot to figure out, but I knew one thing. Whoever had taken Josie was going to pay… with their lives. 

 Suddenly, another notification popped up.



 Do you wish to invoke the Law of Blood? Yes or No.

 

I almost clicked ‘yes’ right away. Then I stopped. I wasn't sure what all this fourth law entailed, but I didn't want to make my choice blind. Grunting in dissatisfaction, I clicked ‘no’ for now. I could always change my mind later, once I learned what it meant.

 Almost instantly, another message popped up: 



 New Quest Available: Rescue Deputy Josephine

 Difficulty: Very Hard

 Time Limit: 12 hours

 Reward: 1 C-Rank Treasure

 Additional: Discover where the kidnapped children are being held.
           Discover who is behind the kidnappings. 

                               Bonus rewards may apply. 



This time I immediately clicked on 'Yes'. I had no idea what a C-Ranked Treasure was, but I understood the time limit and the difficulty rating, so it better be something nice, and not like one of those stupid carnival prizes you get for ringing the bell by swinging a hammer to prove your strength.

 

As soon as I clicked yes, a final quick message popped up. 



 Protect and Rule.



 Then, it was gone. I wasn't sure I was ever going to get used to this place, but it was certainly fascinating. I walked along, stopping occasionally to ensure I was still on the right trail, with my stone horse following me. He listened to any commands I gave him and I didn't have to worry about him wandering off to go look for something to eat.

 

At least I didn't think I had to. 


The trail was painfully easy to follow through the scrub grass and broken ground. Whoever had done hadn’t been worried about me following them—or more likely, they were trying to leave an obvious trail for me to follow. That simply confirmed this was a trap.

 

Well, forewarned was forearmed. As I walked along, I practiced pulling different weapons out of my spatial pouch. It became faster and easier the more times I did it. Under different circumstances, it would likely have been fun. 
 
 After about a mile and a half, I came up to the crest of a ridgeline and got down on my hands and knees—leaving my stone horse well back—before crawling forward to look down the other side. I saw a one-story, ranch-type building sitting in the middle of a wide-open area which had been scoured clear. There was no cover—no scrub brush, or even two rocks stacked on top of one another—for a couple hundred yards around the small house that stood about a quarter mile away. 

 The location of that house as a base of operations would have been horrible on Earth because snipers would simply have set up on top of this ridge line, but I assumed the distance was too great for bows to reach it. That meant that I would have to get closer. 

 The effort put into clearing the area told me two things. First, that whoever was there didn't want anyone to be able to approach them unseen, and secondly, that they had a relatively strong leader. The criminal element was notoriously lazy, in my experience, and getting them to perform manual labor like clearing such a large area would have been difficult. 

 There was no way that I could cross that distance without being shot at if they had archers. I could run much faster than before, even though I hadn't tested out how fast I now was, I was sure of it. My stone horse might be even faster, but that still wouldn't get me there fast enough not to be picked off with a good shot. I contemplated using the horse as a shield to get within range of my bow. A few of my explosive arrows should start a fire and force the bad guys out into the open. But if the house was full of kids, or even an incapacitated Josie, I could be dooming them to a horrible death. 

 I looked around for other options, but wasn't liking what I saw—which left me with what I would normally have considered a last resort. As I watched more closely, I noted three guards patrolling outside. There were a wolfkin, a cowkin, and a catkin—so they would have a combination of speed and strength between them. 

 If I had backup, I would have felt more comfortable about the odds. But as it was, I was faced with too many variables that I couldn't lock down. Then it occurred to me, maybe I did have backup. I was much closer than when I’d tried this before. If Josie was in that building, I might be able to reach her telepathically. 

 I settled in against the top of the ridge, maintaining a low profile while keeping the stone horse far enough back that he couldn't be seen. I didn't want to send him away,  because it took me some time to summon him, and there were too many ways that he might prove useful.

 

Heck, that gave me another idea. 

I took a few deep breaths and tried first to push my senses inward. This time, I met with slightly more success. I could almost visualize the new channels within me, and the core inside me was a brightly glowing sphere that spun erratically. At first, I didn't know what the difference was, but then I realized I must be full of Lina's life mana. Those channels were packed full, like rush hour traffic on LA’s streets. 

 Somehow, seeing it in my mind's eye made it all that much more real. I wasn't just feeling it and trying to create a mental image from the sensations. Now, if this was just in my head, I was in full-blown psychosis with lucid hallucinations. But I didn't believe that, not for a second. This was simply a part of my new reality. 

 It was that conviction, which provided me the strength to push out with my mind. I felt like I was tossing out a line into a storm. It went out a ways, and then floundered, so I reeled the energy back in. The more I focused on that visualization technique, though, the easier it became. 

 For my second attempt, I still visualized it as a line—but with a round floatation device on it. I tried to capture the idea of sending out a lifeline to Josie. Once again, it flew out and I could feel the strain increase the further this lifeline went out from my body. Unfortunately, the building was still too far away, and the construct was too aimless. 


Maybe it was as simple as my imagination not being clear enough, or maybe I lacked some mental fortitude that was required. It could just be that I required more practice, but I didn't want to give up yet, so I visualized a heavy harpoon on the end of my lifeline, to help it cut through any resistance. 

 As I was about to cast it out, I thought of one other thing. Perhaps there was something about how I was projecting it, too. I focused my mind and visualized me pulling the harpoon back to cast it forward with all my might. I knew it wasn't physical might that would do this, but somehow, this telepathic line still seemed tied to my body—and if one thing had improved over these past two weeks, it was my strength.

 

I was a beast now. 

 Using that physical might as a focus, while visualizing the intent of piercing through to land at Josie's feet, I cut loose. I could feel my line of power shred through something—even if I didn't know what it was. I couldn't stop myself from making the comparison. It was almost like taking a girl's virginity—there was this moment of resistance, where you were trying to be careful, then a tearing sensation and concern that you'd done something wrong, but then bliss. 

 I could sense Josie. A wave of exultation shot through me. But when I tried to speak to her, I could feel the pain she was in, and I saw red. She was alive in there, but she wouldn't be able to help me. Whatever it was they were doing to her, they were hurting her.

 

And that shit stopped right now.

 



Chapter 23 - Seeing Red

 

I got the general impression that there were five minds inside the house, not including Josie, but I couldn't sense anything more about them. With the three outside patrolling, that made for some rough odds. But it was what it was.

I wasn't going to stand by and let Josie continue to be hurt. It wasn't like we were soulmates or something, but she was my deputy, and it didn’t matter if she was the newest rookie or the oldest veteran, all were equally my responsibility. I wasn’t about to let anything more happen to her—not on my watch. 

 Stealth options were out, and waiting for backup that was never going to arrive was also out. When all good options are exhausted, sometimes, there is nothing left but to do some stupid shit. I eased back from the ridgeline and called the stone horse to me so I could give him his commands. Then, I started running as fast as I could, over the ridge and down the slope towards the house. 

 I screamed at the top of my lungs, waving my arms with the short sword in one hand and the fighting baton in the other. "You stupid monkey's asses. Your mothers were flea-bitten pack animals. Is that the mange in your hair?"

 Basically, I said any insult that came to mind as I raced across the open ground. Behind me, the stone horse was slowly catching up to me. I wasn't sure how complex an order he could follow, which was a weak link in my plan—or might have been, if the entire plan wasn't so damn crazy. 

 The three guards all came running to see what was happening. They’d gathered together and exchanged glances with one another. I could tell they didn't know what to make of me. 

 When I got about thirty feet from them, I dropped to the ground and started screaming, "Don't hurt me. Please. Please. Don't hurt me. I can't take it."

 One of them snickered at me and rolled his eyes, but just at that moment the stone horse carried out my instructions to a ‘T.’ Its speed tripled in a few paces and it rushed past me with its head down like a charging bull. It was massive, and must have weighed nearly two tons. With that kind of force behind it, it had no need for horns.

It blasted into the chest of the cowkin. I could hear the snap of bones and the big man groan as all the air in his lungs was forcefully expelled. A second after impact, my mount stopped and spun around astonishingly quickly. Maybe it had something to do with its connection with the earth beneath it, but I didn't really care why it could stop on a dime, I just knew the plan was going better than I could ever have imagined. 

 The catkin and wolfkin both turned to look over their shoulders at their comrade's demise. I had lifted up off my knees as soon as I the horse rushed past me. With one, two, and three steps, I pushed off the ground with all of my greatly enhanced strength. I fully expected the two remaining guards to turn towards me, but the horse did even better than I had hoped. After it stopped, it kicked out with its back feet in a sudden reversal. The catkin was able to dodge a flying hoof, but that pushed him further away from me. 

The wolfkin wasn't so lucky. He didn't get hit; his agility was just enough to keep him from getting his skull crushed, but he still stumbled backwards. Before he’d even hit the ground, I slammed into him. This was no time for mercy. I hit him so hard, he wasn't gonna know what day it was when he woke up. That was if I didn't intend to finish him off. 

 Once again, I heard the crunch of breaking bones when I hit him. Then, I brought my baton down on his face. Cartilage and bone gave way before my tremendous strength. I absently realized I would have to be more careful or I might shatter my fighting stick. But fortunately, the wolf's skull gave way first. I still followed through with my strike, to make sure that he was truly gone, pivoting at the hip so that my short sword drove into his throat as he hit the ground. 

 I pulled back and stepped over his broken body, like the refuse it was. The catkin was just scrambling to his feet. This would be the first actual test of my newfound prowess, but I couldn't hesitate. I fully expected the other guards to come rushing out of the house at any moment and overwhelm me. If this was going to work, I had to put the catkin down quick, and put him down hard. 

 There was one simple way to do it. I remembered a book I’d loved when I was younger. One of the characters talked about sheathing the sword, meaning that when victory must be won at all costs, you sometimes had to open yourself up to a dangerous injury. 

 I had no doubt that the catkin would be able to stay away from me and keep me at bay unless I presented an opening that he couldn't resist. I seemed to remember that some cats liked to disembowel their prey, so I charged in with my weapons held high. I was moving fast, like a freight train, so there was no way the man who was almost a foot short than me and at least a hundred pounds lighter could possibly stand there and take it. 

 He danced to the side, but only far enough to lash out with his claws at my stomach. My armor might not be something he expected, because from what I had seen, it wasn't all that common here. His claws tore into my gut—or rather, the armor covering it. I still felt the stabbing pain of needle-sharp claws piercing all the way through my body armor to cut shallow gashes across my abs, but my ploy worked. 



His motion was slowed, with the way his claws got stuck in the material of my armored vest. It gave me just enough time, for me to bury my short sword in his chest. He immediately jerked back, trying to pull off of my sword, but I let the blade go and brought my fighting stick around to side of his head, which met it with a sickeningly wet smack. 

 As the catkin’s body hit the ground, I was already pulling my bow out of my spatial storage pouch. An arrow soon followed, and before the next guard had cleared the front stoop of the small house, I was firing on him. He tried to stop, which was probably his undoing. The man behind him didn’t stop, though, so the two of them impacted and then my arrow hit. The concussive force of the explosion opened the first thug’s unarmored chest and sent him flying backward, knocking the second one back as well. 

 This was going better than I could reasonably have hoped. I had another arrow nocked and watched the front door for any sign that another of the thugs was coming out. It would be best for me if they did, but sadly, no one had given them the memo.

I did see a flicker of movement just inside the door and took a chance. My insight from earlier told me that Josie was deeper in the house. So, my second arrow took the beastkin that had been knocked over by the exploding man. It blew his leg clean off, and flashed brightly inside the house. I heard more than one groaning complaint and then another, calmer voice, telling them all to shut up.

I pushed away the notifications which tried to pop up. There really needed to be a better way to handle those. When I didn't see any more movement, I considered casting my telepathic line out to Josie again, but I honestly wasn't good enough at it yet. I worried that it would distract me and make me a sitting duck. 

 Instead, I shouted, "Come out now. No one else has to die if you just turn over the deputy to me." I didn't mean a word of that and had no qualms about lying to a bunch of kidnapping lowlifes. 

 There was no response for what felt like several minutes, but in reality, was probably only one. Then that same calm voice called back. "If you drop your weapons, we will release the lovely young deputy."

 What kind of moron did this guy take me for? Then I laughed at myself. Probably the same type of moron I was hoping they were. If my earlier count was correct, then there were still three baddies inside for me to worry about. Of the five that had been inside, one was dead with his chest blown open, and the other just had his leg blasted off. Odds were, that if he had not already bled to death, he was incapacitated from the pain. 

 "That doesn't really work for me, considering you are a bunch of murderous criminals. I think you can trust my word more than I can trust yours."

 A laugh followed. It had that same chiming tone of ringing bells, just like Rava's. "But I can tell you have no intention of letting us walk away from here. Yet I sense you haven't invoked the Law of Blood, so it must be your plan to lure us out and then attack us."

 I snorted. "Maybe it is. But what does it matter? You want me dead, either way."

 "You have no idea what we want. But how could you? So new to this place, thrown in as a sacrificial lamb. There are options you don't know about."

 "Like I would trust anything you have to say. Why don't the three of you come out here and let's take care of this."

 For the first time, I heard some uncertainty in his voice as he replied, "Three of us? Are you certain that is how many are left?"

 He was right, there was no way for me to know that, without an extra-sensory ability, so I just left it and didn't respond. The seconds dragged on, and once again, we seemed to be at a standoff. 


Finally, I shouted, "Come out and fight like men. It's three on one. That puts the odds in your favor."

 "I've never been one for a fair fight. In fact, as a rule, I avoid them like the plague. Besides, the three of us would never make it through the door. I don't know what kind of bow that is, but the enchantment on its arrows is amazing. It would easily kill one of us and who knows, if you are a good enough shot or just plain lucky, then you might get a second one," the voice replied. 

 "Maybe I'm just a great fire mage," I shouted back. 

 The voice laughed and said, "Not possible. And yes, before you drive that little mind of yours mad wondering how I can be so sure, you are hardly the first human that I've met."

 I clenched my jaw shut. The insult didn't bother me. He would have to get up a lot earlier to come up with simple words that would enrage me. He was scum. Scum is what I wiped off my feet, and I didn’t give two shits what scum thought of me. 

 "Then it seems that we have reached an impasse, since you won't come outside and face me."

 "Hardly. I still have what you want. I'll give you one minute to step into the building. If you aren't across the threshold by then, I'll order my men to start chopping bits off of your deputy. Don't worry though, we'll start with the parts that don't really matter—you know, like toes, fingers, maybe her tongue, even her ears and tail. Those aren't her best parts, as I'm sure you've noticed."

 A part of me wanted to respond with my own threat about what would happen if he laid so much as a hand on Josie. But we both knew I was going to kill him if I could, so there was no point in pretending I was going to do more. Sure, I could threaten torture, but that wasn't my style. Sometimes a man can better speak through his actions. 

 With that thought, I launched an arrow through the empty doorway and was up and running before it hit. I hoped the explosion inside would throw them off long enough for me to get my bearings.



Chapter 24 - Into the Spider's Web

 

I rushed in, with weapons at the ready. It was kinda ratty inside, something akin to a low-end criminal hideout, complete with the remnants of previous meals left lying about and the stench of too many bodies in too small of a space. The worst mess was the two dead bodies that littered the area inside the doorway. Their blood had pooled on the wooden floors.

 I cleared the room and continued forward. What I wouldn't have given for my pistol at such close range. The bow was completely impractical in close quarters, so I was stuck with the short sword in one hand and my fighting stick in the other. Once I was sure the room was clear, I took a second to gulp down a healing potion. The cuts in my abdomen were not that deep, but they might pull in the wrong way and impede my movement. The potion really worked, because within seconds, the wounds closed up and I couldn't see so much as a pink mark. 

 From further in the house, I heard that same annoying voice call out in a sing-song way, "Gonna have to do better than that."

 I moved forward cautiously. There was no way for me to know what kind of traps they had placed or, for that matter, even what kind of traps their technology might allow. The ass wipe definitely had the kind of smarmy voice that spoke of confidence. It made me cautious that there were things in play I didn't understand. Given my complete lack of knowledge about magic, I figured that was a fair assessment. 

 A few minutes later, I was moving down the hallway, having just cleared the third bedroom. There was evidence that a number of people had been sleeping in each of the rooms recently. Chains, as well as the reek of bodily waste, showed just what the living conditions had been like for whoever had been kept prisoner here. I was definitely grateful that Sativa had given me darkvision rather than an enhanced sense of smell. 

 I cleared the kitchen, or what passed for one. There was a wood stove, but it didn't show any signs of recent use. A small table had cards and dice still spread out over it. Apparently, criminals needed something to pass the time, no matter what world they were in. 

 When I reached the last door at the end of the hallway, I double checked for traps, but didn't see anything. I centered myself and tried to sense any magic. There was nothing I could feel, nothing like the sensation I got when Lina used her healing powers on me. Of course, for all I knew, there was a deadly trap waiting to incinerate me with fire magic and I just couldn't sense it. 

 Once I was confident that at least there weren't any physical traps, and nowhere else to go in the house but through this door, I prepared to open it. Vivid in my mind was the memory of the thugs trying to race out their front door, when I’d shot them like fish in a barrel. I pushed the door open and flung myself up against the wall of the hall to try to make it harder for anyone to shoot me. But it turned out to be unnecessary. 

 I saw a set of stairs leading down into darkness, except my eyes were able to pierce the shadows. It looked like the stairs led down into a storm cellar or something like that. The walls appeared old, much older than the rest of the building. They were a rough stone and mortar and didn't display any concern for workmanship. There was nothing for it but to descend.

As I put my foot on the first step, that same voice called out, "Welcome to my web, said the spider to the fly."

I groaned. This just kept getting better. 

 Once I got down to the bottom, what I saw only pissed me off more. Josie was buried up to her head in what looked like freshly turned dirt. Standing in front of her was a massive orc. He was a mountain of muscle and, unlike the others, was wearing clearly well-made armor. It was a combination of chainmail and plate pieces, with wicked-looking spikes on them. I assumed he used the armor as a weapon, as much as for defense. In his hands were a two-foot round metal-bound shield and a wicked-looking mace. 

 Back in the corner I saw the wolfkin, Colton, who I had met in town. He looked almost as unhappy to be here as Josie. Next to Josie, sitting in what passed for a wooden folding chair, was an elf in fancy robes covered in jewelry. Arrogance oozed off of him. Before he even opened his mouth, I knew this was the one who had been taunting me. 

 Surprisingly, the first person to speak was Josie. "You idiot! Why would you come here?"

 "You can thank me later."

 "Sadly, I doubt that will be how this plays out," the elf said. 

 Witty replies flitted through my mind, but I dismissed them as I was more concerned about this orc warrior than I had been about all the rest. He looked trained and competent. His eyes hadn’t left me since I got down here. 

 My initial reaction was to dismiss the elf, but then I thought that might be a mistake. On Earth, a crime boss might not be physically dangerous since their power was derived from their wealth and they leaned heavily upon the physical might of others. But this wasn't Earth. The elf’s get-up practically screamed wizard, so I would have to assume that he was the real threat here. 

 I appraised the orc again, each of us staring at the other. Going through what I remembered about racial stat caps, given what the girls had told me, I remembered that his agility had to be lower than mine. If I recalled correctly, and I was sure I did, his was capped at thirty. His strength was likely higher than mine. It might only be a few points, but I also knew that each point meant more than the ones before it. Where he likely dwarfed me, was in his durability. 


"At least you can take time to think things through. No, you don't have a chance against Lucas. He has had a lifetime of training for melee combat, something which I understand is rare in the place you come from. That, and there is the simple fact that your physical stats are pathetic, compared to an orc. Even if you have realized how to improve yourself through training, you simply haven't been in Olimero long enough to take advantage of it."

 Damn, this elf was getting on my nerves. He had pegged what I was thinking about. More than that, he seemed to know more about humans than I was comfortable with. An enemy knowing more than you did was never a good thing.

"Why don't you tell me how this plays out, then?"

 "You are coming with us. That is a foregone conclusion."

 His response caught me off guard. I had expected him to gloat about how they were going to crush me or some nonsense like that. "And why would I do that?"

 "Because my employer wants to speak to you." The gloating tone disappeared completely from his voice when he mentioned his employer. 

 "And why would I care what the backstreet boys want?"

 At least some things are predictable. That comment elicited a typical villainous cackle from him. "As if I would work for a gang in this backwater, frontier district."

 I looked over at Colton. He must have noticed it because he graciously explained. "Oh, him? Yes, he is a member of that gang, along with the others you killed. They reached out and contacted my employer about a recurring problem they were having with Sheriffs. I was sent to permanently remove that problem from their hair. For Lucas and me, this is just a job. Who cares what they do out here beyond the reach of civilization?"

 "I guess that means we are back to you telling me how you are going to kill me."

 "No, you misunderstand me. If we kill you, then Sativa will simply send a new Sheriff. But as long as you are alive, the rules don't allow for her to bring another here in your stead."

 The first thought that went through my head was 'shit'. I didn't want to die, but I doubted that being kept a prisoner for the rest of my life would be any better—especially given what I had seen about the conditions they kept their prisoners in.

"I think you will find it a bit harder to take me alive than you hope."

 He laughed again. "Hardly. It is already an accomplished fact; you just don't know it yet. And no, I'm not talking about Lucas. While he could take you apart, that would risk killing you. No, the only reason we are still talking, is because I have been instructed to make you an offer. But trust me when I say that I will only make this offer once, I mean it."

 I stared at the elf while keeping the orc in the corner of my eye. Villains in movies always liked it when you let them talk. As long as we were talking, there was a chance for me to gain more information. "And just what offer is that?"

 "Simple. You turn over all your weapons and gear. Then, we’ll bind your hands. If you agree to peacefully come along with us, that will be all we do. Then you get to go meet my employer."

 "Who's your employer?" I demanded.


"I could tell you a name, but it wouldn't mean anything to you. I could try to describe them to you, but seeing is believing. So, what's it going to be? Are we going to do this the proverbial easy way or the fun way?"

 I ignored his question and instead asked one of my own. "What about my deputy?"

 Without missing a beat, the elf replied, "My employer gave no instructions regarding her. I had intended to partake, but if it will get this over quicker, then I will pledge not to harm her."

 At that point, Colton interjected, "Hey, that wasn't the deal. You are supposed to get rid of all of them, so we can be in charge of Yonderton."

 Without taking his eyes off of me, the elf replied, "If your pathetic gang can't handle a single fire mage, then you will never be in charge of even this backwater town."

 When Colton started to grumble, the elf shouted, "Silence!"

This time, I felt the air ripple around me. That had to be magic. The power was tangible, and whatever it was it seemed to lock Colton up. Even I found myself taking half a step backwards. 

 "So, what's it going to be?" the elf asked in his pleasant tone. 

 My time was up and, sadly, I didn't have a great plan. I just had to hope that the elf was more like the wizards of stories and was physically weak, rather than like Josie—who was a double threat. I did know that people started to relax once someone spoke. They tend to expect a sentence, once started, to be finished, so they don't expect action in the middle of the words.

 "Okay, I'll…" I began before rushing at the mage.

 I saw a flash of shock in his eyes, but it changed to a gleam of excitement before I was even halfway to him. Then I felt myself knocked sideways. My body was thrown across the room and into the wall, which I bounced off of. I had hoped my speed would be enough to get past the orc, but he had bashed me with his shield. 

 The elf was on his feet, but for once, there was no gloating. All he said was, "Sleep," but the word was laden with power.

I felt like I was being crushed. Darkness pressed in on me, but I wouldn't give in. My life, Josie's life, for all that I knew, Lina's life—all depended on me walking away from this. I wasn't gonna give the jerk the satisfaction. 

 I had the pleasure of seeing a look of shock on his face for a moment. That is, until he snarled and I felt the pressure pressing down on me double, and then triple. Sometimes grit is enough and other times it is simply power which matters most.

I felt whatever mana it was he controlled, as it pierced into me. It seeped into my mind, into my muscles and bones. I felt a moment of hunger as his power flooded my already-packed channels. Then darkness claimed me, and my world floated in a sea of pain.



Chapter 25 - Cultivator?

 

 

I thought I was done for. I expected to wake up in chains in some dark hole. Instead, the world seemed to slow to a crawl around me. It was dark. Worse, I couldn't feel a thing. It was like my brain was disconnected from my body. I might as well have been completely paralyzed.

 That thought caused a wave of panic to rush through me. I had to fight back an almost overwhelming surge of fear. Panic never helped. As long as I was alive, there was a way out. I had to keep that thought foremost in my mind. I took some deep breaths, well more like I did the mental equivalent. 

 Then, I tried to sort through what was going on. First came that heavy weight I’d been covered with. It was like he threw a wet blanket on me and was trying to crush me under it, but it was my mind he was trying to push down, rather than my body. When I resisted, I felt his energy increase as he pushed harder. Parts of his power seeped into me, like when I felt Lina's life mana flow into me, except instead of feeling warm and pleasant, this had brought with it excruciating pain. For all I knew, I was screaming my head off and just couldn't hear myself .

 Then I saw something. It was a flashing red dot. Oh, for all that I had cursed the timing of notifications before, I was ready to take it all back. That red dot gave me a lifeline to hang onto. I clicked on it and first had to sort through some older messages. 



 You have gained stats.

 Agility: +1
 Melee Combat: +2

Ranged Combat: +1

 

 

That was great and all, but didn't really do anything for me now.

 

 

An'kesh has used mind mana against you. A barrier has been created between your mind and your body. Normal nerve impulses can no longer be sent from your mind to your body. Time elapses at the speed of thought. 

 Warning. You have absorbed excessive mind mana beyond your current capacity. Channel rupture imminent. Connection to body core diminished by mind magic. 



 Well, that gave me more information at least. Mind magic apparently sucked big time, at least being on the receiving end of it did. I read the notification a dozen times, though. I had already learned that there are many things which can be hidden in a simple phrase. 

 As I expected, the words here seemed to be carefully worded. They were dire. I didn't fully know what channels were, but the rupture of anything sounded bad. My hope rose though as I pieced together the hints. Normal nerve impulses weren't being sent any longer. That implied that there was another way. 

 Again, I wanted to scream. Could Sativa at least have given me an owner’s manual, to explain this stuff? But I focused my mind and looked inward. I didn't try to sense anything other than the glowing core I had seen inside my chest, before. After what felt like an eternity, I began to sense something. It was like there was a haze between me and it, but I pushed towards the glow. 

 When I was finally able to part the fog, I felt hope surge through me. Not because of anything that I saw, but just because of the energy I felt. Somehow, I knew this energy was mine to use. I just had to figure out how to use it. 

 That thought prompted a new notification.



 Olimeran system updating to accommodate new data. As the first ever body cultivator on Olimero, you will have to learn much by trial and error. Limited outside information is being made available to you by the spirit of Olimero, put in place by Sativa. 

 Current Cultivation Rank: F8

Meridian Status:
  Right Hand- open

 Left Hand- open

 Right Foot- closed

 Left Foot- closed

 Groin- closed

 Heart- closed

 Mind- closed


 Body Boost- unachieved
 Mind Boost- unachieved

Core Boost- unachieved

 

 

Half of that was gibberish to me. I tried to recall what little I remembered about cultivation from a couple novels I had read and an anime I once saw. It wasn't like this had ever been my primary focus. I had tried out lots of martial arts, but never got into the whole Oriental meditation thing. I just focused on the physical aspects of hand-to-hand combat. 

 Maybe that was it. It said I was a body cultivator. I had been repeatedly told that humans couldn't use the magic of Olimero. Fine, so apparently there was something here that I could use. It first happened when I got an overload of life mana after the alchemy incident apparently killed me. My body had tried to do something and then I’d collapsed. The message had even said I had died. 



Somehow, Lina had been able to bring me back to life. Since then, I had felt this core thing spinning inside me; that, and these channels which were sorta like veins. I didn't understand it, but it was obvious that my body had done something with all that mana that Lina had poured into me. 

 Now, I had been hit by a crap ton of excess mind mana and it seemed to be having a similar effect, just like when Lina healed me or when she’d seen me off. Apparently, excess mana had to go somewhere. For me, it seemed like it was going into this core thingy I had… or maybe into these channels. The same thing apparently happened with the mind mana, too. 

 The question was, what I could do about it? I tried to break the problem down into its simplest components. Cultivation seemed to be the key term. But what was cultivation? My first thought was obviously about farming. Maybe, to an extent, that was accurate, but my body was some type of farm. I cultivated mana, but it felt like that was comparable to sunlight, rain, or nutrients. So, what was my body supposed to produce? Just like a farm needed sunlight, rain, fertilizer and so on to make a seed grow, I needed to figure out what it was I was growing.

 I was a body cultivator. Did that mean that I was supposed to cultivate body? What the hell did that even mean? Cultivate my physical body, or was ‘body’ some kind of metaphysical concept? I was reminded once again of why I’d avoided all that Eastern meditation mumbo jumbo.


I could feel a sense of urgency growing, though. Pain started to break through my peace and I knew my time was short. The pain sparked an idea, though, and traced it. That allowed me to map out my body in a way. Sure enough, I could clearly see my channels, and they were overloaded with two distinct types of churning mana. I would have liked to say they had assorted colors, or something like that, but it was more esoteric than that. I was simply able to identify that there was life mana and mind mana in me. 

 I saw how both could serve a purpose in my body, but I wasn't compatible with the raw form of either. Somehow, I needed to transform this energy into something that I could use. As I traced my channels again, I could see how they were like a network of tunnels. There were seven end points, but only two of them were open. The others all had dark blockages in them. 

 Sure enough, some of the excess mana under pressure was leaking out of my hands, but I couldn't control the process enough to speed it up. And the closer I looked, the more I realized that as the mist passed out of my hands, it left behind a residue that was starting to clog those open points, or meridians, again. That couldn’t be good. 

 Then, almost instinctively, I realized the solution had to be my core. It was spinning, but not fast enough. I needed to use it like a centrifuge to refine this mana energy inside of me. I needed to separate the power I could use from the sludge. That made sense to me, so I focused my attention on my core and started to spin it faster. Exactly how that worked was beyond me. I willed, felt resistance but then it was like the core started responding to my wishes. 


It responded, if sluggishly—there was too much pressure within my channels. It was like my core couldn't process it quickly enough. Then it occurred to me that I needed to force open some of my other meridians. But which ones? Did I just work my way down the list? Somehow, it just felt like mind mana should be good for opening up my mind meridian. 

 I hesitated for a moment, once again wishing I had some kind of guide or instructions to follow, but I was basically screwed either way. Not doing something would be as bad, or worse, than doing the wrong thing. If it wasn't a time for big risks, then I didn't know when it would be.

 

Besides, as Sativa had pointed out. I was supposed to be dead in less than six hours back on Earth. If I truly died here, I'd just be returned to whatever time I had left before my death there. It was fixed, so I could live in fear and end up trapped here, or I could go for it and try to win. 

 The decision was easy for me. I pushed harder at my core. I prodded it, urging it on, forcing it to spin faster. The longer I focused on it, the easier this became. The connection between my will and my core grew stronger. So too, did the pressure in my channels. It felt like I was being inflated with fire. My mind shrieked.

 

Maybe my body was too, but I was still cut off from it. 

 Now, I had to channel that pressure. I nudged it into the channel that led up to my brain. It felt like an ice pick was being driven through my skull, but somehow, I knew I couldn't stop. Quitting meant imprisonment and a slow, agonizing death. If I was going to die today, it would be in a manner of my choosing. So, I mentally screamed and pushed harder. 

 I could feel the waves of pressure within my channels threatening to rip me wide open, but they all kept washing against the blockage that was my closed mind meridian. This was all so bizarre, but I pushed, and I kept pushing. I would not be stopped. Suddenly, the pressure in my channels changed—for one glorious instant, the pain disappeared as the pressure was completely released and my mind meridian sprang open.

 

Then, however, there was a backwash that shot down all my other channels. 

 All my other meridians were ripped open in a second. The pain I had suffered before felt like the warm caress from a lover, compared to what I experienced now. I had no idea that such a level of suffering existed, but there it was. Thought, feeling, and identity were stripped from me. All I knew was unending pain, from which there was no escape. 

 Then, just as this agony threatened to crack my soul, it receded all at once. I could feel my body again, and I leaped to my feet. My thoughts were clearer than I remembered them being in a long time. The tiny flashing dot of notifications was there, in the corner of my eye, but I easily ignored it as I took in the shocked face of the elf, who I now knew to be named An'kesh. 

 My weapons were on the ground, but I didn't need them for this. I rushed across the ground and punched him. Once again, Lucas was quick enough to block me, though barely. An'kesh's eyes were wide and shock was plastered all over his face. "It simply isn't possible," he muttered.

 "Believe it," was all that I thought to shout as I battled the orc. He was still stronger than me and the spikes on his armor cut bloody slashes into my naked body. Wait, why was I naked, and when had that happened?

 It didn't matter, though. I had just climbed a mountain to reach this point. No way in hell was I going to stop now. My speed was definitely greater than the orc’s and this fact quickly became evident. When a palm strike knocked the orc back into An'kesh, I could see the elf reach a snap decision.

 

He shouted, "I'll be back." Then he placed his hand on the orc's back and a bracelet on his wrist flashed. 

 The light blinded me. Blinking repeatedly, I stared at the empty space where my foes had been just a moment before. Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me, but this wasn't over yet.

 



Chapter 26 - My Hero

 

 

I sank to my knees but managed to keep from going all the way down onto all fours. My body felt drained and I hurt all over, but at the same time, I could feel that I was stronger than ever. I wanted to make fun of the elf's Schwarzenegger quote, but realized that no one here would get the reference. 

 Josie shouted, bringing me out of my daze. "Don't let him escape!"

 My attention turned to Colton, who was rushing for the stairs. He was fast, but I doubted he was close to being as strong as me. A couple of bounding steps, and I caught up to him right just as he put his foot on the first stair. I grabbed his tail in my left hand, and his shoulder in my other, then twisted my hips and threw him back against the far wall. 


The wolfkin screeched in mid-air and then groaned when he slid down the wall. It looked painful, but it couldn't have been too bad, because he rolled right up. "Not cool, man,” he whined. “You don't ever touch another guy's tail. Didn't your dad teach you anything?"

 It was all I could do not to laugh at being lectured about manners by a kidnapping low life. All I did was point to my own tailless back side. "Never really came up where I'm from. Now, as your boss was saying just a moment ago. We can do this the easy way or the fun way."

 "That prick wasn't my boss. The gang just sent me here to make sure the out-of-town muscle got rid of you."

 "Think about what you say before you speak, man. Was that supposed to make me more inclined to go easy on you?"

 The wolfkin just stared at me. He clearly wasn't the brightest of bulbs.

 

"Okay,” I continued, “here is what is going to happen. From now on, you work for me. You'll feed me information about the gang, starting with where they are hiding the girls they have been taking. Then, if you learn anything else valuable, you are going to come to me. If your information pans out, I'll pay you for it."

 Apparently, they didn't have the concept of confidential informants here, because he seemed completely dumbfounded. "The gang will kill me if they find out I'm feeding you information."

 "Probably.” I shrugged. “But I'm not going to tell them. Are you going to tell them?"

 "Uh, what if I don't take the deal?"

 I shook my head. He really was dense. How was the answer to that not obvious? Still, I needed to make it painfully clear to him. "Then I will invoke the Law of Blood against you." 

 For some reason, that seemed to terrify him more than me just threatening to kill him. "Fine, fine. Just don't hurt me. I only do this to pay the bills. I got four kids…"

 "Shut it.” I growled. “There is no excuse that justifies what you have been doing. You will live exactly as long as you are useful and not a moment longer. And if you even think about double crossing me, then I will invoke the fourth law against you and anyone you know." Truthfully, I didn't even know if that was possible, but judging from the way he choked and his eyes bulged, I figured it made for a pretty terrifying threat. 

 After that, I had him sit in the back corner facing the wall, while I pulled Josie out of the ground. She was just as naked as me, and I had to admit—even covered in mud—she struck quite the figure.

 

Once I got her out of the ground, she looked at me with raised brows for a second before asking, "Are you going to keep eye-banging me?" 

 I laughed. "I really haven't decided yet, but if you prefer, I can go have a little conversation with our new friend over there. Do you have any idea where our clothes are?"

 She nodded, and I tore my eyes away from her. As I turned away, I heard her mutter, "My hero." For some reason, that brought a grin to my face. 

 The conversation with Colton went well. He kept trying to tell me about different bits of dirty business the backstreet boys were into, from price fixing to protection rackets. I figured I would have to deal with each of those in turn, but what I really wanted to know about now, was the missing girls. He tried to skirt the issue, until I told him what I really wanted to know, was where any of the recently abducted girls were kept. 

 That seemed to ease his worries a bit, and he told me about two different safe houses like this one. He even had a map for me, with the locations marked. After he gave me the information, I paused and considered whether or not it was worth it to let him go. 

 It probably wasn't, but on the other hand, if he kept the deal, he could provide valuable intelligence on the gang’s activities, and all for the cost of a few coins. It went without saying that he couldn't be trusted—but I didn't have to trust him, to use him.

And my honoring a deal with him said more about me, than it said about him. I had already been pretty brutal today. And while I didn't care that much about one more death, if his living might be worth some useful information down the road, then so be it. I let him go. 


About the time that Colton was scurrying up the stairs, I heard Josie ask me from behind me, "Are you sure that was a good idea, Sheriff?"

 When I turned around to look at her, I found she was back in her clothes and armor. She was mostly clean, too, though her hair and neck were clearly still dirty. None of that took away from her beauty, though, and having seen her without it, I could now appreciate how well her armor enhanced her curves and gave her that sexy but deadly look.

 

"Maybe,” I grunted, “maybe not. But I made a deal with him, and I keep my word."


She scrutinized me for a second, like I was the most confusing puzzle she had ever seen. "It isn't really the way of Olimero, but then again, neither are you. First off, I'm sorry for yelling at you, Sheriff. It wasn't my place to question you, but I was terrified that you were going to be killed, and that it was all my fault for being weak enough to be captured."

 "Is that your way of saying thank you?"

 "What did you want, a big sloppy kiss?" she snapped back at me.

 "Yeah,” I grinned, “but not like that. If something happens between us, I want it to be because of mutual attraction, not because you feel like you owe me something for saving your life—even if you do."

 "Then don't worry, it isn't going to happen, so we can just move on," she replied. I heard her words, but her eyes said something different.

 "We'll see."

 "You are so infuriating. I wouldn't be with a tailless pink freak even if you weren't the Sheriff and my boss. I don't care what the other deputies and clerks used to do."

 "Methinks the lady doth protest too much," I said with another smirk, although now all I could was wonder what the other deputies and clerks used to do.

 After that, we sorted through the house, looking for any other clues. There wasn't anything of note, so we started back for town. Even the bodies of the other gang members only had some shoddy weapons, grungy clothes, and a few coppers each. 

 I noticed that Josie trembled a bit as she held onto my waist from behind while riding back to town on the stone horse. I didn't know what had happened to her, but I figured it would be better for Lina to talk to her about it. Maybe, in time, the two of us would be close enough for her to open up and talk about it. 

 More time must have passed than I’d thought because it was already early evening. That didn't seem possible. It had been around 10:00 am when I’d launched my attack on the house. I didn't think the entire ordeal, including the cleanup afterwards could have taken more than thirty minutes, but the incontrovertible evidence of the sun made it clear that hours had passed. 

 I was about to comment about it, when Josie suddenly asked, "Not sure if you want to talk about it, Sheriff, but what happened while you were screaming? You actually looked like you were glowing at one point."

 That was a shock to hear. I guess I had thought it was possible, likely even, that I’d been screaming… but glowing? I didn't know what that was about. Then again, what did I know?

 

Apparently, no one knew much of anything about this body cultivation thing. So, I had a decision to make. I could either be honest with her about it all, or I could play this close to my vest. 


I know that sometimes the hero is supposed to be dark and brooding, carrying the weight of the world around on their shoulders. And that was just fine for heroes, because I wasn't one. I just was a guy who was living what was left of his life to the fullest. I wasn't gonna take shit, and if I could get closer with a couple lovely ladies I knew, all the better. 

 "Uhh… I'm not sure exactly what you saw. Can you tell me what it looked like from the outside? Cause it was sorta intense from the inside."

 Josie explained how, from her perspective, when An'kesh blasted me with his sleep spell, it was like I took a couple more stutter steps forward, then I stood there unmoving for a couple of minutes before I finally fell over—but like in slow motion. She talked about how I’d been screaming at the top of my lungs for over two hours but that when Lucas had tried to touch me, his hand had rebounded from some type of energy field that surrounded me.

 I couldn’t really picture it, but even I had to admit it sounded a bit like a horror show. She talked about how my back had arched so much she’d worried I was going to break my own back and how my limbs trembled. And then, how it looked like I was glowing. The light around me was distorted, so she couldn't say for sure, but it appeared like I was floating a few inches off the ground for a bit there. 

 After I listened to everything she had to say, I took a deep breath and tried to process it all. We rode on in silence for a few minutes.

 

Then she said, "No fair, I showed you mine. Now you have to show me yours." 

 The laughter suppressed humor in her tone pulled me out of my dark thoughts. I remembered just a couple weeks ago when I had used the same line on her. Man, that felt like a lifetime ago.

 

"Sorry, I'm not holding back.” I took a deep breath. “Just lost in thought. Gimme a minute, please. I just realized that I have unread notifications I need to read."

 At first, the notifications were just a list of warnings. Only one of them really caught my eye.



 Warning! You are attempting to open your meridians out of order. This may result in rupture or death. 



 So, apparently, mind mana wasn't perfect for opening the mind meridian. Or maybe it was, but only if I did them in order. I thought back to the experience, how I had pushed the mana within my channels into my core, and then pushed it to spin faster and faster. My core had purified the mana into something different. Again, it was hard to describe, because I hadn’t really seen any of it, but had felt all of it. 

 I searched the notifications for any indications about the process. Buried within a stream of data, I found this recurring line. 



 Now refining mind mana in body core. Primary derivative is ki. Secondary derivatives are temporary mental acuity and waste by-products. 



 Then a bit later:



 Now refining life mana in body core. Primary derivative is ki. Secondary derivatives are healing of all bodily damage and waste by-products. 

 


 There was so much to unpack in those simple statements. Ki was a concept I was familiar with. Apparently, it was this power that was flowing through body now, or at least that is what whoever sent me the notifications was calling it. It would be interesting to see what these secondary derivatives were. There was a great deal I might learn here.

 The next two notifications were also eye opening. They didn't do justice to what I had experienced, but at least they put words to it. 



 Error… you have opened your mind meridian out of order. Cultivation system adapting… Other meridians must be opened simultaneously to balance excessive pressure. Prepare for intense pain. 



 It would have been nice to have gotten the warning at the time, but then again maybe it wouldn't have been. Sometimes tearing the bandage off with no warning was the best option—although the blinding agony I had experienced was hardly comparable to pulling off a bandage. My hand trembled as I recalled the pain. 



 Congratulations! You have survived the simultaneous opening of the rest of your meridians. You have reached cultivation rank E3. All extra regenerative energy exhausted restoring the damage done. Core rotation speed increased to twenty-two revolutions per minute. 

 You have increased your stats. You have gained five E-rank upgrades: Durability +4, and Agility +1.

 You have gained stats as a result of the extreme damage to your body, your survival and subsequent healing: Durability: +2.



 Those were some impressive gains. Now, I just needed to figure out what it all meant. I couldn't believe that my cultivation rank was just a number on my stat sheet. Everything else there had practical meaning, so I had to assume the same about this line. 

 The last notification didn't have anything to do with cultivation, though, but was very welcome.



 Quest Completed: Rescue Deputy Josephine. 
 Secondary objective achieved. New quest available at the Hall of Justice. 
 Reward: Report to the Hall of Justice to receive 1 x C-Rank treasure.


 I realized I had been lost in thought for too long. Josie had been patient, up to this point, although I could almost sense her need to know. It was obvious she had given the past two years of her life to two intertwined goals. She had been trying to bring law and order to Yonderton and to keep the Sheriffs sent by Sativa alive, despite the fact that it sounded like most of my predecessors had not respected her.

 When I snapped out of my thoughts and looked around, it was clear we were almost back to town. "Josephine…" I began.

 "Josie."

 "What?" I asked in a moment of confusion. My bewilderment was stupid. I should have realized what she was saying, but sometimes the brain takes a second to catch up. 

 "You saved my life, but I have been a bit of a bitch to you.” She sighed. “I suppose the least I can do is let you call me by my nickname," the fox girl replied but abruptly added, "But don't think this means anything else."

 

I couldn't help but laugh. She was a great girl, and I was patient, but I'd never force anything on her. "Okay, and thank you for at least that amount of trust. I will never betray you or treat you as anything less than a partner. But now that we are so close to town, would you mind if I wait until we get back to Lina, so I can explain what happened to both of you at the same time?"

 There was a pause, but then she said, "Okay."

 "I do have something else to ask you. Well… two things." Then I explained about my quest reward and asked why I had to go to the Hall of Justice to obtain it. 

 "That is simple. The Hall of Justice is a spot where the veil is thin and Sativa can more directly touch Olimero. She will give you a reward that she believes is specifically suited to you, based upon what you need."

 "And what about the rank of the reward? What does that mean?"

 "Oh, that is simple… a child is considered an F rank. Adults begin at E rank, and each rank is representative of a higher level of power. C rank is normally the max, although there are supposedly some B-rank masters in the east."

 "What rank are you?" I asked. Then I quickly added, "Unless that is a personal question."

 "No, not at all. It is actually a matter of pride. We just never talked about it, because you were too weak to even have a proper rank. But I am ranked C7. The ranks start at 9 and go down to 0 before progressing to the next grade."

 "Okay, so a C-rank treasure is pretty good?"

 "Absolutely. It might not be a total game changer, but it will definitely be something that the goddess believes you need. We can go straight to the Hall of Justice if you want to claim it. Actually…” here she gave a rueful chuckle, “My apologies, Sheriff Rob, you can do whatever you want. You've proven your ability to stand on your own. Just promise me you will watch your back. The lengths the gang went to, to get rid of you, should show how important you are for Yonderton."

 I thought about her words for a minute. "You are right. We likely should look at hiring some more deputies, but I expect we are going to have to prove that I can survive for a bit longer before we will have any more volunteers."

 She went stiff for a second. "Lina and I aren't enough? You need more already?"

 Talk about giving a guy whiplash. This girl was a master at it. I wasn't even sure what to say to that.

 

I decided it would be best just to ride straight back to the office and to tell the girls about what had happened. I could always collect my treasure in the morning—and we still needed to plan our rescue of the kids who had been taken.

 

I sat a bit straighter in the saddle, and pulled up my status sheet.

 
Strength: 77
Agility: 44
Durability: 46
Magic: N/A
Cultivation Grade: E3

 

Skills: Alchemy +48

Ranged Combat: +29

Melee Combat: +17
Telepathy: +6 

 

 



Chapter 27 - Next Steps

 

Once we were back inside the Sheriff’s office, Josie was suddenly willing to wait. She decided she needed a bath. I offered to help her carry the water up to the roof. I couldn't blame her; she had been buried in mud up to her chin. But while I was grabbing one of the buckets, I heard a squeal behind me. 


When I turned, I found Lina basically smothering Josie. "You're okay!" She just kept repeating the words over and over. But Josie didn't seem to mind. They hugged, and I was fairly sure they shared some tears. 

 Then the blonde bunny released the redheaded fox and walked over to me. She punched me in the chest. Once upon a time, it likely would have hurt, but I was far sturdier than I’d been even a couple weeks ago.

"Why didn't you tell me you saved her? Did you forget about the stupid bunny over here, worrying herself to tears?"

 "I could sooner forget about you, than I could forget the moon in the night's sky. Both take my breath away."

 "Then why?"

 I could tell she was truly upset, as she hadn't once called me Sheriff. Before I could answer though, Josie said, "You should probably give Rob a break, Lina. We just got back. There hasn't been time for him to tell you anything."

 Lina looked at me and then at Josie before looking back at me. "She doesn't know?"

 I rubbed the back of my neck. "No, and things got busy. I had some weird stuff happen, and… well, I'd actually like a bath, too. But I promise to fill you in on everything. I even made Josie wait for a full explanation till I could tell you both at the same time."

 The foxkin nodded to confirm my words, but then she asked, "What don't I know about?"

 I shrugged. "I may have figured out how to use my telepathy, but since whatever it was happened, I'm having some trouble with it.” I rubbed my temples. “Can we just add that to the list of things to discuss after our baths? Now that Lina is here, we have extra hands to carry the water up. Many hands make light work, after all."

 Lina was glaring at me. "You are going to take a bath… with her?"

 Apparently, saving the day didn't mean I could avoid sticking my foot in my mouth. "Not with her… But after her."

 The bunny girl looked between me and Josie before nodding. Then her gloomy look disappeared, like it had never existed. She slapped her forehead and said, "Silly bunny, baths are for everyone."

Before I could tell her to stop that, she went to grab one of the buckets. 

 It took a full hour for it to be my turn, because apparently getting mud out of Josie's tail was quite the challenge. At one point, she had to ask Lina to come help her wash it out. I had to admit that I would very much have liked to watch that.

Apparently, I had pushed my celibacy too long. Being around hot girls who weren't entitled wannabe actresses and not doing anything about my attraction to them was rather taxing on my soul. So much so, that I didn't even ask Josie to warm up my bath water. I really needed to cool off. 

 A bit later, we all sat around the kitchen table. Lina had somehow managed to cook an impressive dish that I would equate to a grilled chicken with lemon seasoning and pasta. It was great—just the right balance of sweet and tart. The mixed green salad was perfect, too. 

 They were both gracious and gave me plenty of time to explain about cultivation. Well, the little bit that I had figured out. Neither of them had ever heard of anything like it or of the word ‘ki.’ Apparently, mages had what they called a mana core, but it didn't do anything more than function as a battery. And they had no clue about meridians. 

 It was a great mystery to them, but they both seemed to take it as a great sign. Lina liked that I had found something new, and Josie thought it would give me the ability to fight better.

I wasn't so sure. I actually said, "I don't know about that. I have no idea how to use it. As far as I can tell, it is just another way for me to increase my stats—not that I'm complaining about that."

 "That isn't true. You already know it is useful for other things," Josie insisted.

 "Like what?"

 "Yeah, what?" Lina chimed in.

 "You can absorb mana and use it for other things. Lina's power lets you increase your healing, for example," Josie replied.

 I still wasn't certain, but mostly because it had all been coincidental or happenstance up to this point. But Lina spoke made a good point. "I can help you with your training, then. You can absorb my mana and see what else you can do with it."

 The bunny girl looked excited about being able to help with my training, and not just to patch me up. I knew it was a bit of a sore spot, that I wanted Josie to train with me and not her. She’d tried to keep it to herself, but she practically wore her heart on her sleeve—or would have if her blouse had a sleeve.

I agreed though, and that made her happy. 

 After the delicious dinner, we started planning the rescue. I wished we’d had more people, but at least now I would have Josie with me. The normal thugs that the backstreet boys employed didn't seem to be all that impressive. In fact, the biggest threats I had faced so far were An'kesh and Lucas, either of whom I was still afraid might be able to flatten me. 

 Lina insisted on helping out in the morning and, since I didn't have many other options, I agreed to let her act as a distraction, as long as she promised not to get involved in any of the fighting. My insistence, rather than bothering her as me being too controlling, seemed to please her. 

 Once our plans were in place, she offered to clean up while Josie and I walked over to the Hall of Justice and claimed my treasure. Out on the street I said, "There was one other thing that I meant to ask about if you don't mind."

 "Of course, Sheriff. I work for you." 


Back at the house or office—I guess it was really both—she had been calling me Rob. I still couldn't get Lina to do the same, and even Josie said it would be an inappropriate for of address around other people. ‘Sheriff’ was almost a religious title to them, which I guess made sense, given that their goddess had actually brought me here. I decided to just go with it for now. Maybe later I could get them to relax a bit more. 

 Apparently, I’d been quiet for too long because Josie cleared her throat.

"Got lost in my thoughts," I said.

 "You seem to do that fairly often, but I guess you’ve had more than a little to adapt to."

 I nodded and then just blurted out my question. "I don't get what was such a big deal, about me threatening to invoke the Law of Blood. I mean, isn't it just a euphemism for me killing someone?"

 This time, she stopped walking and looked at me like I’d pissed in the holy water. "You really don't know?” She frowned, her brow creasing. “I keep forgetting that nothing was ever explained to you before you got to Olimero. The first three laws are meant to create a natural order to life. We are born, grow, pro-create, and die. Then we are reborn. That is the cycle of life in Olimero.” 

 “You are reborn?”

She nodded. "We don't remember much of anything from our prior lives, but sometimes general impressions and tendencies slip through, and we are always the same people at our core. Anyone who isn't happy with their life, only has to wait for rebirth to have another chance at a better one. It is the ultimate source of hope for all faithful Olimerans."

 "Okay, that sounds kinda weird to me, but I guess I should stop denying things, just because it isn’t what I am used to. You have magic here, so why should it shock me that you have reincarnation?” I tilted my head to the side. “But you didn’t answer my question—what does that have to do with the Law of Blood?"

 "It is the fourth law. It is meant only to be invoked when the other three laws are irrevocably broken. The first three laws work in tandem to create harmony, but the fourth law stands alone. It can only be invoked by the Sheriff or by a deputy, but only if they are authorized by the Sheriff."

 "That still doesn't explain what is different about it," I said.

 "If someone is killed under the Law of Blood, then their soul is sacrificed and they are not reborn. If they are slain in a duel in the Hall of Justice, then not only are they sent to oblivion, but their soul is sucked into the realm of the gods to suffer whatever torments that Sativa deems they have earned. Our goddess is beautiful and bountiful, but she can also be fierce," Josie said reverently.

 I was taken aback. Who was I, to have the power to condemn someone to eternal torment? I certainly wasn't God. The star on my chest suddenly felt far heavier. 

 "I can see you recognize how serious it is. That is good." 
 

The conversation stopped then because we’d arrived at the Hall of Justice. I looked at the double doors but didn't see a keyhole.

Josie smiled, as if reading my mind. "Your badge is the key. And don't worry, if someone steals the badge from you, then it just reappears back with you. Only you can use it—Sativa made sure of that."

 I nodded and put my hand on the door. There was a slight shock, like from static electricity, but then I heard a click. The doors pulled open easily at that point. When I walked inside, I was surprised to find the room beyond the doors was tiny. I didn't know how this could possibly be correct. The room I walked into couldn't have been more than ten by ten. But from the outside, the building was the largest one in town.

 I walked back outside and looked left, then right, then went back in again. Hmm… it was just smaller on the inside. Never would have seen that one coming.

Josie laughed at my reaction. "It's however big or small it needs to be. Right now, we are only here for a treasure. It would be much different, if we were here for a duel."

 This still didn't make any sense to me, but before I could argue, I saw a pedestal appear. Atop the marble pedestal was a pair of black leather gloves, which had the fingers cut off right above the middle knuckle. They definitely weren't my fashion style, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. 

 "Do I need to do something to claim them?" I asked.

 "Just walk up and take them. Remember the first law," Josie answered.

 "Spoils are for the strong," I mumbled.

"Exactly, and while it may not be what you are used to, all Olimerans live by that law. You would do well to remember it—in more ways than one."

 The hint of innuendo in her voice, if that had been Lina, I would have taken as another not-so-subtle hint—but this was Josie. I looked over at her. Could she really mean that? It wasn't like I was going to ask her now, though. Instead, I turned and looked at the gloves again before reaching out to touch them. I felt a cool energy shimmering around the pedestal, but it didn't stop me. 

 When I touched the gloves, I got another notification.



 Gloves of Dual Need  Rank: C+
 
 Left Glove: This glove is the perfect conduit for absorbing mana. With this glove, the wearer's ability to absorb mana from anything that the glove touches is increased tenfold. 

 Right Glove: Glove of the C2 fist. As long as you are wearing this glove, the hand it is on will possess the durability of a fist belonging to a rank C2 body cultivator who has already undergone the body boost. 
 

Item is soul bound. 



 I put the gloves on and they felt natural. They fit as though they had been made for me, which, in retrospect, I guess they had been. 

 Another notification came up.



 New Quest Available: Rescue the children kidnapped within the past 2 weeks.

 Difficulty: Moderately hard

 Time Limit: 72 hours

 Reward: Access to the second floor of the Sheriff's office, restored confidence in the Sheriff of Yonderton, and the good will of law-abiding townsfolk


 I immediately accepted the quest. We were going to rescue the kids either way, but I was confused about the rewards. I also found it interesting that this quest was of a lesser difficulty than the prior one. 

 "Um, Josie, am I missing something? The reward for this quest says that it includes access to the second floor of the Sheriff’s office. I don’t remember seeing any stairs going up to a second floor."

 My deputy squealed in delight. "You must really have impressed Sativa. None of the Sheriffs since Cobb have been able to use the second floor." She went on to explain that no one could access the second floor unless they got a blessing from Sativa. Sadly, she had never been up there during her brief time with Sheriff Cobb. As she put it, he had been killed before she had earned that privilege. 

 I just shook my head, not sure if I was being cheated with this reward. I just let it go for now. We had a nice stroll back to the office. Josie was in an exceptionally good mood and I got her to tell me some stories of her childhood. She seemed to have very fond memories of growing up and her pretty face lit up as she described her childhood. It was a nice contrast to the sour looks and flinty exterior she’d shown me since I’d first arrived here. 

 When we got back to the office, it was quiet. Most of the lights were out, but I didn't have any trouble seeing in the near darkness. It seems Lina hadn't waited up for us, but I figured it was late and we were going to have an early morning.

Since they shared a bedroom, I said to Josie, "Tell Lina good night for me, if she is still awake." The foxkin gave me an odd look and then nodded before going into her room. 

 I walked down the hall to my room. Inside, I took off my gear. Josie had insisted we wear our armor, even for the short walk to the Hall of Justice. I stripped down to my boxers before deciding to do a short stretch. I wasn't in the mood for a full workout, but I still had a bunch of pent-up energy in my body. The change in my cultivation rank seemed to have done more than just increased my stats by a few points.

Then again, each of those points was worth more than the ones before them. 
 

For all the crap I had been through today, I felt amazing. If this was what being a cultivator meant, then I was pretty excited. I had to admit that I was curious to see what the gloves could do. The absorbing glove was intriguing, but the ability to punch with a glove that made my hand considerably stronger felt like it would be satisfying at a primal level. 

 Once I was done stretching, I felt like maybe I'd be able to fall asleep. I walked over and climbed into my bed. I hadn't noticed it at first, but it looked like Lina had piled some extra pillows on my bed. I swear that girl was a gem. I was really looking forward to when I could take things between us to the next level, but it wasn't just that, it was the simple fact that I enjoyed her company. This was a good thing. 

 As I was lying there, something brushed up against my leg. My increased reflexes, along with my enhanced strength, meant that I just about jumped off the bed in my surprise. At the same time, I kicked out and felt foot smack into something… something surprisingly soft and warm. 

 What I thought had been a pile of extra pillows gave a yelp and then I heard crying. There was no way this was some bizarre monster or an attacker. Then, a sudden realization hit me. I yanked the blankets back and there was Lina. She was holding her thigh where I must have kicked her. I could see in the dark, but it was hard to make out colors. Still, I expected she was going to have a nasty bruise.

 I jumped back onto the bed and immediately apologized. "I'm so sorry, Lina. I didn't know it was you. My mind was busy with thoughts about tomorrow and when you brushed up against me, I just about freaked out."

 She had tears in her eyes but was gaining control of herself. As she did, I took the opportunity to take in what she was wearing, and it wasn't much. The little nightie she had on was almost sheer. The colors were hard to make out in the dark, but it clearly had a lacy trim and gave me a stunning view of what was underneath. Further down, because of scrap of cloth’s sheer nature, I made out a very tiny dark-colored thong.

My hands literally shook as I saw her. I didn't trust myself to touch her. "Can you heal yourself?"

 "I… already… am." Lina’s words were a bit broken up as her voice trembled. I couldn't tell if it was more from pain, or fear. I hated the idea that she might be afraid of me.

 "You know I would never hurt you on purpose, right? I was just surprised.”

She nodded her head and started blinking her tears away. Then, without warning, she smacked her forehead with her palm. "Stupid bunny. I'm such a stupid bunny." She did it a second time.

 I grabbed her hand before she could strike herself a third time. "Stop it." I spoke softly, so as not to be any more intimidating than necessary. 

 When she tried to pull her hand back, I leaned in and kissed the tips of her fingers. She shuddered when a second kiss dusted her knuckles, before she leaned in to kiss me on the lips. We had been making out for the past couple of weeks and so this was nothing new. What was new, was what she was wearing.

That was quite a new level of temptation.

 After she kissed me, she raised up onto her knees and pressed her bountiful and barely covered breasts against my face. It was everything I could do not to rip her nightie off. I took a deep breath, mind spinning as her primal scent filled my nose.

I groaned, hating what I was about to do. "Tomorrow. I promise. I just can't tonight."

 She pulled back as though I had kicked her again. "What's the matter? Did Josie already take care of you?” Her bottom lip trembled. “I see the way you look at her—not that I can blame you, she is amazing. But she promised she wouldn't try anything with you till after I’d had you first."

 So many questions raced through my mind at that moment about what Josie had promised, but I let them go. I needed to focus on Lina. I leaned in and kissed her again. "I want you."

 "Then take me," she purred as she lay back. 

 "No, not tonight." 

 I watched as the sultry look on her face died, and tears shined in her eyes. "Not because I don't want to,” I hastened to add. “But it doesn't feel right, doing this while there are something like twenty kidnapped children out there still waiting for us to rescue them. They’ve been taken from their families, stripped of any protection and security, and are likely terrified. Tomorrow, though, we are going to strike back a blow for the people of Yonderton—tomorrow we will start setting things right.”

I reached down and pushed a lock of blonde hair back before caressing her cheek. “Tomorrow, I will take you—if you'll have me. I promise."

 I watched a parade of emotions parade cross her face but, in the end, she smiled and looked up at me with those wide, innocent eyes. "Of course. I belong to you. I'm your clerk."

 I leaned back on my knees. "I don't want you, if you think this is some sort of obligation.” I shook my head. “I want you because you drive me crazy. I want you just as much, because you are kind and intelligent, as because you are beautiful. I feel blessed to be here with you."

 It was still too dark for me to make out the blush on her cheeks, but I knew it was there. I leaned down and kissed her forehead again. She started to climb up and get off of the bed. She stopped at the edge of the mattress and wiggled her fluffy bunny tail.

I pulled her close, then leaned down and kissed her thigh where I had kicked her. Once again, she shuddered, and I got another nose full of that primal scent she put off whenever she was excited. It was intoxicating as ever.

 "All better now?" I asked, looking up at her, while stroking her hip.

 She sucked in a breath and said, "Much." Then she took a few steps before looking back at me over her shoulder. "I'm going to hold you to that promise, Sheriff," she said before exiting my room and closing the door behind her.

 Stars above…

I lay back on bed, but sleep was elusive. The picture of a wiggling bunny tail topping a gorgeous, heart-shaped ass was seared into my vision.



Interlude 3

 

In a dark corner of the multi-verse, a lonely being sat. His nature was such that he didn't get along well with others. But he was still an elder. He was known and, dare he say, feared throughout more than one universe. Even with all that, others still sought him out. 

 Deals were his lifeblood, but he always had an agenda. Every deal moved his long-term goals further along. The beauty of it, was that despite being stripped of most of his power, he was still making faster progress than he had expected—and others provided all the capital to make it work.

The younger generation thought they knew the stories about him, but they never really did. They thought they feared him—but not like they should have. There was a knock at the door.

Tonight, was one of those nights where he wanted to sit in front of his fire, a gateway to the deepest pits of hell, and just breathe in the sulfur as he enjoyed listening to screams of agony. But apparently, there was to be no rest for the wicked.

He already knew who was at the door. He always knew. He called the dark being waiting on the other side of the door his ‘assistant.’ It was something of an inside joke. 

 He even knew the reason his assistant was here. Their guest was right on time—the younger generation was so predictable. With a wave of his hand, the heavy door swung open. It looked like ornately carved wood, but then again, nothing here was really what it seemed. His assistant was accustomed to his flair for showmanship. 

 "Dark Lord, you have a visitor."


"Yes, yes, let me guess, the nature goddess, Sativa?"

 "As you say." His assistant was accustomed to him somehow already knowing. Once upon a time, it would have asked him how he knew such things, before he was told, but no more. Perhaps it was time to find another assistant. The job was quite demanding, and they didn't always hold up very well. He hated to discard anything that might still have a use, though. Waste not, want not, and all that jazz.

 "Show her in. I will greet her in the solarium. " As he spoke, he could sense more than see the twitch at the corner of his assistant's mouth. Apparently, the irony wasn't lost on the assistant. Maybe it was too soon to replace him.

 A short time later, at least as such things are measured for beings of his kind, he strolled into the solarium to find the beautiful, young goddess leaning over a particularly dangerous and carnivorous plant. "Oh, do be careful with that one. It has a nasty bite."

 If she was startled by his appearance, she did a respectable job hiding it. When she’d turned to face him, she offered a slight bow, "Old Sc…"

 "Old is enough. We don't need to stand on formalities here. This is my private home, after all, and not the council hall," he said, cutting her off.

 A look of anger passed across her face so swiftly before disappearing, that if he had not been who he was, he might not have noticed it. "Very well. If there are to be no formalities, then I demand to know what you have done?"

 He waved a lace-cuffed wrist in the air and said, "I'm quite sure I don't know what you are speaking about. I have only done that which you had asked of me. You needed certain resources to correct a deficiency in your construct,  and I provided them for you."

 "Don't toy with me."

 "Think of whom you address," he replied.

 "Are you pretending that you don't know what happened with the latest human?"

 He made a great show of staring at a poisonous black rose before looking back at her. "I have not laid a finger on him since you took him to Olimero. You know it is entirely outside of the area I am allowed to influence—per the terms of my parole."

 "Then how?"

 "Perhaps you didn't take quite as close a look at the merchandise you were offered before you purchased it?"

 The two of them stared at each other for a while. Then, apparently not getting the response she’d wanted, Sativa stormed out.

He sighed. Such beauty and it existed so deeply within her. He’d been led to great trouble with beauty like that, in the past. It was, in part, why he was here now—instead of marauding across the stars. But he couldn't help it. Beauty like that just cried out to be twisted.

It was his chief vice. 



________________________________



Lina walked into her bedroom. She wanted to be mad, but somehow couldn't. He kept rejecting her—or at least that was how it felt—but then he acted so sweet.

Rob was certainly different from any of the other Sheriffs. And he was a great kisser. Well, at least, she thought he was—although it was kind of a joke amongst her bunnykin friends, that she was the only bunny virgin they knew. Even funnier because she had taken a job that included certain responsibilities and then… had never been called upon to perform them. Now, at nearly twenty, she was the oldest unclaimed bunnykin she knew of.

 It hadn’t been easy, taking the plunge to become a clerk. It had felt like her civic duty, though. The position was important. She wasn't ever going to be able to be a deputy and stop the criminals who ruined others’ lives, but she could provide comfort and relief to the Sheriff who Sativa sent them. It almost felt like she was hired by the goddess to serve her chosen. 

 Then, when none of them would even touch her, it had shaken her confidence. The second Sheriff, after she became a clerk, had even taken to calling her a stupid bunny. It was a habit which she had sadly picked up—one which was reinforced by the revolving door of Sheriffs who wouldn't even let her perform the most fundamental part of her duties as a clerk. They all treated her as a maid and cook. 

 Rob was different, though. The way he stared at her ass was flattering. The others had been bothered by her tail, but she thought it was one of her best features. The desire she saw now in Rob's eyes made her feel genuinely wanted, even if he held himself back for some reason. She still thought it was silly. He would have slept so much better after those long days of training if he would just have let her relieve his stress. But at the same time, she respected him for the reasons he gave for pushing her away. 

 Maybe respect wasn't the proper word. It was more like she appreciated him. Cooking for him was a joy. He savored every meal she served him and never made her feel like he simply expected it of her as part of her duty. He was similarly attentive the few times when they’d made out. He wanted her, Lina could feel it, but he also wanted her to enjoy it. That was more than she had expected. 

 Now, she was disappointed, but she couldn't be upset with him. He’d made a good point about those poor little dears who had been taken. That was part of why she had become a clerk in the first place—she wanted to help create a world that was safe for all of Sativa's children. 

 Josie looked up from where she sat on her bed cleaning her blade. Lina sighed as her friend grumbled, "Not again... I swear that man is as dense as an earth mage's construct."

 "Don't be mad at him. He just doesn't feel right doing it before we rescue the kids.” She smiled softly, remembering his touch on her cheek and her hip. “It is kinda sweet, how concerned he is."


Josie snorted. "The two don't have anything to do with one another. It isn't like enjoying himself tonight is going to make him less able to fight tomorrow. I swear humans are an odd bunch," Josie said.

 "It's okay. I can see how hard it is for him to hold back. This one is definitely better than the others."

 Josie made a crude gesture in the air. "Fuck those xenophobes. They were the most racist bunch of pricks. I don't know what Sativa was thinking, sending them here."

 Lina frowned. She knew her friend was just upset for her, but it wasn't right to talk about the chosen of the goddess like that. She knew that a deputy's connection with a Sheriff was different from that of a clerk. In some ways, it was closer—they were meant to be comrades in arms. And while, according to the former head clerk, most of the female deputies had all shared Sheriff Cobb's bed from time to time, it wasn't expected—not the same way it was with clerks.

Deputies were supposed to keep the Sheriff safe. Clerks were here to keep him happy. 

 "I can help you, if you need to take the edge off," Josie offered.

Lina loved her for that. Josie wasn't really into girls. Foxkin tended to not be as overtly sexual as bunnykin, but then again none of the other races were like bunnies. Still, over the past few months, Josie had been willing to help 'take the edge off', as she called it, whenever Lina needed a hand. Which was greatly appreciated, as it could get hard for a bunnykin to think straight if they went too long without an orgasm—and doing it yourself only went so far. 

 Being horny was just a constant state of arousal that she’d gotten used to since just before she’d turned seventeen. All the bunnykin said the ‘urge’ hit somewhere around there, and didn't stop until they were dead. She could live with it, but she didn't like it when the urges became almost overwhelming. It made her feel like a slave to her instincts. Releasing the tension every so often helped greatly. 

 Lina walked over and kissed Josie's ears. The fox girl sighed. She really liked having her ears touched. "No, if he can deal with the need I see in his eyes, then I can put up with it for one more day. He promised tomorrow."

 Josie set her whetstone down and clapped in excitement. "I'm so happy for you. You are gonna have to share all the details."


Lina sat down next to Josie, their knees touching. "You mean you are happy for yourself, too. I see how you look at him.” Lina poked her friend in the arm. “And he definitely isn't shy about looking at that fluffy tail of yours."

 Josie blushed. Her face was nearly as red as the fur of her tail. Lina was always amused by how the brave warrior who would face down a dozen thugs, was embarrassed by such a natural part of life.

"I don't know,” the redhead mumbled. “He seems pretty particular. Did you know that he told me in his world, men only have one lover at a time and it is illegal for them to have more than one wife?"

 "How awful.” Lina’s cute nose wrinkled in disgust. “Think of all those poor women unable to have children, or even find a lover because of some stupid law like that. I'm glad we have Sativa's wisdom to guide us with the four laws. But now, I want to hear more about Rob.” She bounced her brows at her friend. “What was it like seeing him in action today? He didn't want to share many details, but you got to see it happen, so spill."

 Josie laughed. "It was hilarious when he picked up Colton. He actually grabbed his tail and threw him across the room. The stupid wolf was so embarrassed, I thought he was going to cry."

 Lina began laughing, too. "Oh, I would have paid to see that."


"That wasn't even the best part,” Josie said. “Did I tell you he was naked while he was fighting?" 

 Lina's eyes grew wide. "Details. I need details."

 The two girls ended up talking in hushed tones for the next hour before falling asleep cuddled together. Lina was excited. This was the life she had hoped for. 




Chapter 28 - Fire in the Morning
 

When I woke up, it felt cooler. Maybe fall was coming. I really needed to figure out the seasons here. It was actually pleasant, but if it had been cold, I would only have had myself to blame for it. Lina had been more than happy to keep my bed warm last night, and a certain part of me wanted to kick my own ass for pushing her away, yet again.

But I needed to save these kids, first. Then, and only then, would I feel like a proper Sheriff. Maybe I could settle in for more of a life than training my ass off and praying that I would somehow survive. I could already smell coffee brewing. Lina was a wonder. I had felt bad at first, that she always seemed to be up at least as late as I was, yet still woke before me each morning. 

 She had assured me that this was typical for bunnykin. Apparently, they tended to sleep in short spurts. She’d promised that if she got tired, she would come ask if she could take a nap during the day, if her duties permitted. The fact that she’d thought she had to ask my permission was frustrating. I got angry, thinking about how the past Sheriffs had treated her—and not just her, but Josie as well. How bad must they have been, to drive away all the other clerks and deputies? 

 Breakfast was quick this morning, and we were finished as the sun was just cracking the horizon. Josie was fairly sure that this would be the weakest time for the backstreet boys. Many of their gang tended to be nocturnal. Just after sunrise, the day guard would just be getting up, while the others would be intoxicated or would have recently fallen asleep.

I was grateful that I didn't sense any awkwardness from Lina this morning. I even kissed her forehead before we left the house, but she got up on her tippy-toes, and presented me with her full lips. They were just too kissable to ignore. Rather than being a distraction, it was a good reminder of all the good things this world had to offer. 

 Then we were off. Josie and Lina headed over first. Lina was going to run up to the house we thought was a safe house where they were keeping the kids. It was in town, but out on the very fringe, near what they described as one of the shadier parts of Yonderton.

Our bunnykin was going to be brave, and yell at them about having kidnapped girls. In general, she was supposed to make as much of a ruckus as she could. We hoped it would draw lots of eyes to the situation. Even amongst the criminal element, Josie told me, slaving and kidnapping kids were frowned upon.

There were obviously plenty of fools who were willing to do it, but there were just as many who might gladly knife a man in the back, but who would never dream of hurting a kid. And the entire slavery thing broke the Law of Freedom, which was a big no no, even for many of the less faithful. 


If she attracted enough attention, we hoped Lina could draw some of the guards away. If even a few chased her, that would lessen the number guarding the building and make it easier for Josie to make a frontal attack.

I watched from my perch as the two of them put the plan into motion. Josie wasn't in sight, but we had established telepathic communication, so I was able to check on them anytime I wanted. At least within a few hundred feet, it was difficult for me to maintain a link with each of them. I hadn't yet figured out how to create a network so we could all speak to one another or even, for that matter, if it was possible. It would just have to remain a goal for another day.

 "Hey, I want my sister back!" Lina shouted from directly in front of the building. 

 One of the guards who had been lazily leaning against the front door studiously ignored her, but it was clear he became more alert. Another of the patrolling guards, a monkeykin, started to walk up to her. I was curious because I hadn't seen many of the monkeys. He had a furry scalp, with ears on the side of his head like a monkey, but long hair like a human. A sinuous tail snaked out the back of his pants and he walked a bit bow-legged. 

 "Get out of here," he yelled, trying to shoo Lina away.

 "Not without my sister,” she retorted. “I want her back."

 The monkeykin must have been tired or just had a short temper. He snarled  and then tried to grab Lina's arm, but she hopped back. "Did you see that? He tried to grab me. Help, help! They've got my sister."

 I watched this all unfold. The guard at the door signaled the other two who were patrolling further down the street to go help Mr. Monkey. So far, so good. There was no sign that Colton had betrayed us. Maybe my threat really had scared him. I sure hoped so, not just for today's operation, either.

Having an inside source would be helpful. 

 When the other guards reached Lina, she wisely kept backing up so they couldn't surround her. Her theatrics had, in fact drawn the attention of both neighbors and passersby. No one moved to intervene, but there were many frowning faces staring at the scene.

 Then a wolfkin guard lunged at Lina, and she was forced to turn and run. It had amused me, the first time I saw her run, how it was something halfway between hopping and running. But this time, I ignored that as I gauged how long she could outpace her pursuers. She played her role perfectly though, as she continued shouting even as they picked up the chase. Eventually, all three patrolling guards ran after her—first the wolfkin, then the monkey, and finally a shifty-looking foxkin. 

 I leaped down from my perch. A fifteen-foot fall was nothing to my new body. In fact, it was rather exhilarating, even without any extra life mana in me. Lina had offered to give me some, but I opted not to let her. She might need to heal herself or some of the children, after all, so I couldn't justify it. I would just have to count on my improved power to be enough. 

 As I ran parallel to them, just one street over, I watched Lina’s pursuers. They were definitely catching up on her, especially the wolf and foxkin. The monkey didn't seem to run as smoothly as the other two. The fox was still furthest back, but within another half block he would catch up to the monkey. 

 I prayed Lina could stay ahead of them for at least another minute. I increased my speed and stretched out my longer legs. Other than orcs and cowkin, I hadn't met anyone here who was as big as me. Most were close to a full foot shorter than my six foot four inches, and that made a difference in terms of running. 

 The harder I ran, the more I noticed the core within me spinning up. A part of me wondered if the two things were related, so I went with it and tried to make it spin faster. The result was like hitting a nitrous booster in a car. One second, I was sprinting forward, and then I was suddenly moving twice as fast. 

 It was so unexpected, that I almost lost my balance and fell; fortunately, I was close to the monkeykin when it kicked in, and I just lowered my shoulder and slammed into him from his blind spot. I felt the air whoosh out of his body as he doubled over and then went down in a tangle of flailing arms and legs.

It took me a second to slow myself down, but by the time I turned around, he still hadn’t risen. I had no interest in sparing him, nor did I want to leave an enemy alive behind me, so I brought my short sword down in a hard chop into his shoulder before he could get back up. He screamed, but I didn't stop. I felt impossibly strong, so much so that my second slash split his skull like a rotten grape.

 I was breathing heavily, but now that I had discovered this extra power, I knew I shouldn't waste it. So, I rushed off in pursuit of the others. Lina and the wolfkin were almost a full block ahead of me by now, but the foxkin must have seen me deal with his colleague. I wasn't sure if he would run for it or not. 

 When he saw me though, he grinned nastily and drew a slender rapier. The blade looked like a long toothpick, but I didn't doubt for a second that the point was deadly. He apparently hadn't got the memo yet that I’d been upgraded, because he seemed eager to face the new Sheriff.

Well, if you mess with the bull, you get the horns, so to speak.

I wasn't stupid, though. As soon as he stopped, I came to a halt, too, and returned my short sword to my storage pouch. I could see his hungry grin, even from here. He must have thought I was afraid and about to start running, because he was only slowly stalking towards me.

 Another wave of my hand over my spatial pouch brought out my bow. It might not be as quick as a 9mm, but at my boosted skill level, I had no problem getting off an arrow faster than any normal archer back on Earth. My aim was a bit off, though, and I hit him in the hip rather than the chest. Thanks to the explosive enchantment on the arrowhead, it didn't matter. He was separated from his leg in an explosion of gore that I was grateful to be well back from. 

 Once he was down, I began sprinting again and switched out my weapons. The foxkin was going to bleed to death. I could have stopped to put him out of his misery or even offered him a healing potion, but then again, he could have chosen not to be the type of scum who worked for a kidnapping ring. He could die a painful miserable death, for all I cared, his blood rushing out to mix with the mud and dirt that made up the street in this part of the city. 

 I sprinted after the others. When I finally caught up, the wolfkin had already captured Lina. He was yanking on her arm and I saw some bloody scratch marks across her chin. In that moment, I saw red. 

 I felt my core start to spin even faster. There was a surge of energy through my body and my final steps each carried me more than ten feet forward as I seemed almost to glide over the ground. I waved my short sword to distract him, but I had closed the distance between us so fast, that the wolfkin wasn't prepared to react.

My right fist with its new glove impacted his temple. I heard his arm snap as he crashed to the ground and landed awkwardly, pulling Lina down with him. Not for long though, as I was on him in a heartbeat. My hands around his throat caused him to let go of her as he struggled to try to break my grasp. His hardened claws dug into my arms, but it wasn't enough. One more surge from my core, and it felt almost like electrical energy ran down to my hands. The muscles there contracted impossibly hard. So much so that I felt my own bones strain, but for him it was fatal. 

 The thug's throat crumpled; his windpipe closed forever. I stood up and pulled Lina back as I watched the wolfkin gasp for breath, dying slowly before my eyes. I probably would have preferred to let him suffer, because I was still infuriated that he had laid a hand on Lina, but I also needed to get back to help Josie. So, I lifted my blade and plunged it into his heart to put him out of his misery. 

 My head started spinning, and I felt like I was experiencing the greatest sugar crash ever. Then my legs got weak. I felt Lina's hands on me as she lowered me to the ground, but I couldn't seem to think clearly. It was like there was a fog around me and the rest of the world was growing distant. 

 My sword slipped from my grip and I felt my body going limp. It felt like I couldn't breathe, as if there was a great weight sitting on my chest. Lina grabbed my left hand and I felt her start pouring life mana into me. My glove activated, and I felt a tingling in my hand that spread quickly up my arm. Mana began to pour into me in a torrent, rather than a gentle flow. 

 The power surged in my veins, or rather, in the channels within me. My body was saturated and my core spinning faster than it ever had before. The power was incredible, yet I remained weak from my overexertion. My system simply wasn't prepared for this much power. 


I was vaguely aware that Lina had passed out, but the struggle with the storm of power inside me was so all consuming, that it allowed no room for me to worry about anything else. I felt myself drawn into my body, but not as a spectator. This had become a life and death battle—either I would control this surge of power, or it would rip me to shreds. Even if I lived, if I couldn't handle it, I would be a shell of a man.

 The question entered my mind, "Why would Sativa give me something like this glove if she knew this was going to happen?" But as I looked inside my body, I could see that my cells were eagerly soaking up the power. They wanted to feast upon it.

I didn't know what I was doing, but tried to center myself. As I did, the options became clear. I needed to pack as much of the power as I could in different places in my body, mostly centered around my meridians. My body needed to be refined, to become strong enough to deal with such an influx of power.

So, I spun my core and took the ki that poured out of it and began packing it first around the meridian in my left hand. To my inner sight, the flesh of my hand and then my arm became nearly translucent, like crystal. I watched as the power augmented my tissue. My bones became stronger, thicker, and heavier, my muscle fibers denser, and the connective tissue more elastic.

But there was too much power. So, I filtered it over to my right hand, as well. I was grateful immediately grateful for the secondary healing effect of the life mana inside me. Otherwise, even winning, I might have been irreparably damaged. My core took it and converted it to useful power by spinning out all the impurities to enable me to send ki where I needed it. The raw healing effect washed over me, repairing the damage caused by the energy rampant within me. 

 Once my right arm was as reinforced as I could see how to make it, I sent the remaining energy first to one leg, and then to the other. Only after I had modified all four of my limbs, did I feel like the surging energy had reached a manageable level. I still felt suffused with energy, like I could run a marathon and not break a sweat, but it was now at a level that I was confident I could manage.

 There were a number of notifications blinking in the corner of my eye, but I ignored them to check on Lina. She was breathing deeply and evenly, and looked to be exhausted. I hoped that the glove hadn't done her any harm, as I gently picked her up. I wasn't keen on bringing her back to the site of the raid, but I could hardly leave her lying there in the middle of the street in a sketch part of town. 

 I sent a telepathic message to Josie, "Are you okay?"

 The mental response I received didn't convey any of the background information, but it felt like a combination of relief and annoyance. "A bit busy now. Where have you been?"

 "Killed the three guards that were chasing Lina. Something happened, but I think we are both fine."

 Both her relief and annoyance grew. "I could use your help, then. I'm winning but I'm worried they may be trying to sneak some of the girls out another exit."

 "On my way," was all I responded with as I pumped extra energy into my legs. I felt the same rush of speed as before, but this time it was more controlled. I was no longer worried that I was going to rip myself apart. 

 I covered the few blocks back to the safe house in less than a minute. Lina woke up in my arms and smiled up at me. Color was already returning to her cheeks. "Did we win?"

 "Not yet,” I grunted. “I have to find someplace safe to put you down, so I can go help Josie."

 "Don't worry about me. You have to save those kids."

 "Never gonna happen. I will always worry about you, but if you feel well enough to stand, I will leave you next to some of the bystanders."


"Yeah, my mana is returning," was all she said in response. 

 I set her down half a block away, where she could lean against a building on the other side of the street. The small crowd that had gathered all gasped when they realized I was the Sheriff. I looked at a cowkin woman. "Take care of her for me."

 She was flustered, but bowed her head. "Uh, sure thing, Sheriff." 

 With that weight off my mind, I raced into the building. The guard at the front door was clearly dead. A smoking hole the size of my fist had burned through his chest. I reminded myself never to make Josie mad. 

 Inside, the house was just as dingy as the other one had been. The first room had some scorch marks on the walls and two dead thugs. One was missing his head and the other had a bloody wound through his chest. I kept moving, but more carefully now, with both my short sword and fighting baton in my hands. 

 In the back room, I saw what had been keeping Josie busy. She squared off against a pair of wolfkin. Unlike Colton and Wey, they were well armored and armed. They were also obviously used to working in tandem because they balanced their attacks perfectly. One would defend while the other attacked. As good as Josie was, she seemed to be having trouble getting past them.

 Complicating things for my deputy, were the twenty-some girls between eight and sixteen who were chained to the walls. Behind the two wolfkin, were a cowkin and a bunnykin—both women—who were trying to force a group of girls down a ladder, which went down into some type of basement. 

 I poured on the power as I spun my core again and raced forward faster than ever. This burst of speed got me past the two wolfkin and I slammed into the cowkin woman. I was rather progressive, in that if a woman was doing evil, I was going to treat her just the same as a man. 


I slashed my sword down across her arm so that she snatched it back from the child she had been pushing. She leaped back, but was not fast enough. My speed had increased too much, and I rammed my blade into her chest before she escaped. She immediately seized as my blade shredded her heart, but as she fell, it yanked the sword from my hand. 

 That was fine. I turned on the bunnykin woman, but she had given up on pushing kids down the ladder and ducked down it herself. The sound of her pounding footsteps faded as she took off down what must be a tunnel. I tried to pull the kids back up, but they seemed to be afraid of me, so I simply backed away. I figured it would be easiest if I helped Josie with the wolfkin, so that she could deal with the children.

Maybe I was wrong, but I assumed the kids would be less scared of her, than of me. 

 I pulled out my bow. The hours of practice I’d done at point-blank range now came in handy. Still, being careful not to hit Josie by accident, I warned her telepathically when I was ready to loose my arrow. She leaped backward, rolling across the floor the same instant that I fired. The move would have left her wide open and could have led to her death if I didn't hit my target, but she apparently trusted me enough to take the risk.


 My arrow exploded in the chest of one of the wolfkin. The spray of viscera covered his partner, blinding him long enough for Josie to call up her fire mana. A brilliant orange stream of flame streaked into the head of the second wolfkin. He screamed in pain, but only for a single second before his brain cooked inside his skull.

I would have liked to have kept a prisoner to question, but that didn't seem to be an option—unless I jumped down into the tunnel and sped after the bunnykin woman who had fled. Looking around at the trembling children and the mess I’d just made, I decided that wouldn’t be the best thing to do. With all the gang members defeated, we needed to lock this place down.



Chapter 29 - Restoring Families

 

After the intense fight, it was a bit of work calming the children down, especially the ones who had been hit by the exploding gore. I knew it was traumatic, but not nearly as traumatic as being kept here and then sold into whatever miserable fate awaited them. Eventually, we were able to calm them. Lina was a great help, once I gave her the all clear and she joined us.

 Lina cried as soon as she walked into the backroom. At first, I thought she was upset over the mess that was all that was left of the guards, but then I realized the truth. She was crying because of the terrible conditions these children had been forced into. It was truly deplorable, and even worse once you considered what would most likely have happened to them once they were taken from here. 

 "Lina, catch your breath. I know it is awful, but now we need to show a brave face for these little girls," I said.

 She pulled herself close to me and buried her face into my chest for a minute. Her shoulders shuddered as she drew in several ragged breaths, but little by little I felt her still. Eventually, she looked up at me and mouthed the words, "Thank you."

 Then, she stepped back and her normally cheerful demeanor reappeared. It may have completely been an act, but it started to encourage the kids. We had to get them out of these chains, but so far, we hadn't found any keys. I hated to think that the bunnykin I let get away might have had the keys with her, but it was looking like that was the case. 

 Normally, my job as a police officer would have been to rescue the kids and then stand guard while some social workers and therapists came in to deal with them. At least, that’s how it would have been on Earth. Somehow, I doubted that Olimero had a setup like that. Still, it wouldn't hurt to ask. 

 When I said something to Josie about it, she looked at me like I had grown a second head. "What these children need, is to be set free from the chains, and then reunited with their parents. Maybe we could have some healers come check them out, too. If you made the request, as Sheriff, then they would be paid by Sativa."

 I nodded. "Okay, first things first. Go get Mactosh. I will stay here to protect the kids and make sure none of the thugs come back. Tell him I need him to come with a few workmen to free the children. I'd like to get these kids freed as quickly as possible."

 She looked at me sideways, as though trying to decide for herself if I would be okay on my own. I swear she was like a mother hen guarding its last egg sometimes.

Eventually she nodded, "Yes, Sheriff."

 "Then, what is the best way to notify the parents of the missing kids? Lina took records of them all, but some of them live a few miles out of town."

 "For the local ones, I will just say the Sheriff is hiring criers to spread the word. That will bring more people than just the parents, but that is a good thing. We want everyone to know there is a new Sheriff in town," Josie said quite seriously. 

 I did my best not to laugh at her particular turn of phrase. "Okay, but don't do that until after you have made sure that Mactosh and his people are on their way here. I don't want the parents to get here and see the conditions their kids were kept in. I'd rather reunite them outside all…” I gestured at the room, “this, but they will need to be free for that to happen. Also, ask the criers to bring a few healers, too. I'm not sure how many there are in town, so whatever you think we need."

 She nodded at the rest of my instructions and then headed out. While I was waiting and keeping watch, I took a moment to check my notifications. My quest to rescue the kids wasn't completed yet, which was probably fair, since they hadn't been returned to their families.

 What was interesting to me though was a series of notifications I’d had about what had happened to me when I started spinning my core. 



 Ki production increased. Core revolutions: 31 per minute. Ki production: 10 per minute. Ki channeled to feet meridians. Running speed increased by 86%. Ambient mana absorption is insufficient. Body boost can only be maintained for 37 seconds.



 So, if I understood this correctly, the faster my core spun, the more ki it produced. My body was then able to use that ki to increase the functions of my body—but the energy boost wouldn't last for long, and left me feeling drained afterwards. 

 That pretty much meant it was good for finishing a fight, but only if I was sure I could finish it. Interestingly, it seems my body did use mana, just not directly. My core could convert the mana my body absorbed to produce ki, which I could then use. If I read the notification correctly, then it seems I could only absorb mana it at a fairly slow rate. 

 Further down the list of notifications, after some warnings about pending exhaustion and warnings about rupturing my cultivation system by running it dry, there was a warning that I risked death, if I continued to convert my life energy into ki. That was scary—apparently exhaustion was not the worst of the possible side effects.

The most important notification read:



 Rolina is pouring life mana into you. Glove of absorption activated. Mana absorption increased by a factor of ten. Rolina willingly agrees to continue the mana link. She is feeding you all her available life mana. 540 life mana absorbed. System overloaded. Cultivation channels cannot support the flow of energy. 

 Body core speed increased to 74 revolutions per minute. Ki production increased to 25 per minute. Ki overload imminent. 

You have opted to attempt body fortification.

 Fortification Status:
  Four limbs successfully fortified to E rank.
  Heart region fortification progress to E rank: 31%
  Groin region fortification progress to E rank: 14%
  Mind region fortification progress to E Rank: 7%

 Ki buildup expended. Normal production maintained. 

 Progress to Cultivation Rank E2: 65%
 

That was a ton of information. It created far more questions than it answered, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad I could energize my body, but it looked like I could do the same with my arms. That was one of the more obvious options, but what would an increase to my mind meridian do? My heart? And I chuckled, trying to envision what pumping ki down into my groin would do. 

 I didn't have much time to think about it, though, as some of the crowd started coming over to investigate. I had to quickly seal the trap door that led to the tunnel beneath the building. That was another can of worms I was going to have to deal with, but not yet. Now, I just was intent on keeping what remaining dignity the girls had, and not allowing just anyone to barge in. 

 Thankfully, once people realized I was the Sheriff, no one tried to push past me—but they had a ton of questions. My head was soon aching from the noise of it all by the time Mactosh got there. He brought a dozen orcs with him. Though it might be a bit intimidating for the girls, at least I hadn't seen any orcs amongst their guards. 

 I noticed one of the orcs he’d brought with him was his daughter, Mursha. Up close, she was prettier than I had originally thought. Her face was striking. She had high cheekbones, similar to an elf, but her body was the exact opposite of an elf’s. I remembered a friend sending me a .gif that featured a female body builder who crushed a watermelon between her thighs. I didn't doubt for one second, that Mursha was capable of a feat like that. Yet, she was clearly 100% woman. I could almost have sworn that she blushed when she brushed past me.

Her father slapped me on the back. "It seems like Yonderton finally has a real Sheriff again. It's an honor to be associated with you. You are gonna do important things."

 I just nodded and let him get to work. The sooner he could get the girls free, the sooner I could be rid of this crowd. Not that it was an entirely terrible thing. Many of them were excited to see a Sheriff who wasn't hiding in his office.

The first of the parents arrived, looking for their children, just a few minutes before Josie arrived with the reports, she’d gone back to the Sheriff’s office to collect, which included a list of the parents who had reported a missing child, and the names of their children. We didn't want to give a child to the wrong person, after all this trouble. It was only because of the goodwill which I had built up with the crowd, that I was able to keep the anxious parents from rushing past me. At least, that is, without having to resort to violence. 

 A few healers showed up, as well, but Lina had already reported that other than significant emotional trauma and being mildly malnourished, all the girls seemed to be okay. I hesitated to ask, but she must have sensed what my question was because she assured me that none of the children had been assaulted in that way.

 It took till early afternoon, to free all the kids and everything sorted out. I got so many hugs from crying mothers and had my arm shaken repeatedly by so many grateful fathers, that I lost count. Along with the gratitude, came multiple invitations for me to come to dinner and happy voices proclaiming me to be the greatest Sheriff in the history of Yonderton. 

 It was flattering, but I also knew that public sentiment could change like the wind. Still, I didn't allow myself to be too cynical about it. Today was a victory, something to feel good about. After issuing far too many speeding tickets, I was glad to do police work that made me feel proud of my badge. 

 This was far from over, though, and I didn't expect the backstreet boys to take this lying down, but if you can't celebrate life, then what is the point? I was grateful when Lina somehow managed to find me some food. It was shameful that I had eaten only a few hours ago, but I was nearly ravenous now. In fact, my growling stomach had prompted more than one of the dinner invitations.

I cut myself a break, though. Fortifying my body had taken a lot out of me, even if the energy I produced tended to make me feel almost hyped up. I just needed some food to refuel, is all. 

 The biggest step forward, was that when I told Josie and Lina that I was going to visit Rava and try to get her to teach me some more alchemy, neither of them balked nor insisted on coming with me. Lina did act a bit jealous, but I assured her that I was looking forward to dinner and dessert tonight. That immediately appeased her, and she began humming a tune to herself.



Chapter 30 - Alchemy Part 2

 

It was strange, that something as simple as walking through the town on my own could make me happy. But sure enough, it did. People stared and pointed. I understood their curiosity. I was human, and some of them had never seen one before. Even if they had seen one, it would have been one of the former Sheriffs—who weren't around for all that long. I didn't have a tail, or furry ears, like most of them did. In fact, the closest parallel most of them had for me is an elf, but my features and build were different, not to mention the ears.

 I'm sure some of the staring was because of the fact that, as the Sheriff, I was seen as some type of prophet chosen by their goddess, Sativa. More like bamboozled by their goddess, I thought to myself. While I was no longer upset about being in this strange, new world, I also wondered if it would have killed her to tell me a bit more about it. 

 Another part of the staring was likely because rumors were spreading about how we’d just freed all the kidnapped kids—at least all the ones who had been kidnapped in the past couple of weeks. That was positive attention, and I got a vibe that lots of these people were glad to see me. 


Then there was the other type of response my presence elicited—fearful, or even hateful, glares. I represented law and order and, in every society, there will be those who thrive on chaos. I knew that at least a portion of those glaring at me would like nothing better than to see me buried in a shallow grave. For the first time since I arrived in Olimero, I was actually beginning to think I was a match for those people. Either way, I wasn't going down easy, and I was done hiding in my office. 

 Those thoughts filled my mind as I made my way to the tiny shack that Rava called her business. As I walked up, I saw a customer leaving. The foxkin girl was pretty, in that exotic way they have, although she didn't hold a candle to Josie. I knew my perspective might be biased, but it was how I felt all the same.

When she saw me, the foxkin quickly bowed. "Blessings on you, Sheriff."

 Unsure exactly how to respond, I simply replied, "And on you, too." It appeared to be the right thing to say. She smiled, blushed, and then ran off. I guess I knew which category of people she fell into. 

 I opened the door and walked in. The smell of herbs and bizarre ingredients hit my nose immediately. It wasn't really unpleasant, but definitely bizarre. Rava wasn't in the same leather apron that I had first met her in, nor was she dressed up, like when she’d come to my office. She was wearing casual slacks and a blouse. I hadn't noticed many women wearing pants, but she could definitely pull it off, with her model-like figure. 

 The smile on her face seemed genuine enough. "Ah, Sheriff. I was wondering when you were going to return. I’d almost begun to worry that you’d found a different alchemy tutor."

 "No, I've just had a lot of training to do. Josie and Lina both insist that you are the most talented alchemist in town, even if your methods are a bit less… um… orthodox."

 She laughed. "I do have that reputation, don't I? Oh well, you can't push the boundaries of alchemy without spilling a few potions. So, are you here to exchange some recipes? Do you need more ingredients? Or… well, how can I serve you, today?" 

 There it was again. That slightly suggestive tone, almost but not quite flirty, yet still hinting at innuendo. Since whatever had happened to me when I’d made the healing gel, she had seemed willing to offer me anything I wanted, if I would collaborate with her. It struck me as odd, that an accomplished woman would so quickly jump to offering me herself—but then again, Olimero was not Earth. 

 I almost let it go, but I was feeling confident after today's victory. "Why do you do that?"

 She batted her long eyelashes at me. "Do what, my dear Sheriff?"

 I crossed my arms, frowned, and slowly but loudly breathed out. She got the message. "I admit,” she gave a slight shrug, “it is a bit impulsive of me. I don't even know if what you did was just a fluke, but somehow you managed to make a quality of potion which often eludes me, and you did it with base ingredients."

 "That doesn't explain the suggestive comments. You do know that I'm not asking you for anything like that? In fact, it makes me uncomfortable, given that you don't really know me at all, especially after what I've been dealing with."

 "Dealing with?" she asked with a raised eyebrow.

 I explained about the kidnappings and today's rescue, along with my guesses about what the girls had been kidnapped for. She acted appropriately appalled, but then tilted her head to the side, "I had heard something about this, but I don't socialize a great deal. I tend to, ahh… keep my nose inside the cauldron, so to speak."

 "Fair enough, but you can see what I mean, then?"

 "Not really.” She looked confused. “You aren't kidnapping women or girls, are you?"

 "Of course not."


"Then how is there any comparison?” She arched a delicate eyebrow at me. “If a woman offers herself to you, then that is on her. And based upon what you told me about your exploits today, you had better get used to it.”

She boldly eyed me up and down. “You are exotic here—one of a kind really. Beyond that, you are as muscular as an orc, but still easy on the eyes. You seem intelligent, brave, and kind. Really, the more I think about it, you had better be ready for a line of women trying to get you to make them your wives."

 I shook my head. It was every guy’s dream to have a host of beautiful women beating down your door. Any single guy who says otherwise, is lying. But this just seemed too complicated. 

 She must have noticed my reaction, because she continued, "In fact, that is part of the reason why Sativa set up the system of deputies and clerks for the Sheriff. There is nothing keeping you from having dalliances, but if you get serious with a woman—any woman—they will end up becoming either a deputy or a clerk."

 "So, you want to become my deputy?"

 "I'm not sure that I'm much of a fighter.” She grinned, “but I'd make an excellent clerk."

 "You are already a businesswoman and an accomplished alchemist. Why would you want a lowly position like that?" I asked. 

 "Oh?” She studied me for a moment. “I get it. You are thinking that all clerks have to be like Lina. Lina has chosen the role she plays in your office, based upon her desires and her strengths. She is widely known as a superb cook, but that isn't a requirement for clerks," Rava said.

 I felt my shoulders get tense as I said, “It is more than a little irritating when everyone talks to me about stuff, like I should know something about it when I've only been here two weeks. But just how common knowledge is stuff about clerks and deputies?"

 Rava smiled. "You need to know that I've been in Yonderton since it was founded. I have seen every Sheriff that has come through here," she said. Then she frowned at me.

Apparently, I made some kind of expression.

"Oh, don't look at me like that. You know that aging works differently here, but yes, I'm probably older than you think I am. No, elves don't live forever like they do in Earth stories. We have the same lifespan as everyone else. No, I won't say how old I am, but I'm almost certainly old enough to be your mother, and yet I will still look young for many more years."

 I simply nodded. I really hadn't been about to ask her how old she was. I mean, my mother did teach me some manners.

 She must have taken my silence for understanding, because she continued answering my question. "Most adults probably have some idea about it, but there are also going to be rumors and misunderstandings. You could probably cut the head off a number of problems, by taking on a few more clerks and deputies."

 Now, I was confused. "Why would that help?"

 "Well, once you have a few more, they would function as gatekeepers, so you don't have to be bothered by it. There is also the fact that at that point, most women would assume your needs were being met… especially if you married a few of them."

 "Gah, you all talk about relationships like they aren't that big a deal," I protested.

 "They don't have to be. I mean, sex is a basic biological need. With the gender disparity here, we women are used to sharing men, so that makes for a rather… accommodating population. Honestly, a man is judged a great deal in Olimeran society, by the number of women he has, as well as by their accomplishments." Rava shrugged her shoulders as she explained what obviously was not a big deal— to her.

 "That doesn't explain why you might want to be my, uhh... clerk or what that would entail."

 "I'm quite sure you know exactly what it would entail," Rava said as she walked out from behind the counter. She didn't touch me, but got right up in my personal space.

Even then, it was hard to complain. She really was breathtakingly beautiful.

"As for the first part, there are a number of reasons, but couldn't it be just as simple as the fact that you are an attractive male and a prestigious member of our community? Oh, and I've never been with a human."

 I shook my head and chuckled. I liked a woman who knew what she wanted as much as the next guy, but I also preferred a bit of a chase. Maybe that was what drew me to Josie so much. "I'd buy that for a fling, but why become a clerk? There must be other reasons."

 "If you are what I think you are…"

 "Which is what, exactly?" I asked, interrupting her. 

 Rava didn't initially answer my question. I could see her weighing her answer carefully, deciding how much to tell me. Obviously, I was going to have to take whatever came out of her mouth next with a grain of salt.

 "When I saw what you did with the potion, I knew there was something special about you. There are stories—legends really—about how humans can develop a different type of magic. Well, not magic, but rather a way of using a different kind of power that focuses on their body, rather than on using mana. Maybe they are just stories, but I think that could be what you are.”

She leaned in, looking up at me with those big, purple eyes. “Given the fact that humans can't use the mana of Olimero as we do, it would explain how you were able to make a potion. And not just any potion, you made an exquisite one that you refined down to a topical gel." Rava spoke in a rush, as her excitement clearly overtook her.

 Once again, I was seeing that almost scary level of intensity she had displayed at the office. She really believed this. I weighed in my mind the pros and cons of talking to her about what I’d been through lately. Ultimately, I decided to play my cards close to the vest. Rava might be good people, but she was gonna have to prove it, first. 

 "That is interesting. Perhaps some other time we could speak more about some of those legends. I still have a great deal to learn about this world."

 She stared at me for a moment, as though she was able to peer into my soul. "Hmmm…"

 "Today, though, I came here about alchemy” I paused. “But one other question occurs to me. Well, actually more than one. First, though, based upon your knowledge, are all clerks expected to um… sleep with their Sheriffs?"

 She laughed. “I forgot how prudish some of you humans can be. "Sleep with? No. Fuck? Yes. It is a clerk's sacred duty to Sativa to make sure their Sheriff is satisfied and able to perform his duties. Trust me, if you really step up in this position, there will be a great deal of stress."

 I groaned.

 She looked confused as she asked, "What's the matter? Most men would envy you."

 "Trust me, I envy myself, but it complicates things."


"How so?"

 "I actually like Lina, and I don't just mean as some fling. I promised I would stop pushing her away, and that we could take things further tonight.” I paused and shook my head. ”But now, I find out that she is just doing what she thinks of as her duty."

 Confusion gave way to more mirth on Rava’s delicate features. "Oh, I wouldn't worry about that. She's got it bad for you. Lina is actually quite sexually reserved—for a bunnykin. I had no idea that you weren't already intimate with her. My estimation of her self-control was apparently too low, and my estimation of your foolishness insufficient. Why on Sativa's great green plains would you not take her, when she is all but throwing herself at you? Bunny girls are built for it. Trust me, you are in for a treat… even as inexperienced as she is."

 I got a bit angry at that. "Because, in my experience, sex makes a good relationships better, and it ruins those without a solid foundation. If I just wanted to blow my load, I would have jumped her the first night."

 "Okay, okay. I take it back. You have different standards. Well, I can assure you that Lina is quite smitten with you. So, duty or not, I would bet my recipe book she is more than willing," Rava replied.

 I pinched the bridge of my nose. This world was so different. "Fine, that brings me to my next question. Are humans and bunnykin um… compatible"

 She interrupted me. "Do you mean, are you capable of impregnating her? Is that your question?"

 I nodded in response. 

 "Well, I'm sure she hopes that you are. But, yes, unless something is wrong with your equipment, then based upon history, humans are capable of breeding with any of the races native to Olimero."

 I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. In the short term, it was a complication that I didn't want, but if I was going to live a full life here, then I guess it was good to know that I could have children.

"And if I had a child with an Olimeran, then the baby would be the same race as its mother?"

 "Exactly."

 A moment of panic hit me then, and I blurted out my next question. "Um, do Olimeran women have one child at a time, or um… do they have litters?"

 Rava seemed to get no end of delight out of my discomfort. "Twins and triplets are rare, so yes, it is usually only one child. We aren't animals, you know."

 "Okay, so, what do I do to prevent a pregnancy? Do you have condoms here? Or is there a potion I can take or something?"

 I had to explain what a condom was. Rava seemed appalled by the idea. She insisted it was a cruel thing for a man to withhold his seed from the women he was with. That didn't change the fact that I wasn't ready to be a father yet. Eventually, she agreed to teach me how to make a potion that would render me infertile for one week at a time. She even gave me one, until I had the opportunity to brew more of them. 

 "Last question, I promise. What can I get for Lina as a gift or expression of my interest?" 

 "So delightful. The men here don't try nearly so hard, you know. They don't have to since they are in such demand.” She gave me a coy smile. “I wonder how long it will take before you stop trying, too." Then she seemed to notice my growing annoyance, so she added, "Well just so you know, bunny girls all want to be mothers, so your child is probably the thing she wants most from you, but flowers would probably be nice as a token of affection.”

I nodded. That shouldn’t be too hard to come up with.

Suddenly, the elf was all business. “Now, let's do some alchemy.” 

 For the next few hours, we worked through a number of potions. Rava showed me curative potions and potions which could enhance mana absorption for casters, as well as ones which could enhance physical traits. I was understandably very interested in that type. 

 I shared with her my formula for tear gas. She said it would be a bit more complicated than most elixirs because it was a liquid that, when exposed to air, would turn into a gas. We didn't try making any right now, because she said it would take time to get it right. The good news was that she considered that one new recipe worth all the stuff she was sharing with me, and included in the exchange enough ingredients for me to try making several copies of each of the potion recipes she gave me. 

 Our discussion turned to other ideas I had for potions, which could be useful in combat. I wanted to have more options for such things as explosives, blinding powders, flash bangs, poisons, acids, and things like binding foam. Some of these things, Rava already had recipes for. Others, she had heard of, but had never tried to make, and then there were some of my ideas that expanded her thinking.

It really wasn't that surprising when you thought about it. I had knowledge from another world, so of course there would be ideas that to me were common, but here were innovative. The bad part about that, was that this resulted in her propositioning me once again.

She seemed more determined than ever to get me to accept her as a clerk. She even offered to seek Lina and Josie's permission first, but I insisted I would be making those decisions, myself. She just nodded, but I don't think she really thought a male would worry about such things himself, once he had women to do it for him. If I hadn't said it dozen times already, I was definitely thinking that this was a strange world. 

 I almost freaked out when I noticed that the sun was starting to set. I owed it to Lina not to be late for dinner, but Rava and I had really gotten carried away, talking, and working for hours. I also wanted to take a bath before dinner, and what I expected would follow. Actually, as I started to think about that, a goofy grin came to my face. 

 I apologized to Rava and promised to come back for more alchemy practice when my schedule allowed me to. She smacked my ass as I left and wished me a fun night, but her rich laughter told me she thought that part was a foregone conclusion.



Chapter 31 – Dinner, and… 


 

 As soon as I left Rava's shop, I downed the anti-fertility potion. I didn't want to take any chances on it needing to be in my system for a while. I didn't feel anything at first, but after a few minutes, I felt mana rising up in my system. It was similar to, though not the same as, what I had experienced with Lina's healing. 

 I got so distracted by it that I was actually walking down the street with my eyes open, but all my attention was focused inward. Technically, I wasn't seeing what was inside me, but the more I practiced, the easier it became to sense my core and the channels which carried ki to my different meridians. 

 Interestingly, just like how with healing, mana pooled in my body near the parts that needed healing, so too this mana pooled in my groin and lower abdomen. I had a moment of panic as I realized I had forgotten to ask Rava about any possible side effects. What kind of moron takes medicine without asking the doctor about side effects? Apparently, this moron.

 I was filled with concern that maybe the way the potion got around fertility was just by making me impotent for that period of time. Besides causing my heart to beat faster, that also made me turn my inner sight towards the meridian in my groin. It seemed like such a weird area for there to be a meridian, but then again what did I know. 

 As I looked, I could see how that meridian was connected not just to my junk, but also to my stomach and my entire digestive tract. I suppose that made sense, in a way. The digestive tract brought life to my body in the form of nutrients and, well, the other part brought about life in an entirely different, if more fun way. 

 I spun my core a little faster. It normally settled in at about ten revolutions per minute. That was faster than it was when all my meridians had first opened, but not as fast as I could push it. With minimal effort, I had it up to twenty-five rpm. Then, I watched as the mana in my channels was converted even faster. The ki that came out seemed to be pulled towards my groin meridian, which made me wonder if that was an effect of the potion. 

 It seemed likely, but I wasn't sure what the relationship was between mana and ki. I mean, I knew that my body converted the mana to ki, but why should a potion designed to affect mana, even pumping some of it into my body, affect my ki. 

 

Too many questions. 

 The effect down below my belt was quite… profound. Within seconds, I was sporting quite the stiffie. I grimaced. Not cool. I didn't want to be walking down the street like that. Not to mention that the tingling down there was becoming a bit distracting. I was so worried about people seeing me walking around like some perv, that I shut down my inner sight and returned my focus to the outside world. 

 That silly anxiety probably saved my life. I almost immediately knew that something was wrong. It was getting dark, but there should have still been people out on the road around me. My instincts automatically kicked into high gear, my gut telling me that somebody was up to no good. I had expected that there would be retaliation for the loss of their potential slaves, but I hadn't expected the gang to react this quickly after we’d kicked in their teeth this morning. 

 Then I saw it. There was a slender wire stretched across the street at throat level. It was almost invisible in the twilight. I doubt I would have noticed it if I hadn't been hyper alert. I traced the wire to two different windows on opposite sides of the street. I couldn't see inside the buildings, but I presumed there were archers there, waiting for me. 

 No reason to let a perfectly good trap go to waste, I thought. I pushed ki into my feet and rushed forward. At the last second, I pulled my short sword from the spatial pouch and leaped over the wire while swinging my blade at it. I heard the twang of twin crossbows firing, followed by the thunks of the bolts hitting the building across from them. 

 That sound must have been the signal, because a monkeykin and a pair of foxkin came rushing out of a nearby alley straight for me. They were wielding daggers and clubs, but upon seeing me standing there uninjured, the two foxkin seemed to miss a step at the same time, while the monkeykin continued running headlong towards me. 

 I pushed my core to spin a bit faster and sent more ki towards my hands. I felt alive with the power, but knew there was a limit to how long I could maintain it. Still, it was more than enough for me to effortlessly sidestep the monkey. A slash from my short sword to the back of his neck bit so deeply, that it all but took his head off. 

 That really shouldn't have been possible, when I wasn't set and was striking a target that was moving away from the slash. The ki enhancement must be more powerful than I’d thought. Well… that, and these three weren't doing anything to change my opinion about the effectiveness of the backstreet boys. 

 If he wasn't already dead by the time he hit the ground, he would be momentarily, so I ignored the monkey and rushed at the foxkin. Seeing what happened to their companion caused them both to turn tail and run. But it was too late for that—far too late. Their forward momentum meant that they’d only managed to turn just before I caught up to them. Meanwhile, my ki-enhanced speed meant that I hit them like a freight train. 

 I thrust at the one on the right and my blade went in through his back all the way up to the cross guard, only stopping then because I didn't really push. I didn't bother yanking the blade back. It had probably gone through his heart, so I let him fall where he was, with my blade sheathed in his torso, while I made a quick leap at the foxkin on my left. I didn't want him getting away, and I was glad to finally have another prisoner to question. 

 My speed allowed me to tackle him before he had taken more than another three steps. Between our combined momentum and my weight, he was driven to the ground with the sickening crunch of multiple broken bones. A yowl erupted from his lips, but I smothered his cries into the dirt as I ground his face into the street. 

 This ki was really something, or he was much weaker than I’d expected. Between my enhanced strength and the ki, I could feel his teeth giving way as I continued grinding his face into the ground. When I lifted off just enough to flip him over onto his back, his mouth was a bloody mess. I just hoped he could still speak. 

 The fear in his eyes pulsed out at me and I actually felt the wetness spread across his pants as I knelt with my knee in his groin. That was just disgusting. It made me want to kill him, but I wanted information more. I just was gonna need a change of clothes; maybe I should burn these pants. 

 While holding his head to the ground with my left arm, I moved up to pin his arms with my legs. He couldn't have been much more than two or three inches over five feet, and maybe all of a hundred pounds. It almost felt like I was pinning some scrawny teen to the ground, but I didn't forget that he had claws, or that he was part of a gang that had just tried to kill me. 

 "You are going to answer some questions, or you won't like the consequences. If you want to walk away from here, then you need to explain why you attacked me."

 I had expected defiance, or for him to spit at me, or anything like that, but I think the impact and me grinding his face into the ground had really taken the fight out of him. As I looked closer, I could see abrasions all over his face. Maybe I had overdone it just a tad.


 He tried to answer me, but his smashed teeth made it difficult to understand what he was saying. I had to ask him the same questions repeatedly because he was too frantic. Eventually, between his fear and garbled answers, I learned that the backstreet boys had put a price on my head of fifty platinum. This guy wasn't even part of the gang, but a much smaller outfit. 

 It was actually frustrating to learn how many two-bit gangs there were in my town. I paused for a second with that thought—it was the first time I had thought of Yonderton in that way. But this was what Sativa had given me, and I wasn't going to let it be ruined by one group, or even several groups, who couldn't play by a simple set of rules…er, laws. 

 A single ki-enhanced punch with my right glove crushed his skull. He probably thought I was going to let him go, if he answered my questions, but I had been careful not to make any such promises to him. All I meant, by it being easier for him if he answered my questions, was that I would make his death quick. I couldn't afford to allow live enemies to go free all the time. Mercy was a luxury I no longer had, even if I worried about what this hard attitude might cost me. 

 I threw the bodies into my storage pouch. I didn't want some kid to come across them in the middle of the street. I did the same with the two crossbows and the metal wire that had set off the trip. All those things could have been dangerous. Then I was finally on my way home again.

 

I really needed that bath. 

 In all the chaos, I forgot to pick some flowers but when I made it back, Lina seemed happy to see me. She was such a peach, that she already had a bath waiting for me and Josie had even heated it for me. Lina actually worried that I would be upset that it had cooled too much, because I got home later than she expected. I was just blown away by her forethought and how attentive she was to my needs. What I had done to deserve her, I didn't know. 

 While taking my bath, I remembered the flowers. I quickly finished scrubbing myself clean, rinsed, dried, and changed into the fresh clothes I had brought up with me. I tried looking down to see if there were any flowers nearby. I seemed to remember seeing wildflowers growing up in various parts of town—nothing fancy, but I figured it was the thought that mattered. This was one of the advantages of having mostly dirt streets. 

 The problem was that, in the dark and even from up here, I couldn't see far enough. My vision was much better in the dark than it had been on Earth, but still was not perfect. Then I had a thought. I spun my core a little faster and ran some extra ki up to my mind meridian. As I’d expected, it was the meridian connected to everything from my neck up. 

 I took it slow, because I didn't want to cause a problem while working with such sensitive parts. I funneled only a single ki point into each of my eyes. That was still enough for my vision to become remarkably sharper. I could see further and, in more detail, but I still couldn't find any flowers. 

 So, I pushed another ki point into each eye. This was pretty freaking cool! Detailed testing would have to wait for later, but for now, I was trying to find some flowers. A third point of ki made my eyes start to ache, and I was worried about pushing any further, but that was enough for me to spot a patch of flowers about two blocks away. I couldn't tell what color they were, but beggars couldn't be choosers.


 I dropped the ki from my eyes and instead funneled a couple of points into each of my legs. Those meridians seemed to be able to handle the ki much more easily than my eyes had. With that extra power, I jumped off the roof. It was a good thirty feet down to the ground, and maybe that was reckless of me, but I felt that between my already enhanced body and the power of my ki, I’d be able to manage the drop. 

 I felt the force run up my legs when I hit the ground running. It was jarring, and my knees ached a bit, but I wouldn't call it true pain. That simple fact brought a grin to my face. I was getting stronger and, if my plans worked, I was only getting started. I raced over and picked a bouquet of flowers, then ran around to the rear of the office. 

 When I walked into the rear delivery door, Lina jumped up from her chair at the table. She looked over her shoulder at the ladder which led upstairs, then back at me. 

 I answered her unasked question. "I jumped off the roof. Don't worry, though, I'm fine. There is so much I want to share with you, but we can talk about that later. For now, well… I have these flowers for you."

 Her already large blue eyes got wide like saucers. Her lower lip trembled. For a moment, I was worried that she was about to cry. Had she expected something else? Maybe Rava had given me bad advice. 

 Instead, Lina leaped on me. Her arms encircled my neck and she said, "Thank you, thank you, thank you."

 I squeezed her back. Apparently, Rava was right and guys here didn't put in any work to get women. I couldn't help myself, though, and said, "It's just some flowers. I know it isn't much, but I do hope you like them."

 "Like them? I love them! I can't remember the last time I got a present." She kept looking from the flowers to me and back again. "You didn't have to do this, though."

 "This is the way that men treat women they are romantically interested in where I come from. You need to know how much I appreciate you and how wonderful you are."

 She just stared at me. Obviously, she wasn't quite sure how to accept the affection or the praise. Then, she shifted gears. "Please sit down. I don't want your dinner to get cold."

 "As long as it's our dinner, not just you feeding me. Right now, we are on a date, Lina—this is about us, not just me."

 That flustered her even more. I knew this was different from what she expected, but I wanted to set her expectations higher. I enjoyed being waited on as much as the next guy, but I also liked making a woman who mattered to me feel special. It took some time, but eventually she got into the flow of it. She even let me get up and get more water for her at one point, although she blushed furiously the entire time, I stood next to her, filling her cup.

 Dinner lasted much longer than our normal meals, and I must say that Lina had outdone herself. As good as the marinated strips of meat were, the zesty and crunchy salad was just as tasty. She had a way of making vegetables come to life, which was amazing to me, a confirmed carnivore. The little fruit tarts she’d made were a perfect conclusion to dinner, but not the dessert that was on my mind. 

 Talking with her like this was great. We had spoken many times, obviously. We had even shared a bunch of details about our lives and I felt like I was getting to know her pretty well. The things that motivated her and her passions made me like her even more. But what was different this time, was how I looked at her. Up till now, I always appreciated her beauty—I would have had to be blind, not to—this time, though, I gave myself permission to really enjoy it. 


Lina wasn't wearing her usual short skirt and blouse. Instead, she had chosen a sleeveless sundress that revealed a modest amount of cleavage. It wasn't nearly as revealing as the nightie I had seen her in, but gave off that girl next door vibe. It showed off her figure and kept my eyes glued to her, while at the same time making her feel approachable.

 

This is what I imagine it would have been like growing up and falling for the girl next door—if the girl next door was a well-endowed fitness model. 



 



Chapter 32 – Then… Dessert

 

As I felt dinner winding down, I wanted to ask Lina to take a walk with me, but decided it was too risky. While it would have been nice to extend this time of getting to know each other, it wasn't worth tempting another assassination attempt just for a stroll under the stars. It was obvious that her patience was also nearing an end. 

 When I slid my chair out from the table to get up, she moved around the table and dropped onto my lap, straddling my thighs. She was soft and oh so warm. Her dress hiked up some as she spread her legs around mine and leaned into my chest. She looked up at me with a smile of anticipation on her face. Her desire was obvious, but she was still waiting for something. 

 I'd swear based upon the wetness I could feel even through my pants that she must not be wearing panties under her dress, which of course quickly had the semi-erection I had been sporting all throughout dinner at full mast. We kissed in what began as a soft invitation and quickly turned into an expression of a deep hunger. I allowed my hands to roam over her as she began to grind her hips against me. I assumed she could feel just how hard I was for her.
 

"No more waiting."

 Her words whispered into my ear nearly pushed me to the breaking point, but stupid me and my sense of honor. I had to clear up one more thing. Open mouth, insert foot, but I had to be true to myself. "You know you don't have to do this just because you’re a clerk. I don't want you to think it is a requirement of your job here."

 She looked at me with that nervous uncertainty in her eyes. I was afraid she was about to slap herself and use the stupid bunny girl line. I hated the way she did that whenever she felt insecure. I swore I was gonna build up her confidence and self-esteem, one way or the other.

Surprisingly, she got a look of determination on her face. "Josie said I needed to stand up for myself more.”

I must have let my surprise show on my face because she poked me in the chest. “Stop thinking that this is just about you. I know what I want, and right now that is you inside of me. I've waited longer than any bunny girl should have to. I've been patient, now take me."

 I was floored. She was right. I’d been projecting my expectations on her. I was still glad that this cleared the air, but now all of my doubts about her interest turned to cinders in the fires of lust I felt for her. This chair couldn't contain me, but I sure as hell wasn't gonna make it back to my bedroom. 

 Pushing up from the chair, I set the beautiful blonde on the edge of the table. Fortunately, it was a massive, heavy oak thing, which didn't scoot across the floor. That was good because I was gonna put it through its paces. I began kissing her neck with vigor as her legs wrapped around my waist. 

 I needed to see all of her, and she read my mind. She reached down and pulled her dress up over her head. Her sundress got caught briefly on her heavy breasts, but that just let me see the most amazing boob drop ever. I didn't wait—like a thirsty man in the desert when he reaches the oasis, I dove in. My mouth engulfed one nipple and then the other as I savored them.

I wasn't alone in relishing the moment, as a low moan escaped my bunnykin’s lips. "Oh, Sativa, yes."

 As much as I wanted to worship her breasts, I couldn't help but pull her in to me. Lina’s perfectly heart-shaped ass had tantalized me for the past couple weeks. Now, I groped it while pulling her up against me and it was everything I had been looking forward to, full and firm and the perfect handle. My cock was straining against my pants as I could feel her wetness pressed up against me. 

 Normally, I would have waited to make sure she was ready, but her body practically screamed, take me. I felt her hands fumbling with my belt. Apparently, even this wasn't fast enough for her. So why fight it?

 "I wanna see it. I wanna feel it," she moaned.

 I helped for a second, and my pants were suddenly down around my ankles along with my boxers in one motion. Her hands shifted to touch my swollen cock.

 "Oh fuck, it’s as big as I hoped."


The intensity in her eyes made me wonder if I had a budding size queen on my hands, or if she really was just that eager. I knew I was above average, but I didn’t consider myself super big. But in a world where most of the men, other than orcs and cowkin, were at least half a foot and seventy pounds lighter than me, it wasn't surprising that she thought I was big. 


"Take me." Her words came out breathlessly as she practically panted, fumbling with my cock as she lined me up with her swollen entrance. 

 If I had thought that her skin was warm, then I was blown away by the heat my cock was bathed in as the head slid up between her labia. Her body temperature had to be higher than a human’s. There was no other explanation. 

 I cupped her ass and lifted her hips up off the table as I began to slide into her. There was some resistance at first, just after my head sank into her. The feeling was so intense, though, that I couldn't stop. I pushed harder, trying not to hurt her but needing to express my need. My cock needed to be inside her and I wouldn't be denied. 

 She squealed and moaned, trying her best to accommodate the pressure. Then I felt the resistance break. I pushed her down hard against the table, so that there was no room for her body to squirm as I sank into her. 

 "Ohh ffcck, ffck me."

 I kept pushing till I’d buried myself balls deep inside her. Her body spasmed around me as she tried to adapt to it. The hot wetness of her pussy was paradise. But I forced myself to stay still, while she adapted to me. My hands slipped up her sides as I pushed her into the table, till I could cup her breasts. I leaned forward and captured her lips in a kiss.

 Lina moaned into my mouth. I could feel her starting to relax, but then, she clamped down tighter than ever. It had certainly been a long while since I'd been with a virgin, but I couldn't remember any woman ever being this tight. I would have sworn that bunny girls must be built differently down there, because it was almost like there was an extra band of muscles that was slowly beginning to work my shaft. 

 With one last shudder, Lina pressed her lips against my ear. Her back arched into me, encouraging me to play with her nipples even more. The way her hips rocked back and forth, showed me exactly how much she enjoyed it when I slowly pinched them between my thumb and forefinger.

When she spoke, it sent shivers down my spine. "I'm ready."

 My hips started to pump of their own volition, but the table gave her nowhere to move. Her body couldn't do anything but absorb each thrust. She moaned with need, a hungry craving flaring in her eyes, each time I pulled out till nothing but the head was inside her. Then she’d gasp with delight when I plunged back in. 

 For the first half minute or so, I just built up a slow, steady rhythm. I wanted to say that I'd be able to last forever, but her tightness was already tugging at my will to hold back. As for Lina, she didn't seem to be able to do much at first but take it like a champ. I could feel her spasming under me, and knew she was slowly adapting. She eventually got control of her breathing and then began to encourage me.

 "Yes goddess, don't stop. Fuck me harder. Don't holdd back. Usssee mee."

 Damn. I didn't want to disappoint her. I felt selfish, but she wanted it. So, I really let go. With each thrust, I pushed myself harder into her. She was so freakin’ tight; it was getting harder to hold back. I was torn between wanting to let loose and wanting to enjoy her for just a bit longer. 

 "Give it to me. Now." Then she squeezed with her legs and her pussy at the same time.

And I no longer had a choice in the matter—our hips slapped together and I held there and just let go. I blasted rope after rope of cum deep into her. She screamed, "Yesssss!"

 As I paused to catch my breath, she looked up at me. "Thank you, Rob."

 "Oh, so now you’re calling me by my first name?"

 She got a crooked smile on her face, as she said, "I figure once I've got your cum in me, that it's okay for me to be more personal with you. Now, just tell me that this isn't over yet."

 I don’t know if it was the potion Rava had given me, or the ki surging to the meridian in my groin, but I was still rock hard. With a grin, I picked my bunnykin up and carried her down the hall to my room. I went to drop her on my bed, but she twisted with her legs around me and next thing I knew, I was the one falling onto my back.

Lina gracefully landed on top of me. "My turn."

Maybe it was just hard-wired into bunny girls or something, but you could have never convinced anyone who watched her ride me, that this was her first time. In fact, if I hadn't felt her hymen break, I wouldn't have believed it myself. 

 At first, she just rocked her hips. Then she began to grind herself down against my pubic bone. It was an intense feeling, so deep inside her, as her pelvic muscles alternately relaxed and then clamped down around me again. I still didn't know how she managed it, but it was like her womanhood was specifically designed for giving pleasure. 

 I could see that she was drawing closer on her face. Her nose did that twitchy thing and her ears were standing straight up. She obviously knew how to work for her orgasm, because she didn't hesitate, picking up the pace and grinding down like she was pushing through me. It wasn’t much longer before the weird contortions of her nose were followed by her back arching back like she was a circus contortionist. 

 "Yesss, yesss, yesss… more! Sooo goodd.”

 Lina didn't leave any doubt that she was cumming. I watched as her limbs trembled and shook, till she started to come down from her orgasm. If possible, she’d gripped me even tighter—I couldn’t pull out, even if I’d wanted to. If Lina hadn’t been so wet that she’d drenched my thighs, I would have been afraid she might strip the skin off my cock. 

 Finally, she leaned forward and kissed me. Our tongues danced together until she began trying to suck my tongue out of my mouth. My hands continued to roam over magnificent body, paying extra attention to her breasts. Her rather large nipples were as hard as little diamonds when she pulled back to let me catch a breath.

Leaning in once more, she whispered in my ear again. "That was wonderful. Now let's see how fast I can make you cum again."

 Without another word, she set her feet flat on the bed and began bouncing atop me. Her hips seemed to have springs in them. I had noticed more than once, how she could hop almost like an actual bunny, but to feel her doing so on top of me elicited a groan from my soul.

I might as well have been a piston in her engine because she kept going up and down, rocking my world. 

 I didn't want to release again so quickly, but everything she did felt so damn good. I know that being tantalized by her for the past two weeks had really primed the pump, but I don't think I could have held back if my life depended on it. Once again, I exploded into her. The look of triumph on her face was so damn sexy, that I would have lost it right then and there, if I wasn't already painting her insides with my seed. 

 After I’d finishes, she slid off of me and rolled over to the side, propping herself up on one elbow. "Don't you wish we'd done this sooner? I know I do."

 A fervent "Hell yes!" was all I managed to get out. Damn, she was amazing. I rolled onto my side, facing her, and reached out to stroke her cheek. She was gorgeous.

My confidence rose when I realized that little Rob was still standing at attention. Apparently, enhanced durability applied to more than just taking a punch. No wonder the guys here could handle more than one girl. 

 "But there was a reason for waiting. It was so good now, because we waited—and better because I know that you aren't just doing this out of some sense of duty."

 Her nose wiggled cutely again. "Silly human. Even if I was, bunny girls still get horny—it's just how we are wired. Like how orcs are all concerned about honor, elves like their mysteries, foxkin are sneaky, catkin are selfish, or cowkin sleep standing up. That’s just how Sativa made us.”

 "Lucky me."

 She ran her hand up under my shirt, her fingertips tracing a pattern over my pecs and then down across the ridges of my abs. When her fingers trailed down to my cock, she smiled, stroking it. "I don't know. I seem to be pretty lucky, too. But you have to promise me you'll listen when I tell you something about bunny girls."


I grinned and nodded. "I promise. I'm all ears now."

 She squeezed my cock playfully. "Well, I hope not all ears. I like some other parts of you an awful lot.”

I just nodded and smiled so she continued. “Now listen carefully. Some of the other clerks or deputies you get…" She shook her finger at me when I started to protest. "No, you promised to listen. You are going to have more clerks, deputies, and probably wives--it’s just how things are on Olimero. As you grow in power, it will be inevitable."

 I nodded again, my mind racing. Despite a rocky start and people wanting to kill me, Olimero just kept getting better. It was different from what I was used to, but when in Rome…

 "Now, as I was saying. Some of your other women, once you get them, will probably want tender love and gentle caresses. Each of the races are a bit different in what they prefer.”

I had never seen the sweet bunnykin look at me so intensely.

“I love the flowers you gave m—it made my heart swell. I am flattered that you want to share your affection with me, and I will be very tender with you out there. But here in the bedroom? In here… well, bunny girls don't make love. Bunny girls fuck."

 As she spoke, she kept looking intently at me. I realized she was looking for any sign that I was bothered by that. I could either make an issue of this, in line with projecting my human expectations, or I could just partake. I'd already pushed her away a few too many times. She’d been patient with me for long enough.

If she wanted to be fucked, then it was time for me to step up and give her what she wanted. 

 I figured actions would speak louder than words so, I pushed her over onto her back and loomed over her. Damn, she was hot. Thicc thighs, all the right curves, full breasts, but a tiny waist and just the right amount of neatly trimmed peach fuzz framing her womanhood. 

 After pausing for a moment to let my eyes devour her, I pulled my shirt off over my head. Now that we were both completely naked, she rolled over onto her knees and elbows. Then, looking back over her shoulder as her fluffy bunny tail twitched erotically, she moaned, "My friend told me about this. I've been wanting to try it for ages."

 I was only too happy to oblige. This time, I pulled her perfect, perky ass back to the edge of the bed and used her hips as handles as I thrust back into her. She was still tight, hot, and with my seed dripping down her inner thigh, simply so inviting. I began fucking her for all I was worth. After cumming twice, even her vise-like pussy wasn't going to make me cum too fast.

She was in for a workout, but damn if that cute little cotton ball of a tail wasn't so fucking sexy as it twitched and bounced each time my hips slapped into her ass. 

 It was going to be a good night. Long. But good.



Chapter 33 - Special Delivery

 

The next morning, I woke up half covered by a blanket, which I must have kicked off at some point in the night, or at least the small part of it we had actually slept. Lina was actually quite warm. Sleeping with her, I wasn't going to require much of a blanket at all.

But warmth wasn't the only surprising thing about bunny girls. She was practically insatiable. Even with a much higher durability than her, it took me till the wee hours of the morning to wear her out—not that I was complaining. 

 In fact, now that I thought about it, I wondered if she was going to want to sleep with me every night. I know she’d been sleeping cuddled up with Josie every night for months. My deputy had tried to play it off mostly as her helping the bunnykin deal with her urges, but I also knew they had a quiet kind of intimacy. I hoped that wasn’t going to be a problem.

 Lina’s long, furry blonde ears lay against my chest and neck. They sorta tickled, but it was a pleasant sensation. The caress of her deep, even breaths against my shoulder simply added to the coziness of the situation. There was a lot I needed to do, and I was sure that Josie would want to talk about what happened yesterday, but truthfully, I just wanted to lie here and enjoy how right this felt. 

 About half an hour later, I finally saw Lina's wide eyes blink open. She twisted her neck to look up at me and mouthed one word: "Wow…"

 I wanted to say it right back to her. There was something fulfilling, knowing that I had satisfied my woman. And her willingness to be expressive about it, only made it sexier. Then she rolled over. "Are you hungry, Sherr… I mean Rob?"

 "Very. Do you need some help in the kitchen?"

 "No, you gave me everything I need last night. I sure hope this wasn't a onetime thing, but either way, you are still the Sheriff and I am still a clerk—we each have our jobs to do.” She grinned playfully. “I don't pretend to know how to keep the town safe, so you will just have to leave the cooking to me."

 I sat up as she climbed out of bed, not wanting to miss the show. "Fine, you are right."

 She wiggled her naked ass at me, complete with fluffy tail, and looked back over her shoulder. "As my momma used to tell poppa. The more you say that, the easier life gets."

 Then she bent over with an exquisitely slow motion to pick her dress up off the floor. She didn't even bother putting it on as she strutted out of my room and down the hall to hers. That was anything but a walk of shame. There was an extra sway to her hips and a saunter in her step. 

 I don't know why it had been so hard for me to accept at first, but I was done fighting it. Everyone was always happiest in life, when they did what they were good at or felt like they had a purpose. It wasn't my place to decide what everyone's purpose was, though it was my duty to ensure they had the freedom to pursue it. 

 I got out of bed and got dressed. Back on Earth, I would have jumped in the shower, but the thought of carrying thirty-plus gallons of water up to the roof and hoping that Josie was around to heat it didn't seem like an effective use of my time. I'd just have to go through the day with that faint primal smell I associated with Lina on me.

Honestly, that thought alone was enough to get a rise out of me. Life was good, assassins or no. I wasn't going to stop enjoying this. I pulled my boxers on and then began stretching. As I did so, I pulled up my stat sheet.

What I saw brought a smile to my lips.

 

Strength: 77
Agility: 44
Durability: 46
Magic: N/A
Cultivation Grade: E3

Skills: Alchemy +48

Ranged Combat: +30

Melee Combat: +19
Telepathy: +8 

E-Rank Body Fortification:

Four limbs successfully fortified to E rank.
Heart region fortification progress to E rank: 31%
Groin region fortification progress to E rank: 14%
Mind region fortification progress to E Rank: 27%

Progression to cultivation rank E2: 67%

 

None of my stats had gone up, but I figured they would progress more slowly, now. Most of my progress up to this point, had been through intense arduous work over extended periods, rather than single bursts of activity, even if they were simple fights to the death. I did, however, gain two points in Telepathy. It was an extremely low-ranked skill, so gains still came quickly. 

 Melee combat had also gained two points. I was almost to twenty there, which I had come to associate with being the level of skill that a normal human should have. That chafed me but, then again, I guess it factored in diverse types of weapons and, despite all the martial arts I had done, it hadn’t been anything like fighting for my life. In contrast, ranged combat had only gained a single point, but it was both higher and had played a smaller role in yesterday's action. 

 That was all fine, but wasn't what I was excited about. My mind region fortification had increased by twenty percent. I assumed that had something to do with my enhancing my vision. I was going to need to experiment more with it, but it was exciting to know that there might be a systematic way for me to progress with cultivation. Up to this point, I felt like a blind man trying to walk barefoot across a room where a toddler had been playing with Legos—meaning, that while it had worked out so far, all it took for disaster to strike, was a single misstep. 

 As I got dressed, I remembered that I still needed to go to the Hall of Justice to collect my reward for freeing the kids. I had no idea what access to the second floor of the Sheriff’s office meant. It was hard for me to envision there actually being a second floor. A part of me realized the building was plenty high enough for there to be a second floor, but at the same time, it was like my eyes kept wanting to slide on past it any time I tried looking for an entrance.

I chalked it up to another one of Olimero's mysteries.


 When I came down the hall for breakfast, Lina had already fried up some bacon and was adding some little muffins, which she must have baked ahead of time, to my plate. The little minx had obviously planned on being up most of the night, so she had prepared beforehand. Once again, I found that was just so damn sexy. I could tell that she was gonna keep me worked up for some time to come–pun intended.

 One of the best parts, was how natural our conversation was as she flitted about the kitchen and I drank my coffee. I scarfed down my food right away. It was delicious, as always, but I needed fuel after last night. Coffee, however, needed to be savored, as did the sight of Lina in her short skirt, blouse, and apron.

I shook my head. I actually felt kinda giddy when I thought about my situation. I kept thinking that things in my life had never been so good.

 Sometimes, after sex, a relationship will sour or become awkward. Fortunately, it didn't look like that was the case here—which was a wonderful thing. I didn't want to give up Lina, my friend and confidant; Lina, the clerk who made the most amazing meals; or Lina, the bedroom vixen. Talk about getting your cake and eating it too. 

 Eventually, our conversation drifted to the business of the day. "Josie said to tell you she was going out on patrol. She said she will meet with you later today for training if you want."

 "Hmm… I wish she would have waited for me, but I understand. We did sorta sleep in a bit. I think someone gave me quite the workout last night."

 She looked back and winked at me over her shoulder. "A bunny girl has to do her best."

 "Okay, well, I need to go collect a quest reward from the Hall of Justice. Then I will come back and maybe try some of those alchemy recipes Rava gave me," I said. Then I added, "If you see Josie before I do, then remind her we need to meet with the families of all the kidnapped girls."

 Lina's ears twitched. "Why?"

 "It's an important part of what we call police work, where I come from. I don't know how things are done here, but I do know how to conduct an investigation. By any reasonable standard, I should have started taking interviews yesterday, but there are limits on how much I can accomplish with only the three of us."

 That caused her to get a thoughtful look on her face. I wanted to ask her what she was thinking about, but figured I already had a clue and I wasn't quite ready to take that leap. One step at a time, I figured. 

 With that, I finished the last sip of my coffee and stood to leave. A simple impulse came over me and I walked over to Lina. When I pinched her ass, she shuddered, but when I kissed her cheek, she blushed. Yeah, we both still had a ways to go. Then, I headed out the back delivery entrance.

 At least, I tried to. As I jerked open the door, a green figure stumbled forward into me, and I caught her. Whoever it was must have been leaning forward to knock on the door, right as I opened it. The sudden lack of resistance must have thrown them off balance, or something like that.

I didn't really know for sure. I only knew that the figure pressed tightly against me was feminine, and that holding her in my arms was delightful. Heavens above, apparently, I was becoming as insatiable as Lina.

 When I helped the woman up, I realized it was Mursha, Mactosh's daughter. Over her shoulder in the lot behind the office, I saw half a dozen orcs and several crates. Her green-skinned cheeks had taken a on a dusky hue, which I took for embarrassment. 

 "I'm so sorry, Sheriff. Forgive my clumsiness. I bring shame to my father's good name, but please don't hold it against him. He is an honorable man and a fervent supporter of yours." As she spoke, she bowed her head and dropped to one knee. Refusing to meet my eyes, she instead stared at my boots.

 "Mursha, isn't it?"

 "This one is not worthy of the esteemed Sheriff knowing my name. I beg your forgiveness."

 "Please, stand up. There is nothing to forgive. Even if you weren't the daughter of my friend, I could hardly be mad when a beautiful woman falls into my arms."

 She quickly stood, but still couldn't look me in the eye. At least now, she was looking at my chest. Her eyes seemed to rest upon the star of my badge. "This one can bear the shame of the Sheriff's humor. Only, please don't mention this matter to my father."

 "Oh, honey, he isn't joking,” Lina chimed in. “Sheriff Rob finds all different kinds of women attractive." 

 I looked over at the bunnykin, but she pretended not to notice the arched eyebrows and frown I gave her. 

 Schooling my features, I turned back to the pretty orc. "Lina is correct. I wasn't joking, though I apologize if it was inappropriate for me to say something like that to you.”

I paused, tilting my head to the side. “And why would I tell your father… or rather, why would he care?"

 She glanced at my eyes, but then looked back down again. “Nothing is inappropriate for the strong,” she said with a shrug. “You are the Sheriff. You represent the choice of great Sativa. As for my father, he would either think this one was clumsy, in which case he would rebuke me for the loss of honor, or he would believe that this one was making a spectacle of herself, trying to draw your attention."

 "Well, I already told him I thought you were pretty," I replied. No sooner had I said that, than her head shot up and she stared at me wide eyed. This time, it lasted for a full three seconds before she averted her eyes. 

 "Look, I don't pretend to understand your people’s social rules, and I don't want to say the wrong thing. Maybe we should just start over, and you can tell me how I can help you."

 "Yes,” she nodded, “as the Sheriff says, that would be for the best. This one was tasked with delivering a new set of weights for the Sheriff. My father says to give his regrets, but he is working with the carpenter on another project for you."

 That was great news. Apparently, they were ready to start building my training course. I was excited to see what they could put together. "Okay, but I didn't realize there were more weights to be delivered."

 "They are just a simple project which my father thought to create for you. He thought these might help your training," she said. 

 "Alright, though I’m not sure how these will be any different from the set he installed last week, but you can have your workers bring them over here and I will take a look at them."

 "Begging the Sheriff's pardon, but this one cannot comply with that. If these weights were to be brought into your office, they would break the wooden floors," she replied.

 "Hmm… like you mean they might scuff up the floor? These aren't exactly polished tiles."

 "No, this one means that they would break the floor. They are very heavy." 

 There was something lacking in my understanding of what she was saying. I didn't know what it was, but knew was there. "Okay, lead the way then."

 Instead, she bowed as she gestured for me to walk in front of her. This was going to get odd. I had seen Mursha in the town before, back when I’d first arrived. I knew she wasn't bashful. She could speak well and had looked me in the eye, back then.

Something was going on. I didn't know what it was, but I would get to the bottom of it. I just couldn't worry about it right now. 

 When I went outside, I thought there must be some mistake. There were three crates, each a different size and length, the longest of them being a little over seven feet long but only a foot wide and a foot high. The other boxes were smaller. There was simply no way that a heavy weight could have fit into these boxes. 

 Still, out of respect for Mactosh, I asked them to open the long box. Inside, I found what looked like an Olympic weight bar. It was similar to the other lifting bars the smith had made for me, but instead of a bright shiny steel, this one was a particularly ugly gray.

I bent down to pick it up and was shocked. I could lift it, but not easily. The thing had to weigh at least a thousand pounds. 

 "What is this made of?" I asked as I set it back on the ground. 

 Mursha looked at my face, though she didn't make actual eye contact. Talking about the weights seemed to bring her out of herself, and I saw a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. "It is forged from normal iron, Sheriff."

 "How is that possible? It is too heavy for iron."

 "My father ordered it to be treated. He thought that in this particular instance, it would be okay for this one's unworthy gift to be used upon the metal."

 "You did this to it? Wow, that is impressive. May I ask how?"

 She tried to fight back a smile.

This situation was so bizarre, but I tried to play it cool.

It was Lina, who answered for her. "She must have used her magic on it." 

 "It is as the esteemed clerk says. Normally, I am not allowed to touch my mana, as it is not metal mana, which is my family gift. But when my mana infuses any object, it will become very heavy, and stay like that until the charge wears off."

 Now, I was genuinely intrigued. "How long will the charge last? How do you place the charge? What mana do you have?"


"This one will do her best to answer the Sheriff's questions. Because icon crystals were added to this bar, the charge should last for up to a month, but this one can be called upon to recharge it at any time. My father has ordered that this one be available to aid the Sheriff, any time he has need."

 The pieces were starting to click together. By her choice of wording, there was obviously more going on here than I had thought at first. She leaned forward and twisted opened a metal cap on the end of the bar. Inside, there were some small purple crystals. She and Lina explained they were called icon crystals, which were fairly rare and expensive, because they were the best-known substance for holding mana. 

 "I can't accept these. They are worth much more than I paid your father."

 With that, Mursha pulled out a scroll with a wax seal on it from a small pouch at her hip. She looked first at me and then at Lina. With a slight bow, she handed it to the bunnykin, who smiled from ear to ear.

Lina broke the seal and read the scroll. After a moment she looked at Mursha and said, "Please tell your father that this one isn't like the others, so I will have to speak with him and perhaps my soon-to-be-sister. The gift is accepted as graciously as it is offered, and with the same sincere intent. A final negotiation, with respect to dowry, can be had once I have worked through the issue."

 I didn't understand almost anything that Lina had said, but I knew what the word dowry meant. This was definitely a bigger deal than I’d thought. Honestly, even yesterday, I would have blurted out something I might have regretted—or which would have further embarrassed Mursha and maybe even Lina—but I had learned my lesson last night.

When in Rome…

 Mursha and the other orcs opened up the other crates and then left. Lina didn't say another word while they were there, but once they’d left, she turned to me. "I'm sorry, Sheriff Rob, but orcs tend to be sticklers for formality, and honor is especially important to them."

 "Okay, but what's going on?"

 "The message is from Mactosh. According to it, he says that he is now prepared to accept your offer to bind his house to yours, and that he offers his daughter to be your bride, or you may have her as a clerk, if you are not willing to make such a commitment at this time. He says that he was wrong, and you have proven that you are more than capable of not only protecting yourself, but of also safeguarding his precious daughter.”

 “Is that the reason for this generous gift?” I asked, indicating the weights.

"These bars and weights can be assembled in diverse ways to create very heavy weights. He says that it is not something he would normally do, but thought that it might help you with your training. These are intended as the first portion of a dowry if you accept Mursha, or a gift to show his sincerity if you do not."

 I shook my head. Olimero kept getting weirder. Just when I thought I was starting to understand things, it threw a curve ball at me. If I ever saw Sativa again, we were going to have words.

Yet, for all that, I couldn't forget the way Mursha had felt in my arms.

 



Chapter 34 - New Options
 

 

It is amazing what the mind can block out. Apparently, Mactosh took my earnest compliment of his daughter’s beauty as a proposal, and now despite what I intended or the poor girl wanted, it seems he was intent on marrying her off to me. He really was a Sheriff and Sativa fanboy, but this was a bit much.

 

Not that she wasn't an attractive woman. She was beautiful, but in an entirely different way than Lina or Josie. If I was being honest, though, it was her magic which interested me the most. Was that enough of a justification to let Lina play matchmaker? 

 She apparently had decided she was my chief clerk now, and responsible for recruiting more clerks and setting up interviews with potential deputies. The problem was that, for all I knew, sleeping with her first had given her that position. I had to remember this was a different world. That meant taking the bad with the good—apparently there were plenty of both to go around.

 

That brought me back to blocking this out. I had enough on my plate already, and what would be, would be. By that, I meant there were certainly worse fates.

 A few minutes later, I found myself at the Hall of Justice. Word must have gotten around about yesterday’s rescue because people looked at me differently. Children still pointed, but it was more of an excited gesture, than a ‘look at that freak, mommy.’ Men tipped their hats at me, women dipped their heads, and young women seemed to burst into giggles or immediately find the most interesting thing to speak about with their friends the moment I had passed by. 

 Once again, the chamber inside the hall was much smaller than one would normally expect. The same pedestal was there. As soon as I walked in, I got the notification:



Quest Completed: Rescue the children kidnapped within the past 2 weeks.

Reward: Access to the second floor of the Sheriff's office and restored confidence in the Sheriff of Yonderton, earning the good will of law-abiding townsfolk
 


 Nothing sat on the pedestal, like my gloves, but a red sparkly light flew out from it to my badge. The badge grew warm and, after a second, there was a small star etched into the rim of the badge around the larger star on either side of the word ‘Sheriff.’ It appeared to have been flawlessly engraved into the metal. It was rather underwhelming, but… oh well. I didn't know what to expect. 

 I did however get a new quest.



New Quest Available: Investigate kidnapping ring 1

Difficulty: Moderately hard

Time Limit: 7 days

Reward: D-Grade Item

               2 additional deputy and 1 clerk position opened
               Next step in quest chain    
 

 

I wasn't sure if I should be annoyed that Sativa—or whoever gave out these quests—thought I didn't know how to do my job, or happy that I was being rewarded for things I would have done, anyway. As part of my attempt to just accept that things were different here, I decided not to complain. Not that complaining would have done anything for me, well… other than make me feel better.

 

It wasn't like I had seen a suggestion box anywhere. 

 Getting back to the office was easy enough, though one shop owner stopped me and asked me to come by and check out his bakery at some point. He didn't outright say that something was wrong, but I got the feeling that it was more than a social visit he wanted. I took down his information and promised to come by when I could. I really needed to come up with a way to prioritize things. 

 The rest of the day went much more smoothly than I expected. Josie stayed out the entire day, and a couple times I was tempted to go out and start my own investigation. Ultimately, though, I forced myself to be patient. This at least gave me plenty of time to train, but the first thing I wanted to do was check out this second floor that I’d just been granted access to.

 It was shocking when, for the first time, I saw windows on the second floor as I approached the office. Before, there had just been blank stone up there. This only increased my curiosity. Once inside the office, I found it to be empty—Lina must be out shopping.

 

I started looking around for this supposed entrance to the second floor. Eventually, I found it in my bedroom, of all places. There was now a spiral staircase leading upwards over in the corner, across from the bed. I swear it hadn't been there before, but now there it was.

 

At the top of the stairs, there was a heavy-looking metal door. For the life of me, I could find neither a lock nor even a handle in either the door or to either side of the doorframe. Where those things should have been, there was an imprint in the metal in the shape of my badge. Interesting.

 I pulled my badge off and placed it in the imprint, expecting to hear some kind of click. Instead, I felt a pinch on my hand, followed immediately by a wave of pain that dropped me to my knees. All I could do was curse loudly, "Son of a bitch!" I couldn't even pull my hand back. 

 After what felt like a couple of minutes, but was likely only a few seconds, a new notification popped up.



 Identity confirmed. Destruction protocol cancelled. 



 Simple… but eerily frightening. I shook my head and pulled my hand back with the badge still in it as the door slid back into the wall. When I walked in, I was surprised by what I saw. Although, to be fair, I didn't know what I had been expecting.

 

The room was small, only a ten by ten foot space, with a console in the middle that had three large, flat sheets of glistening silvery metal that looked almost like large computer monitors. Embedded in the desk in front of them, sat a pair of orbs about the size of softballs. 

 In front of the desk, was a plush chair that would have checked all the boxes for ergonomics and comfort. If I’d had to describe the room, I would say that it was like someone had tried to use magic to imitate an elite gaming rig. That, of course, raised all kinds of interesting questions, but I had already decided to focus on the practical, and could worry about the theoretical later. 

 The chair ended up being every bit as comfortable as it looked. It honestly blew away my bed, as far as support and padding. If I could sleep sitting upright, then I might have considered this, instead of my bed. But the image that came next to my mind wasn't one of sleep, but about how I might enjoy the comfort of this chair with Lina. 

 I let that pleasant thought play out and made plans to take it from a daydream to reality. But that too, would have to wait. When I reached out and touched the left orb. nothing happened. Hmm… I touched the right orb, but again, nothing.

 

When I reached out and touched both at once, however, the central screen lit up. The metal rippled like a pool of mercury and some text slowly became clear in it.



 Base Sheriff Interface

 Status and Progress
 Pending Cases
 Closed Cases
 Clerks
 Deputies
 Morale
 Shop Access
 City Management



 I smiled like a kid in a candy store. This sort of thing always intrigued me. ‘Status and Progress’ was interesting. It was a copy of my status sheet, but also tracked my progress to the next level. It had broken my status down by combat skills, non-combat skills, physical stats, cultivation, and alchemy. Apparently, the system—who or whatever that was—deemed those to be my chief paths for improvement. 

 There were options for new skills, that appeared to be grayed out, as well as a wealth of information about cultivation and alchemy. Since I had been planning on working on alchemy today, I looked at that first. 



Alchemy Rules:

1) Whole is greater than the sum of its parts

2) Power releases power

3) Unknown

 


 Then, there was a directory of potion types, with recipes that I knew underneath the relevant categories.



Compound Types:

Restorative
Enhancement
Transmutation
Environmental

 

 

Clicking on each type, brought up descriptions of the various categories:



Restorative— These powders, potions, pills, gels, and elixirs serve to restore lost health, heal injuries, counter-act poisons, or cure diseases. Even limb regrowth can be achieved, but dead is dead—although mostly dead is something else entirely. Additionally, there exist recipes to restore mana. These potions are highly sought after by both fighters and the general public. 

Enhancement—These potions, pills, and elixirs create temporary boosts to a specific stat, skill, or set of the same. The duration can range from one minute to a full day, and can increase the specified stat, skill, or set of the same by either a flat amount or a percentage increase. These potions are less in demand than restoratives, but are highly valued by fighters as well as by craftsmen attempting a breakthrough. 

Transmutation—These potions, gels, and elixirs will cause a physical change to whoever consumes them. These changes can be beneficial or harmful, and can range in duration from ten minutes to an unknown upper limit. Potentially far more powerful than simple enhancements, caution is urged in both their creation and use. The strength of an elephant can be yours for the taking, as can the scales of a wyvern, or the claws of a crab. While taking on monstrous traits or physical adaptations can be tremendously powerful, there may also be unforeseen side effects. These potions are much feared for their power, but also are the subject of many cautionary tales about alchemists. The demand for these types tends to be limited.

Environmental—These powders, potions, oils, and gels are intended to affect a target or a specified area. They can produce a variety of effects, from vision-obscuring clouds to viscid globs, or insta-forming concrete, and includes poisons of all sorts. These effects can be fast acting or slow release. They are often secretly sought after and present one of the darker aspects of alchemy. 

 

 

I would be lying if I didn't say my mind was racing at this point. If I could use alchemy to enhance my stats, it wouldn't replace my training, but it could sure make the difference in a pinch. And the ability to transmute my body to gain monstrous traits? That could be a game changer. I re-read the warning and took it seriously, but safe rarely got the job done. 

 As excited as I was about those types, I was most drawn to the environmentals. I had a great deal of work to do, but alchemy just got bumped up in my priority list. I envisioned bombs, tear gas, and an assortment of other ways to control the battlefield. One thing was certain, I was likely to be outnumbered in most fights, and I couldn't count on my future foes being as incompetent as the ones I had dealt with up to this point.

 

For me to succeed, not to mention staying alive, preparation was going to be key. 

 The ‘Pending Cases’ tab showed three files. The investigation into the kidnapping of young girls was at the top. It looked like I could input data and keep records on my investigations here. That would certainly prove useful. It was just going to take some time, playing with the controls, to see what all I could do. So far, the interface had been fairly intuitive and seemed to be controlled by my thoughts. 

 There were several entries already in the file on discovering more about the forces behind Josie's kidnapping. That made sense. That elven mage and the orc had been more than a few notches above the rest of those I’d fought. I couldn't shake the feeling that if they had actually been trying to kill me, that things would have gone differently. 

 The final entry was for an investigation into protection rackets. I assumed that one was due to the baker approaching me this morning. Sadly, Yonderton was rife with crime. I could see why Sheriffs turned over quickly here. This place was incredibly dangerous, but I was already beginning to think of it as home—and no one messed with my home. 

 The ‘Closed Case’ tab was full of cases from prior Sheriffs. It went back thirty years, and there were several hundred cases listed. In some ways, that seemed like a small number for more than thirty years, but I also knew that with Sheriffs dying frequently, it might be harder to close cases than I would have liked to think about. I was going to have to come back and read up on these old cases, but that was something for another day. 

 Under the ‘Clerks’ tab there was only one entry which was, of course, for Lina. The interface asked me if I wanted to promote her to chief clerk. I read through the description and shook my head.



 Chief Clerk—This position comes with a 100% pay increase for the clerk who fills it. The clerk assigned to this position will have unrestricted access to the entire first floor, basement, and limited areas of the second floor of the Sheriff’s office. They will also have access to the Hall of Justice and can earn treasures for performing various tasks. 

The chief clerk's primary responsibility is twofold. First, they are responsible for running the Sheriff's office and overseeing that all clerks and deputies are performing their duties in a satisfactory manner. She is also given authority to hire new clerks, but may not fire existing clerks without the permission of the Sheriff. Second, they are responsible for ensuring the Sheriff experiences optimal relaxation and maintains the high satisfaction level necessary for optimal performance of his duties. 



 I chuckled. Apparently, if I promoted Lina, it would only make official the position which she had already unofficially taken on. It seemed I would be giving her a great deal of control over my life. I was interested to learn that there was a basement to the building. I would have to check that out, but first I needed to decide if I was ready to trust Lina this much. One reading of the description essentially had her acting as my personal Madame.

 

Oh well, when in Rome… 

 I realized that I trusted Lina completely, so I went ahead and promoted her. As soon as I did so, I felt her calling out to me telepathically. I don't know if this promotion did something to enhance our connection, but up to this point, we had only been able to communicate telepathically when I initiated it. 

 When I accepted the thoughts, she was directing at me, I was hit by a rush of exuberance. "Thank you, thank you, thank you! I won't let you down. Thank you for trusting me. You are going to be such a happy man."

 Then, just as quickly, she was gone. I could almost hear her humming in the back of my mind, but wasn't sure if that was my imagination or not. I think my life just got even more interesting. 

 Under the ‘Deputies’ tab, there was no option for me to promote Josie in any way. I also saw that there was room to hire another two deputies, but they cost me something called Merits. As I dug into that, I learned a bit more about my role.



 Merits are awarded to a Sheriff for the faithful performance of his duties. Merits are accrued monthly. Ten merits are awarded for surviving another month. Additional merits will be rewarded for closing cases, dealing with criminals, increasing morale, saving individuals, or enforcing the Law of Blood.

 Merits may be used to hire additional deputies, to hire clerks not hired by the chief clerk, in the shop to acquire gear, or to create upgrades to Yonderton.

 Current Merits: 107



 More rewards were always fun, but it looked like this system could be complicated. Hiring a second deputy required 100 merits, for example. A second clerk took 75 ‘Merits’. 

 The next tab was for ‘Morale.’ It was pretty straightforward and provided a scaled range:



 Abject Terror  (0)
 Living in Fear (1)
 Looking over Their Shoulders (5)
 Keeping Their Heads Down (15)
 Neutral (25)
 Cautiously Optimistic (50)
 Mildly Hopeful (75)
 Smiles on Their Faces (150)
 Living It Up (250)
 This is Paradise (500)
 

 

The numbers after the colorful descriptions designated how many Merits I earned each month, for having the town morale at that level. The current Morale was set at ‘Keeping Their Heads Down.’ The final two tabs, for ‘Shop Access’ and ‘City Upgrades,’ were grayed out. I apparently hadn't earned access to them yet. This was confirmed when I clicked on those tabs from the main menu and nothing happened.

 

I obviously had a lot of work to do.





 Chapter 35 - Fortification

 

My new favorite workout was with the weights imbued with Mursha’s mana. The first time I set them up was astounding. I now had to work out outside and it took quite a bit of effort to be able to do much with the weights. I couldn't do a max-weight bench press, as there was no bench that could support all that weight. But the enchanted barbell was great for shoulder presses, clean and jerks, deadlifts, squats and so on. 

 The enchanted set could be adjusted between a thousand pounds for just the bar, and up to three thousand pounds with the addition of the other enchanted weights. Because it was so much smaller than the huge frame I had been using with its multiple bars, I could be much more mobile. This led to me attempting explosive movements like jumps, with weights that would have crushed me a couple weeks ago. 

 My first attempt at plyometrics with the thousand pound bar across my shoulders was comical, or it would have been, if it hadn't hurt so freakin much. I think I blew both my knees out. A healing potion wasn't enough to handle all the pain, but it was enough for me to focus enough to telepathically call for Lina to come and heal me.

 That was actually the moment that I knew Lina was a keeper. She healed me with tight lips and didn't say a word until she’d made sure I was okay. After that, though, she berated me for my stupidity and taking unnecessary chances. She actually cared more about me than about expressing her opinion.

I wish that wasn't such a rare thing, but given my dating history, it definitely made her stand out. 

 The tradeoff for this sudden shock to my system was another burst of stat gains. It seemed to be the case that the most progress was made when I shocked my system with something new, significantly increased levels of difficulty, or pushed myself beyond my limits. 

 After a cycle of training, healing, and more training—followed by yet more healing—I switched over to alchemy. It was obvious given that I was going to need to increase my stock of healing potions. So I went to town, brewing up several batches of those. I took Rava's advice and kept my batch size small, until I was sure of my proficiency with the recipe. It wouldn't do, to waste costly materials trying for a dozen potions all at once. So, I kept my batches to three potions at a time.

 This, of course, took longer, but that was a tradeoff I readily accepted. I missed lunch because I got so caught up in making potions. My alchemy skill went up a couple of points, but I quickly realized that here, the same principle as with my stat growth applied. I was going to need to push myself and risk failures in alchemy, too, if I wanted to continue to grow. 

 I had recipes for the things I had brought with me from Earth, as well as the healing potions, cures for poison, and mana restoration potions. What I didn't have, were any recipes for the potions that interested me the most. While environmentals were going to be important, and ultimately would become my primary focus, the idea of using potions to physical stats excited me. And despite the warnings, transforming myself into a beast didn't seem so odd in a world full of beastkin.

Heck, my girlfriend had long, floppy ears and a cotton ball tail. Speaking of Lina, after she’d tracked me down to ensure I ate something for lunch, I sent her out to buy ingredients for my next alchemical project. It was going to be a bit of a risk, but I wanted to grow and this would be a game changer, if I could make it work. With a spatial pouch it was far more versatile, so I was excited.

 What annoyed me was that Josie still hadn't returned to the office. I called out to her telepathically, and I was fairly sure she heard me but chose to ignore my call. That of course, only caused my frustration level to rise. I was on the cusp of going out to interview some of the families on my own. The only thing that kept me from doing so, was my concern that as soon as I left, Josie would return to the office. 

 Knowing that I needed to calm myself, this seemed like a perfect time to work on my cultivation. I went up to the roof and sat in what I think the yoga types called a lotus pose. Doing what I tended to think of as the monk position certainly wasn't required for this to work, but somehow it just seemed right. 

 I began by calming myself—deep, slow breaths helped. I sought my core, as I tried to remember as much as I could about the eastern mojo stuff that some of my martial arts instructors had taught. It had seemed like such nonsense at the time, and part of me still felt it probably was nothing more than nonsense on Earth, but I wasn't on Earth anymore.

Here, I had objective evidence that it worked. Well… unless this was all still some type of whacked out dream. A small part of me wondered if I would ever entirely get over that feeling, but for the most part, I didn't care. Dream or real, it didn't really change the fact that this was my life now. 

 As I found my core and felt a peaceful calm come over me, I began to look inward at the same time that I increased the rate of rotation of my core. Once it was up to thirty-five rotations per minute, I stopped pressing against it and instead began to visualize drawing in the ambient mana, or energy, around me.

Although I couldn't use mana directly, it seemed to be necessary for me to generate ki. 

 Well, maybe that wasn't entirely true. My body produced a certain amount of ki which seemed to increase as my stats grew, but if I wanted more than a tiny amount of it, I had to convert mana into ki. When I drew in the ambient energy all around me, it was a slow flow and came in a hodgepodge of… tastes.

‘Taste’ wasn’t the best word to describe the different types of mana I could somehow sense, but each of them had differences that I equated to that sense. Life mana was cool but refreshing, Fire mana was spicy, and Mind mana was tart, almost sharp. There were other ‘tastes’ that I could differentiate, but didn’t recognize: one was sweet, one was bitter, one was salty, and another minty.

They also produced different kinds of waste. The waste material that I saw starting to build up inside my channels began to alarm me. As I slowed my draw on the ambient mana, the waste seemed to diffuse a bit—but I knew it had to be going somewhere. I worried that such byproducts would damage my body or might hinder my growth in the future. The problem remained that there was no one for me to talk to about any of this. I’d have to puzzle it out on my own. 

 I figured part of the key was in the descriptions on my stat page. My arms and legs had been fortified, but my heart, groin, and mind meridians needed additional fortification. So far, that process seemed rather intuitive. I simply had to reinforce those parts of my body with ki—the limitation being, that when I had done so before, especially with my legs and arms, it had been in the middle of combat or high-stress situations. 

 Here, I was feeling no stress other than a need to improve myself. I had experienced an increase in my mind meridian, though, when I’d attempted to enhance my eyes with ki. So, I at least knew I could try that again. I will admit I was a bit nervous about pushing energy around my heart, brain, or balls.

They all seemed rather important. But just like my mind meridian wasn't really my mind, it was more that area of my body and what it controlled. I also knew that my groin meridian controlled a great deal more than little Rob. The same was likely true for my heart meridian. 

 Since I already had some experience with the mind meridian, I decided to send some ki to my mind. I downed one of my health potions first, to provide a burst of life mana to my core and partly because it seemed like one of the least harmful types of mana. 

 I spun my core faster. As it built up speed, I began to generate more and more ki. I flooded some to my eyes and my sight became incredibly more acute. I could literally see the tiny cracks in the wall across from me. That still wasn't using up enough of my ki though, so I funneled some to my ears. 

 In an instant, the world came so much more alive. I could hear the sound of a fly buzzing around out in the hallway—and not just in a general sense, but rather I could hear each beat of its wings. Trying to use more of the power up, I expanded my sense of smell. Immediately, I could smell Lina all over my room. Her passion the night before had evidently left quite a mark; my unenhanced senses just weren’t acute enough to notice it. 

 Pain began to pulse in my head, but near as I could tell, it was the type of pain I associated with growth, not the ripping or tearing pain of injury. I closed my eyes and turned my sight inward. Despite having enhanced my senses, this part wasn't any easier. But I saw the glut of power surging around my mind meridian. I instinctively knew it was near capacity. 

 The surrounding tissue was being re-written. It wasn't like it was being destroyed, but rather, slender threads of power were being absorbed by each cell in my head. The power was, well, fortifying likely was likely the best word. It was fortifying me, making me stronger. I could probably benefit from a thicker skull, but wasn't sure the girls would appreciate me becoming even more hardheaded.

 Then, a notification popped up and the pain faded.



 Mind Meridian Region fully fortified to E Rank.



 I shifted the majority of the energy to my heart meridian. I wasn't sure exactly what to expect. A dull, achy pain blossomed in my chest, but I began to see how it might benefit me, too. My heart was able to pump more blood, my lungs to process oxygen more efficiently. The dull pain became a burning one, as the pain progressed through me as I felt my veins being threaded with power. 

 At times, the pain threatened to knock me out. My vision tunneled down to a distant circle of light. The only way I kept going after almost passing out, was the great relief that I felt when a section was finished. I was stronger, better in every way.

Of course, the pain of the different parts of my body still being refined was enough to quickly wipe away that relief. I had no idea how long this process took as time ceased to have any meaning. It may have been several hours—it certainly felt like days when the pain threatened to overwhelm me—but I imagine it was only minutes. I didn't think I would be able to endure that level of pain, otherwise. 

 Once I got the notification that my heart meridian was fully fortified, I could tell how much stronger it made my body. I was worried that if I stopped now, I wouldn't be able to force myself to undergo such pain again. So, I pushed right on and sent energy down into my groin meridian. The flow of ki in my body seemed to be more efficient, given with the fortification which I had already done. 

 This time, the pain began in my gut. It felt like I had swallowed a fishhook and it was now being dragged through my entire digestive tract. The pain was excruciating, but I couldn't give up. A little longer was all I needed to suffer. I pushed and pushed, but the pain only grew. Still, I kept going.

I felt exhausted, my energy reserves too low. 

 I couldn't seem to make my arm move how I wanted, as I tried to down another health potion. I’d have to make do with what I had left in my body. It felt like I was crumbling in on myself, but still I pushed. When the pain hit my balls, I swore I screamed, but my mouth didn't seem to work. 

 Watching as tiny slivers of ki worked their way through my cock and balls was torture, both because of how it made me cringe, and because of the pain which threatened to knock me senseless.

Only when the pain finally receded did I collapse onto my back, panting. Before closing my eyes to relax, I opened the notifications blinking in the corner of my eye.



 You have completed the body boost and fortified your entire body to E Rank. 

 Agility +1

 Next you must fortify your mind and thinking process. 

 Warning—E Rank is the easiest fortification process. It will not be advisable, in the future, to fortify your three core body meridians all at once. 

 E2 Rank gained. 

Strength: 77
Agility: 45
Durability: 46
Magic: N/A
Cultivation Grade: E2

Skills: Alchemy +48

Ranged Combat: +30

Melee Combat: +19
Telepathy: +8 

E-Rank Mind Fortification: 0%

 

I only had a chance to read through the notification once, before exhaustion caught up to me, and sleep swept me into its embrace.

 



Chapter 36 - Rematch

 

I don’t recall exactly what I dreamed, just that I remember chasing after something that always stayed just out of reach. Blinking my eyes, I woke slowly, dimly aware that I wasn’t alone. As I became aware of the girls’ presence, I realized that I was in my bed.

How had I gotten here? Then I noticed that my body was covered in a brackish green and black sludge. It was disgusting and smelled even worse than it looked.

 I sat up. "What's going on?"

 "Thank Sativa," Lina cried out. I couldn't help but notice that her eyes were red and puffy, like she had been crying. Tenderly she slid her hand in mine.

 Josie was less gentle. She punched me in the shoulder, hard, before pulling her hand back to look at the gunk on it. "Don't you ever do that again. I don't know what it was… just don't do it. You scared us half to death."

 "Glad you finally made it back from patrol, but I don't know what has you all worked up."

 "Oh, probably the fact that you have been thrashing about for hours, with this rancid-smelling crap leaking out of your pores. When I got back to the office this afternoon, Lina was fit to be tied," Josie said.

 I tried to process what she had just told me. Hours? How could it be hours? I was sure it had only been tens of minutes, at the most. Then I looked outside.

It had been early afternoon when I’d started fortifying my meridians, but sure enough, it was pitch black outside now. "What time is it?"

 "Almost midnight," Lina said. "I ran out of mana hours ago, trying to heal you, but you kept producing more and more of this black goop. What happened? Were you poisoned?"

 I tried to explain about the fortification process, but it didn't make any sense to them. They were both sure there was no equivalent in the world of mages. So, this must be something I was ‘fortunate’ enough to have been blessed with. Freakin Sativa again.

After a few minutes of discussion, Josie insisted I go clean up. The two of them had already filled the tub in anticipation of my coming to, but she went up to heat the water.


 When I mentioned that I was famished, Lina said she would get me some food, but she refused to leave my side until Josie came back. I groaned, because apparently whatever had happened convinced them both that I was a clumsy child who couldn't be trusted to be left alone. Now, I was gonna have to deal with the coddling all over again. It seemed even worse than it had been before, probably because they had relaxed for a bit, and I promptly scared them with a stunt like this. 

 They didn’t even let me bathe myself. While I wouldn't have been opposed to help from either of them, the help I wanted wouldn't have been limited to scrubbing my back. And honestly, I was so starving, that I couldn’t focus on another, more pleasant, hunger. 

 Once I had eaten enough to feed a family of four, and they made sure I had plenty, the girls wanted to send me back to bed. "I'm gonna have to go clean those sheets—not sure how anyone could sleep there now. Oddly enough, I feel refreshed.”

I winked at the foxkin. “I was actually thinking of having a rematch with Josie."

 My answer seemed to take them both by surprise. Lina, because she said, "I'm your head clerk now. Did you think I wouldn't change your bedding while you were bathing? It's my purpose in life to ensure your needs are met."

 "Thank you," was all I managed to say before Josie snorted.

 "Are you really in that much of a hurry for me to whoop up on you again? You were actually beginning to earn my respect—until whatever that stupid shit you pulled today was. When I beat you again, you are only going to fall further in my estimation.” She shook her head. “Better that you know when not to fight, than that you take on every challenge."

 In answer, I simply stood up and started walking towards my room. When I reached the entrance to the kitchen, I turned and said, "I understand if you are afraid, but I feel like exercising. If you beat me, then I will agree that I'm still not qualified to take care of myself, and will follow your guidance about my personal safety."

 Her eyebrow arched at my declaration.

I knew that would catch her attention. I raised a hand to cut her off before she could say anything. "But, if I do beat you, then you will wait to go on patrol each day until we discuss the plan and you accept the fact that I will start taking on some of the patrols."

 She clearly didn't like that half of the bet, but still she quickly spoke up. "Fine, it’s a deal. Blades or barehanded?"

 "I think barehanded is best, so we avoid any serious injuries. Lina has already spent a ton of mana healing me today, apparently."

 Josie just nodded, following me to my room.

I had a grin on my face. This was going to be fun and I don't think she had a clue how much progress I had made. 

 Once in my room, we cleared all the training gear out of the way—though she was quick to point out that in a real fight, you don't necessarily have a cleared, open area to fight in. I countered that part of winning a fights was picking terrain that benefited you, so she dropped it. Once most of the floor space of my room was ready, she stripped off her armor since I wasn't wearing any. The clothes she wore underneath her armor revealed quite a bit of skin, but even as gorgeous as she was, I was not in that kind of a mood.

I was going to prove to her who was in charge around here.

 It was late and Josie was obviously in no mood for playing around. She rushed me immediately, her claws already out. I knew that even with the improvements I had made to my agility, she was still going to be faster than me by a good margin. Her motion was almost a blur as she came at me. But I already had a plan for this. 

 I funneled ki into both arms and my legs. I wasn't using any weapons, but I kept my gloves on. I reasoned that it was still fair because she had claws and I didn't. I jumped forward, barreling into her, counting on my fortified body to be able to take the hit far better than she could, and it worked like a charm. 

 Josie smashed into me like she’d run headlong into a brick wall. She obviously hadn't expected me to move forward because she wasn’t ready to strike. She did slice the sleeve of my shirt, but the skin underneath was now fortified and it remained unscathed. 

 As she bounced off me, I slammed my right fist forward—Josie wasn't the only one hoping for a quick, decisive win. But for all that she was caught off guard, the nimble foxkin’s uncanny reflexes enabled her to dance around the limits of my reach. 

 We each looked at the other with a new sense of respect. This wasn't going to be as simple as either of us had hoped.

"You are faster than I expected," she admitted grudgingly. 

 "Not fast enough," I replied, keeping my eyes on her center of mass. No, not for that reason. I needed to detect the first signs of her committing to an attack. Hands can feint and eyes can lie, but when her core moved, I would know she was committing. 

 Except for the next few minutes, that was exactly what she refused to do. Neither of us could gain an advantage. Even with my ki enhancements, she was still just too fast. But I was much stronger than her, and she knew it. She couldn't risk me getting in a solid hit, so she resigned herself to a bunch of quick slashes that cut my shirt to shreds. I think the part that was most amusing, was how frustrated she became about the difficulty she was having cutting my fortified skin. 

 The problem for me, was that keeping power running to six of my seven meridians was draining me too quickly. My endurance had definitely increased, as well as my ki efficiency, but I had only about a minute left. 

 I kept trying to simply bulldoze her, or to take advantage of my superior reach, but as of yet she’d managed to dodge my crude attacks. I knew if I kept doing the same thing, that I was going to lose and end up with a babysitter. I didn't want to be on a leash, so I knew I needed to do something. The worst part was that she wasn't even using her fire mana. 

 Then I realized, that was the key. I stopped rushing her and adopted a defensive posture. I spun my core ever faster, at the risk of burning through my ki in seconds, but I needed to suction her mana from her. I directed my focus to my left hand and began trying to draw her mana through the glove, and it instantly increased the flow into my core. 
 
 All Josie’s exertions were giving off fire mana, even if she wasn't directing it at me as a weapon. It was an essential part of her, so it was expressed in every one of her motions. I began absorbing all that fire mana from the air and I did, the ambient temperature began to drop. 

 I don't know that I could have done so if she was trying to actively fight me for control of the fire mana, but she didn't seem to understand what it was I was doing. Likely, this ability was not something she‘d ever seen before. So, I absorbed her mana, until I saw her shiver. 

 That was my cue. I poured as much ki into my legs as possible and stopped funneling it everywhere else as I blazed across the space which separated us. For a single instant I moved with something approaching Josie’s top speed. My legs hurt, and I could feel the countless microtears threatening to rupture my muscles, but I pushed even harder. 

 I might not have been as fast as she was, but I moved much faster than she was expecting. My arms wrapped her up and we slammed into the ground. I felt her claws dig into my side. My fortified skin was tougher than it had been before, but without ki actively reinforcing it, it provided little resistance to her razor-sharp claws.

 Accepting the wounds as part of the price for taking her to the mat was part of my plan, so I simply grunted and ignored the pain. When we smashed into the floor, all the air was driven from her body, and with her temporarily stunned, I managed to roll her over and squeezed. Latched on her back with my arms tight around her, I had to shift my fighting style. Normally, I would have tried to choke an opponent out at this point, but she still had those claws. If she really tried to, she could cut through even ki-reinforced skin.   

 Instead, I kept her arms pinned to her sides. She could try to flick me with a razor sharp claw, but wouldn't be able to get any serious leverage. Then I squeezed. This would have been silly back on Earth, but I squeezed with all my strength and then began to reinforce my arms with ki.

Josie cried out in pain and I almost hesitated. I wasn’t like I wanted to break her bones, but she had to tap out, or she would never accept this as a loss. The next ten seconds were interminably long for me, but eventually she tapped my hip. She didn't even have the breath in her lungs left to say she surrendered, but I felt her tap out.

I immediately let her free and she began gasping for air. 

 She seemed sore about losing, but didn't say anything—it was more her body language. At least she didn't say anything about how she would have won if it had been with blades, or if she had used magic. I respected her for that. But truthfully, I was on an adrenaline high, and a certain bunny girl was eyeing me like a big carrot.

Some sheet wrestling with my Chief Clerk seemed like a perfect way to work off any excess energy left over from my bout if I did say so myself. 



 

 Chapter 37 - Unveiling the Course

 

Lina was already up when I woke in the morning. She was diligent, but I think I would have preferred waking up cuddled next to her. I sent her a telepathic message, "Last night was great."


 As if that was her cue, she walked into my room with a steaming cup of coffee less than thirty seconds later. "I should be the one thanking you."

 I arched an eyebrow as I sipped my coffee. She must have caught the expression, because she added, "From what my friends have told me, most beastkin other than cowkin, perhaps, and maybe orcs, are a lot smaller than you. So, I'm one lucky bunny girl," she said with an impish grin, before she leaned down and kissed my forehead as I sat on the edge of my bed. 

 It was all that I could do not to drag her back into bed with me, but there was a lot I needed to do, so my self-control won out. That, and I still had a steaming mug of coffee in my hands. "Let's just call it even. You are not like any woman I've ever been with."

 She shrugged and mumbled, "Bunny girl," as she walked out of the room, wiggling her tail as she went.

 As sad as I was to see her leave, I did have a ton of stuff to do. I still needed to process last night’s rematch with Josie. It had been a lot closer than I wanted. I felt like I was still at a disadvantage against a really quick opponent like my foxkin deputy, but the same might be true if I faced off against someone with really high strength. 

 It really shouldn't be that surprising. I had won the battles at the safehouse by using strength against those who were smaller and faster, and speed against those who were stronger than me. I also got lucky, because apart from An'kesh and his mind barrier, I had yet to fight a mage who used magic against me. 


The ability to draw in fire mana from Josie, especially amplified through my glove, gave me some options, but resistance to magic remained one of my weak spots. I was hungry, but decided to work out first this morning. Pressing iron clears the mind in a way that nothing else does better than perhaps a long run. But I wasn't a fan of extended cardio.

No, lifting allowed me to do something physically meaningful, while still freeing up my mind to think about other things.

 Alchemy might help me bridge some of the gaps in my development, but hard-core training remained the best long-term solution. I expected my stat increases to start to dry up, or at least slow down, but for the moment, they were still progressing.

These new weights were a godsend. Whatever Mursha's mana was, it was powerful. That launched my mind into considering how else her power might be put to use. 

 I carefully skirted any thoughts about what her father wanted to happen between us—I wasn't really looking for a mail order bride. I already had my hands full with two beautiful women, but if Mursha could help me with my training, then I would be an idiot to turn the offer of her assistance down. 

 My breathing came slow and steady as I repeatedly lowered myself in a controlled motion into a squat with two thousand plus pounds on my back. I could definitely push more than this, but I was going more for endurance at the moment, than raw strength. I was also trying to make my motions as explosive as possible. The hope was that it would benefit my agility as I was forced to balance and maintain a rigid posture and not just my strength. Reaching the bottom, I held the position for a three count before exploding upwards. I hoped that even my durability might increase, as the sets of one hundred explosive squats strained my body. 

 If Mursha could make things heavier, I wondered if it applied to just material objects, or if she could do it to a body, too. And if so, could she make it temporary? A scene from one of my favorite anime came to mind, when the main character was squashed to the floor by a malfunctioning gravity machine. Alone, in a spaceship, he struggled to lift even a finger. Part of me thought of how horrifying that would be, while another part was jazzed about what kind of growth, I could get out of that kind of resistance training.


 Thinking about that particular anime also made me wonder if someday I would be able to learn to project energy with my ki, or if it would only be beneficial internally. A ranged attack like that would really round me out. I had my bow, and the spatial storage pouches made it easy to switch back and forth between weapons, but that didn't mean shooting energy from my palms wouldn't be cool as all get out. Hopefully, I wouldn't have to chant some long string of words, or strain like I was constipated, in order to use such an energy power.

Of course, who was I kidding? I'd totally do that, if it let me shoot energy beams from my hands.

 This, of course, meant I needed to work on my cultivation. Finishing my body fortification seemed important. I’d gained a single stat point from it, but also felt much stronger—not stronger really, maybe more solid would be a better way to put it. Now though, I needed to fortify my mind. 

 It was all a bit confusing. I had already fortified my mind meridian, but I assumed fortifying my mind was talking more about the intangible consciousness… my soul, or whatever it should be called. I guess ‘mind’ was as good as the next term. My mind meridian seemed more like it controlled my senses, the hardness of my head and such, rather than my actual thinking process.

 I wasn't sure exactly what fortifying my mental process entailed, but so far things had come to me naturally. At least they did when I stopped overthinking things, and got out of my own way. I was just gonna have to learn how to go with the flow. 

 After my workout, I went into the kitchen and grabbed some breakfast. Much to my surprise, I found a very glum-looking Josie there. I guess it wasn’t that much of a surprise, that she took last night’s loss so hard, but she was a skilled and experienced fighter. After that first pass, she had to have known it could go either way.

 Once I got a couple bites of food in me and thanked Lina for her delicious cooking, I turned to look at Josie. She seemed to be a lot more tense than I’d expected, so I tried to break the ice—but apparently, I did it all wrong.

"Why can't you smile a bit more, like Lina?" I teased.

 "Of course you like the bunny girl better. All she has to do is cook and spread her legs to make you happy. What about me? I've been out there trying to get any solid tips that we can follow up on to take down the backstreet boys."

 I raised my hands. "Whoa, hold your fire. I promise, I come in peace."

 She glared at me. Apparently, the euphemism didn't translate well. I tried switching gears and asked her, "What steps have you taken in your investigation?"

 After a few minutes of her rattling off the results of the first couple interviews she’d done with the rescued girls, I realized there was way too much information to keep track of without writing it down. Otherwise, I might miss some vital details.

I held up a hand. "It sounds like you have done an excellent job so far, but have you taken notes on any of this?"

 She tilted her head oddly to the side and laid her ears back. 

 I just smiled and said, "I'll take that as a no. Totally understandable, though.” I paused, trying to choose my words with care so that I didn’t end up saying the wrong thing. “I'm not sure how you were trained to do things, but I can only follow the training I had as an officer of the law back where I came from. I was never a detective, though, so I will have to extrapolate a bit on some of this."

An idea occurred to me. "Hey, come with me, I have an idea for how we can track all of this."

 Josie looked at me as though I’d grown a second head but finally asked, "Come with you where?"

 "To the second floor, of course." Without waiting to see if she was following me, I stood up and headed back to my room and the new stairs in the corner. Come to think of it, I wondered why neither of them had commented on it yesterday. 

 "Can I come too?" Lina called after me. 

 "Sure thing, chief clerk."

 When we got to my room, I gestured to the circular staircase in the corner, and said, "Ladies first."

 The two of them looked at the corner, then at one another, before finally looking back at me. Lina seemed confused, while Josie was angry. "Isn't it enough that you defeated me? Do you have to insist on mocking me?"

 "What? I'm not mocking you. Are you saying you can't see the stairs there in the corner?"

 This time she growled. "There are no stairs in the corner." Then, to prove it, the fiery foxkin walked over and patted the wall, tapping the corner and literally walking through the stairs apparently only I could see. Josie and the stairs somehow existed in the same space—I could see two images that overlapped, but it was like they were out of phase with one another. 

 "Hmm… Tell me what you see now," I instructed as I walked over to the stairs. 

 A second later, they both gasped. "Where'd he go?" Lina asked. 

 "I'm right here," I answered before Josie could say anything, but neither of them responded to my words. 

 "Holy Sativa. Do you think she took him back? Is this because I'm not being a good deputy?"

 I stepped off the bottom stair and they both gasped again.

Lina asked, "How'd you do that?"

 "I don't know what you are talking about.” I frowned. “I just stepped onto the stairs to the second floor. I assumed that at least Josie knew about this."

 "Um, no… not really. I only know that there is a second floor because the old deputies and chief clerk told me about it, back when Cobb was the Sheriff. I knew that we can't see it, but no one ever told me the entrance was in the Sheriff’s bedroom."

 Lina just kept staring and asking repeatedly, "How?"

 I was perplexed, myself. I really wanted to have the system record Josie's information onto the case file, but if she couldn't even see the stairs—let alone touch them, for that matter—how was she going to get upstairs?

"Let me try something. Don't go anywhere. I won't be gone long."

 Then I went up the stairs. This time, when I touched my badge to the door, it opened without any pain. I was grateful for that small blessing. At the control panel, I looked for anything that might allow me to expand permissions for the second floor to Josie and Lina. 

 Sure, enough there was a tiny menu at the bottom of the main screen. I input their names as people who should have access to the second floor. When the system asked me what permissions I wanted to grant them, I figured that Josie would need access to the case files both—open and closed—so I marked her for those. As for Lina, she really didn't need access to the system at this point. Later, when we ‘Shop Access’ wasn’t grayed out, maybe I would grant her access to the system—I mean, what woman doesn't like to shop? But I also didn't want to exclude her from the room. 

 Once I entered the appropriate permissions next to their names, the system created a badge which said ‘Head Clerk’ for Lina, and then indicated that when I pressed my Sheriff’s badge to Josie's deputy badge, it would be keyed to grant her access. It warned me that each of them would still have to undergo biometric analysis the first time that they used their badges to enter. 

 When I walked back down the stairs, I must have seemed to appear out of thin air again, as they both jumped back. I handed Lina her badge and pressed my own badge to Josies, which caused them to ooh and ahh as the stairs became visible to them. Lina was worried about someone being able to take the badge from her, even though she was flattered to have one.

 After I assured them that their badges would only work for them, they both wanted to try it out right away. Lina hesitated a moment, when I described the pain associated with the biometric scan, but she said she would go through with it. She even said she wanted to go first, because she worried that she would get too scared to do it if she watched Josie do it first.

I worried about how my sweet bunnykin would react to the pain, but she let out a squawk and then grit her teeth through the ordeal. Josie flinched, but otherwise took it in stride. It seemed I’d had the hardest time with the bio-scan.

Once we were all inside, I sat down and showed Josie how to access the case file tabs. When she opened up the open cases tab, it expanded to cover the entire liquid metal sheet which served as a screen. When I looked for a way to expand it, it did so automatically. The other two sheets which weren't active, slid back into the central screen which expanded to be ten feet across and six feet high. Now that was a monitor. I might have been more into gaming if I’d had a setup like this. 

 This became our investigation board. I populated it with each of the family names of the kidnapped girls. Then we started inputting the information which Josie had gleaned from her questioning of those same families. She has only made it through fifteen of the twenty-four families, but already something seemed off to me.

 The problem was that I couldn't put my finger on it. I knew there was a pattern of some type, but there were still enough missing pieces, that I was unable to see it. The families were of all different races, but I noted how common it was for different men to have at least one bunnykin wife. Almost all of the families had some type of small business.

That was the most common denominator, but even that wasn't universal—as a couple of the families lived outside of town. In one of these families, the father worked as a lumberjack, providing lumber to the sawmill, while another worked in the mine. That reminded me that at least two of the girls were taken from a farm. I also noticed that she had not interviewed Barow, the wolfkin tailor who I had previously met.

 "I keep feeling like there must be a pattern, but I just can't see it yet. Other than that, they were looking mostly for bunnykin girls, but even that isn't an absolute," I said.

 "Over the years, bunnykin are the girls who most commonly disappear—  would say as many as three out of four," Josie added.

 "We all know why that is," Lina chimed in with a mirthless laugh.

She had been mostly quiet while we had discussed the case. I could see that it bothered her, so I didn't push it.

"Don't worry, Lina. We will get to the bottom of this and stop the people who responsible."

 "I already know who is responsible,” Josie said with a snort, “the backstreet boys."

Lina nodded, so I assumed she agreed.

 "Then why don't we go arrest them?"

 "You are still thinking in Earth terms. That isn't the way things are done on Olimero. If you have objective proof, then you can invoke the Law of Blood on those you have proof against. Sativa won't let you invoke it without proof, though. I mean, I guess we could just start tearing up their safehouses," Josie said.

 "No, that would make us no better than them. You are right that we need to find proof first. I want to go with you to do the interviews for the rest of the victims. I think it would be beneficial if we do them together."

 "You're the Sheriff, so it's up to you," Josie replied. 

 We discussed the details a bit more before heading out. Lina promised to have a good lunch ready for us if we wanted to stop back in around noon. I assured her that we would try, but that it would depend on how the interviews were going. I told her I would keep her updated, as long as the telepathy connection was still working. 

 When Josie and I walked out from the office and headed towards the tailor's shop we only made it about a block before I heard someone running up behind us. I immediately whirled about, pulling my short sword and baton from their spatial pouch. As quick as I was, my deputy was faster still. Both her blades were out, and flames already dancing along their length. 

 I immediately relaxed when I saw it was Mactosh running up to us. He abruptly stopped when he saw us draw our weapons and held up his hand. "Um, I didn't mean to threaten you."

 Laughing it off, I said, "You didn't threaten us, but I have to be wary of attacks these days, as it seems the back street boys have put a bounty on my life. Now, what can we do for you? I assume it must be important if you came running."

 "You're the Sheriff. I won't be telling you how to go about your business, but I was coming to give you some good news when I saw you head out from your office and ran to catch up."

 "I'm always ready for some good news," I replied.

 "Then today is your lucky day. Do you mind coming with me? I think it would be better for you to see it for yourself, rather than for me to just blurt it out," he said with a tusk-filled grin. 

 Telepathically, I asked Josie, "Is this safe?"

 "I don't think Mactosh would do anything to harm you. He has always been a big supporter, and now that he has offered his daughter to you…"

 Her voice trailed off in my head, but I could sense the amusement coming from her. I shook my head. Glad that at least someone found the situation humorous. 

 "Okay, lead the way, master smith."

 He guffawed and fell in step with us. "No need to be so formal, we are practically family now, after all."

 I restrained my groan, but sensed the pretty foxkin beside me struggling to hold back her laughter. She was apparently getting to know me and my predictable reactions—I must not have been the only one paying attention when we’d been together. 

 We made small talk on the way to our mysterious destination. Mactosh wanted to know how the new weights were working. When I expressed interest in Mursha's magic, he laughed and said, "If she's half as passionate as her old man, I'll bet she'll work magic with you, for sure. But you'll have to excuse me on that topic—no father likes to think of his daughter in that way, even if it is with the esteemed Chosen of Sativa."

 I'd never had kids, or been close to having kids as far as I knew, but even I chuckled. It wasn't a hard concept to grasp. After a moment, though, I continued. "Seriously, though, I am quite interested in her magic. It seems especially useful."

 Mactosh frowned and looked at me closely, as though making sure I wasn't pulling his leg. He finally said, "I love my daughter, but I’m not sure what makes you think that. All she can do, is make things heavy. Not sure there is much call for that."


"Things? What about people? Or can she affect everything in a specific area?" I asked.

 He seemed to realize I was genuinely curious because his tone changed. "I can't say that I know all that much about it. All magic is a gift from Sativa, it is just that some are better than others.”

He shrugged “But, if you like, I can set it up for her to be available to spend some time with you. That would only be appropriate, to see if you will like her. But I promise she'll do her duty and do the best she can to make you happy. You did say that you thought she was pretty, didn't you?"

 I rolled my eyes but nodded. "I truly do think she is pretty. But customs are a bit different where I come from—I won't force a woman to marry me, just because you and I agree about it. She would have to want to, of her own free will."

 "Ever the Sheriff, honoring the third law, I see. Well, I will still send her round. You just tell me when a suitable time for you would be. But first, we are about to make you happy," Mactosh said as we’d finally reached our destination at the edge of town. 

 I had been paying too much attention to the conversation, and not enough to my surroundings. That was a dangerous habit for a man who had assassins gunning for him. But in this case, it was harmless and led to a pleasant surprise. The area where the training course was being set up had been completely fenced off, but when we walked inside the gate, my jaw hit the ground.

It was glorious. 

 This was definitely bigger and grander than I’d expected them to put together. There were at least two hundred workmen finishing up some last-minute details. I wondered how they had gotten this many men to work on it. I certainly hadn't paid enough for a crew like this, even considering the Sheriff's discount I’d negotiated. 

 "How?"

 Tyler the carpenter walked up. "My guys have been working on it almost since we started talking about it. The Sheriff, or at least the concept of the Sheriff, is still popular enough in town that I had a bunch of volunteers willing to help out. Most of them see it as donating their service to Sativa. Then Mactosh brought in his guys, and we got even more volunteers.” He grinned. “But the last hundred and fifty volunteers only showed up after what you did yesterday. Add in some wood and metal mana and… poof!"

 I shook my head. This looked like some crazy course off of that show American Ninja Warrior. Well, if it was made of just wood and metal, it would definitely be more dangerous if you fell. Then again, this wasn't made for TV, it was for real-life training.

I couldn't help but notice though that there were rows of bleachers built on one side of the course. When I asked about those, Mactosh chuckled. "That was my idea. You’d talked about letting others use it for training, and I thought that might be fun—but what if you were to have races and other types of competitions here? It might really encourage the people.”

“Life is never easy out here on the frontier, but it would be good to give them something other than drinking and fighting for entertainment,” Tyler agreed.

“Plus,” Mactosh continued, “you could raise funds this way. I mean, if you are going to take care of my daughter, I want to make sure you have plenty of money."

 I wanted to argue against the idea, but I could actually see merit in it. If we could drum up interest, it could go a long way towards building morale. "You guys are amazing. I still can't believe you got this done in just two weeks."

 "What can we say? We're damn good at our jobs," Tyler said.

 "You can say that again, my friend," Mactosh added. 

 "I don't know how to thank you for this."  

 "Well, about that…" Tyler began. I almost cringed in dread when he finished his sentence with, "I may have promised the workers that they could watch you and Deputy Josephine race the course."


 I looked at over the foxkin girl, expecting her to explode about this. She just didn't strike me as the playful type, not to mention that I was sure she was still upset about losing to me last night. The fact that I had listened attentively to her ideas about the investigation had seemed to warm her up a bit, but I didn't want her to feel pressured. "Deputy, you don't have to…"

 She waved me off saying, "No, I'd love to." Then she added with a sly smile, "Unless you're afraid of racing a little girl like me, Sheriff?"

 



Chapter 38 – To the Strong…

 

I shook my head. Nope, she was definitely still mad, but must have decided that this was a clever way to get even with me. "Fine, foxy. If you think you can take me."

 That had Josie glaring at me. "What'd you call me?"

 "I know you heard me. You’re always telling me how much better your hearing is than mine… foxy."

 She stomped her foot. I held my smile inside. If I was going to bait her, I needed to keep this serious. She said, “That’s it... Sheriff or no Sheriff, I'm going to trounce you." Then she moved like she was going to pull out her blades.

 "This isn't a fight, it's a race,” I snorted. “Think you can manage to race me without burning down the course?"

 I was almost positive that flames danced along her brow when I made this quip. This was either going to be a great deal of fun, or I was going to regret it, for an awfully long time. 

 "I can beat you in any race. Two weeks ago, you moved like a slug. And while I’ll admit your progress has been impressive, you can't possibly think you are faster than me," Josie said. She was almost shouting by the time she finished. 

 Mactosh and Tyler both stepped back. I didn't blame them. The air around the fox girl had started heating up to an uncomfortable level.

 "Wanna bet?" 

 "Sure, if I win, then you turn over the investigation into the kidnappings over to me, and you agree to let me pick some more deputies to help keep you safe."

 "Fine, but if I win, then I get a kiss."

 I wasn't sure if she blushed at that, or if her face was just red from all the heat she was putting off or how angry she got. "Whatever, not like you're going to win."

 "Just to be clear,” I said, holding up a finger, “the kiss will be at the end of the course in front of all the people in the stands. And it will be a real kiss, not a peck on the lips, like you’d give your mother."

Her eyes practically bulged at this, but still Josie snarled, "Done."

 I dropped the demeanor of angry tension and turned to the two craftsmen with a grin. "Please, tell us about the course."

 Mactosh lost his fear as he started talking about the course. He was obviously proud of it. "Oh, we don't want to tell you too much before the inaugural race, but I can say there are a number of balance drills that will require hand strength, agility, and timing. Many of the obstacles move and will have you high above the ground—although a fall should never be more than thirty feet, even from the highest points. We tried to make it so that anyone with a durability greater than thirty should at least survive the fall. I'm sure we can find a healer, in case either of you fall."

 "Okay and what are the rules?" Josie asked.

 “It is a race through five obstacles. We hope to expand it, but for now that is it. Most of the obstacles have plenty of room for you to run them side by side, but each obstacle has a yellow flag. You have to collect the yellow flags to be considered to have completed the course—so speed alone won't win the day. Being first across the finish line will win you two more yellow flags, for a maximum possible of seven. If you fall off of an obstacle, you can get back on, but you can no longer claim the yellow flag from that obstacle. Whoever earns the most yellow flags, wins."

 Both Josie and I nodded along as we listened. Mactosh wasn't giving us any details about the obstacles themselves, but I was honestly thrilled to try it out. "Okay, I want to change out of my armor, then I will be ready to go."

 Tyler said, "We will need about half an hour to get everyone into the stands, anyways. A lot of people are going to want to see this. You are the Sheriff, but…” he winked at Josie, “the deputy here is pretty well known around town for her skills."

 "Okay, thirty minutes and then we go. I'll be over here meditating if anyone needs anything." Then I walked off. Josie made some taunt, but I was too focused to worry about what it was she’d said. 

 First, I stowed my armor. I wasn't worried about the weight of it, but I wanted to be as unrestricted as possible. Then I sat down and closed my eyes. Strength was going to play a part in this, but agility would play a bigger part. Josie had me beat in that category, but since the obstacles would all be unknown to us, perception and reaction time would also be significant. I was going to meditate and see if I could expand my mind any further. 

 It was becoming easier for me to relax and reach a meditative state. All it took for me to care about it, was objective evidence that it worked. I downed a healing potion. Clearly, I needed to think of these differently—I was rarely taking them to heal myself, and more often than not, used them to enhance the amount of mana I had in my system to make it easier to generate ki.

 Then, I pushed my core to spin faster. I stopped accelerating it once it got up to thirty revolutions per minute. I could push it faster, but I would save that for the actual race. A faster spinning core produced greater benefits, but there was also a greater strain. The problem now, was that unlike the changes I’d made earlier to my body, or to my meridians and ki channels, in fortifying my mind, there was nothing for me to turn my internal sight toward.

 I was a body cultivator, so that at least made sense. I understood that this cultivation system was tied to my body and how far I could push it. That actually made me grateful—I didn't want it to be some bizarre esoteric process. I understood the concepts of improving my body, so this was just a new take on doing so, for a new world. 

 Which only made this part all that much more frustrating. Why did I need to improve my mind as a body cultivator? In fact, what did that even mean for me? Was this about fortifying or strengthening my intellect? Somehow, I couldn't accept that. So, did that mean it was about my soul? Did I even have one of those?

 I chose to believe that it still had a connection with my body cultivation. Of course, I still needed to work out exactly what that connection was. I only had one skill that was not connected to my body at all, but to my mind. Telepathy had been a gift from Sativa, intended to make up for the radios I’d had on me and in my police cruiser. Maybe that put it entirely outside of this cultivation system, but maybe it also would provide a key to this mind fortification. 

 Rather than reaching out to communicate with Josie or Lina, I tried to think more broadly. I didn't have any delusions that I was suddenly going to go bald or end up in a wheelchair, but I thought I might sense something. But no, no sense of other minds or greater awareness of the universe filled me.

 My frustration grew, but I tried to muscle through it. That was how I had done all my body cultivation. If this wasn't a part of the process that required or created the ki, then maybe it had something to do with allowing me to better utilize or control that ki. That thought seemed to resonate. I could feel it right at the tips of my fingers. There was a secret there, if only I could grasp it. 

 But as had happened before, I found myself being shaken by someone telling me it was time for the race to begin, derailing my train of thought just as I was on the cusp of figuring it out. I would have sworn it had only been a couple of minutes, but apparently, I’d been sitting here for nearly half an hour. That would have frustrated me, except that I had felt a tremor of sorts, right before the person shook me. I had been aware of their presence, a split second before contact. 

 As I stood up and walked over to the starting line, I reviewed what I had just experienced. First, I needed to make sure it hadn’t been just me hearing them approach or something mundane like that. I quickly decided that hadn't been it. My ki had seemed to tremble for a second, almost like a spider's web. What it all meant would have to wait for later, but for now at least, I knew it was possible. 

 I lined up next to Josie atop the platform at the beginning of the course. It looked like the first obstacle was a thirty-foot-high wall that we had to climb. It was ten feet wide and made of metal trimmed wood with only very narrow slats between the horizontal boards. It honestly would have seemed hard once upon a time, but now the only real challenge would be beating Josie to the top. 

 Mactosh and Tyler both stood on a raised platform to announce the beginning of the race to the audience. With the level of excitement, I saw from the crowd, and the sheer fact that there now had to be at least three hundred people gathered here to watch, I deduced that they were rather starved for entertainment here on the frontier. Oh well, I could work with that.

If winning the hearts and minds of the people here would make my life better, then so be it.

 Josie was announced first and there were plenty of cheers, as well as some catcalls about how she could climb their wood any day of the week. I glanced over but she seemed to be taking it all in stride. She certainly wasn't a showman, but she did a respectable job of maintaining that stoic expression she was so fond of. 

 When Mactosh called out my name, I bowed with a flourish and made a bit of a spectacle of myself. The cheering for me had initially been a bit more hesitant than that for Josie, but my bow and antics drew out an extra measure of excitement from them. A moment later, Mactosh bellowed for us to begin, and so off I went. 

 The wall was a good twenty yards away, so I used some ki to empower my legs. I wanted to reach the wall before Josie. Winning wasn't enough. I wanted it to be a definitive win, so she might feel less inclined to compete with me. Obviously winning the sparring match had only riled her up. 

 Sure enough, I reached the wall and stared scaling it before she did. It was so simple, that I felt that maybe I had overestimated the degree of difficulty—I was just so much stronger than before. I’d continued to make gains in strength, thanks largely to Mursha’s mana enhanced weights. But then Josie showed me an oversight on my part. Instead of starting her climb from the ground, she made a running leap and landed halfway up the wall. In an instant, she had not only caught up but was now slightly ahead of me. 

 I still felt secure though, because as agile as she was, I knew that I was stronger. I was pulling myself up board by board and practically flinging myself up to the next slat. I was only a couple boards from the top when I sensed a twinge. 

 Not knowing what it meant, I just continued. A split second after that twinge of warning, Josie's booted foot slammed into my side. She may have cracked one of my ribs, but I was pretty durable. Unfortunately for me, though, she had timed it exactly right, so that I was midway into flinging myself up to the next board and her kick sent me flying off the obstacle. 

 It was a testament to my reflexes and newfound agility, that I was able to land on my feet. Just as much credit had to be given to my durability because instead of blowing out a knee or breaking a bone, I just let out an explosive grunt and then righted myself. 

 The fall cost me though. I looked up just in time to see Josie pulling one of the flags from the top of the obstacle. Not only had she beat me, but because I’d fallen to the ground, I was not allowed to claim a flag on this obstacle. Thinking back over the rules, I realized that Josie hadn't cheated. The rules hadn't said anything about attacking one another. We weren't allowed to damage the course, but apparently other racers were fair game.

 Two could play at this, but I still needed to get back into the race. I spun my core for all I was worth and charged up as much ki as my legs could safely handle. Then, with a superman-style squatting leap, I managed to leap high enough that I caught hold of the top of the platform with one hand.

Eat your heart out, Lebron James. 

 I pulled myself up and saw that the clever foxkin was already halfway across the next obstacle. It was a set of three ropes. Each rope was about as thick as my forearm. They were about six feet apart and spanned a gap of a hundred feet. Josie was scrambling along the top of the leftmost rope at a decent clip for such a precarious position. 

 Rather than go directly after her, I decided to take my chances and try to catch up. In order to do that, I knew I wouldn't be able to play it safe. So, I leaped out and caught myself with one arm on the center rope before swinging with my momentum forward at an angle. This allowed me to reach out and grab the rightmost rope. From there, I swung forward from one arm to the other, alternating ropes. The only reason this worked, was because of my increased strength and the instinctive timing that my agility now gave me. 

 I managed to reach the end of this course just a second before Josie did, so I grinned at her with my first yellow flag in hand. The next obstacle didn't look like any fun though. It was a series of tall wooden poles that each had a platform on the top—a little square platform which was only about two feet wide. It was clear that the bases of the poles were flexible, as they already had a bit of sway to them. 


There was nothing for it, but to leap for the closest one. They spanned another gap of about one hundred feet and were staggered in four different rows, with each pole about four feet apart. Sure enough, as soon as I landed on the first platform, it rocked back and forth violently. I barely managed to avoid being thrown off, but that was when I learned the truly diabolical nature of this obstacle. 

 The motion of each pole set off other poles on either side, which would come chopping down on us like a tomahawk. They weren't sharp or heavy enough to kill, but they could definitely send you sprawling to the ground, which was fifteen feet below. There seemed to be some sort of connection between the poles that we landed on, as we leaped from one to the next, and which side poles came down. 

 I began to sense a rhythm to it all, and I realized that I would be able to knock Josie off her pole, if I timed my leaps in a certain way with hers. There were a substantial number of factors in play but I found it easier than expected to calculate all the variables associated with the motion of the interconnected poles. 

 I cried out in triumph as we both neared the end of this obstacle but I managed to leap at the perfect time to send a log crashing down into her pole. Josie managed to jump out of the way, but it threw her off enough that she lost her balance and fell. That, I thought triumphantly, should even up the flag score—or it would have, if she didn't react with the grace of a cat and wrap her arms around another of the vertical poles. 

 As long as she didn't hit the ground, she didn't lose out on her flag for this portion, so I figured winning was the best—hell, maybe the only—way to win. I raced forward and pulled out my flag before quickly taking stock of the next obstacle. This one seemed pretty straightforward, if annoying. Actually, make that dangerous, bordering on deadly.

The fourth obstacle was composed of six rotating logs, each about the thickness of a telephone pole and thirty feet in length. There were approximately four feet between the logs, but each of them had a series of three-foot-long wooden pegs sticking out either side of them in what appeared to be a random pattern. It almost looked like some great wooden mulcher—one I definitely didn't want to end up as yard waste in it. 

 The solution seemed simple at first. I could make a great, thirty-foot leap. Looking at the platform I was standing on, I realized there was no room for a running start. I realized that Josie had nearly climbed back to the top of her pole and would soon be back in the race. My lead was about to disappear if I didn't act quickly. So out I went running across the poles and leaping from one to the other to avoid what I’d started thinking of as teeth. 

 This was when my expanded sense kept pinging me. It was becoming a distraction, and yet also enabled me to dodge just at the right time between the spinning poles. I was nearly across when I heard Josie cursing at one of the poles. Apparently, she had caught up. The nimble foxkin was making short work of this obstacle as she bounded forward with what seemed like ease between the various poles, despite the colorful expletive she had let loose. 

 I managed to beat her on this obstacle, but my lead going into the final obstacle had been cut down to about five seconds. There was no time to rigorously evaluate the next obstacle, except maybe there was not enough time to skip evaluating it. I saw what looked like a series of see-saws hanging from a thick net of cords. As I studied it, I saw that I would have to spin some of the see-saws around a central axis, while others would have to be tilted one way or the other before it was possible to move on to the next one. 

 Josie had already leaped out. I was frustrated and wanted to pass her, but I also knew that I needed to understand this. I couldn't rely upon my extra sense of the things around me to bail me out. Sure enough, as Josie reached the halfway mark, I saw that she had misgauged one of the steps, and was forced to move backward.

A less agile racer wouldn't have been able to backtrack, but she made it work. 

 I didn't think I would have been able to do what she did, as she flipped her body back to a very precarious hold. Fortunately, I didn't have to. I had taken the time to understand the obstacle, so I began confidently working my way across it. Compared to Josie, it must have looked to the viewers like I had already run this course, repeatedly, but they cheered me on all the same.

For her part, Josie showed me a bit more of her passion, as she laced the air with more colorful language. 

 Even with having to backtrack, she almost beat me. But at the end, she lost. We had to run another twenty yards past the final obstacle to get to the finish line—the one that crossed the finish line first, earning the last pair of flags.

I had four, and she had five, since she’d completed all five obstacles without falling to the ground. But both flags at the finish line went to whoever got there first. I beat Josie by just under ten seconds. It may not sound like much, but it was long enough for me to raise my hands triumphantly to the cheering audience before Josie got there.


 There was a good amount of cheering, but by how glum some of the people looked, I was willing to bet they’d lost money wagering against me. Breathing heavily, Josie walked behind me and started to head for the stairs leading back to ground level.

With a big smile on my face, I called out loud enough for the crowd to hear me, "Aren't you forgetting something?"

 Josie turned and looked at me. Instead of the angry glare I had expected from her, I saw a mixed jumble of emotions flit cross her face. She clearly wasn't happy about losing, but I could also see how her stiff nipples were poking through her top. The predominant expression on her face was nerves.

"You didn't really mean that, did you?"

 I shrugged. "I won't force you to kiss me, but they did announce our bet to all of the audience.” An audience who I might say had grown quiet, except for an occasional wannabe movie extra shouting out what sounded to my mind an awful lot like, "kiss de girl!" and "you can do it!"

 "You're right, a bet’s a bet. How bad can it be ,anyway?"

 I walked over to her and pulled her close. "Gee, thanks," I said, but I fully intended to make this kiss count. I leaned my head down to her, since she was almost a foot shorter than me. She tilted her head up, and it was then that I knew she was actually willing.

Our lips met. At first, it was kind of rigid and awkward, but then it began to transition. I felt her soften and melt into me as my tongue pushed into her mouth. Months of brewing frustration within her boiled out and she began to kiss me back with abandon. 


As the balance of action in the kiss shifted, the crowd began to hoot and holler. I even heard a woman cry out, "get you some, girl!" As deep and passionate as it was, with Josie’s sleek form melting into my chest, it ended all too soon. She eventually pulled back when I came up for air, looking even more flustered than before. I halfway expected her to mutter something about what had come over her. She gave me one more speculative look, then simply walked away.

I decided not to push it, but did take a bow for those in the stands, which only drove them crazy. 

 Oh yeah, I could get the hang of this. It was gonna be a great training tool, but I definitely saw potential in this course for other ways to bring the town together.



Chapter 39 - Go the Spoils



 It had been a good day. I’d made progress in alchemy, cultivation, and training, and the new training course was going to be a great draw for the town. I could imagine the youngsters liking it quite a bit, and men using it to compete for the attention of women. I still had to figure out how to have a proper stadium erected around it, and a million other logistical issues, but those things would come in time. 

 No, it would definitely improve morale, lead to the introduction of other sports, allow me to train and develop future deputies, and that didn’t include the benefits I would reap from training on it. I already had ideas for upgrades, but Mactosh and Tyler had set it up faster than I’d had reason to hope. It was quite impressive. 

 Now though, I put all those things to the back of my mind as I relaxed in a tub of hot water, staring up at the stars. There seemed to be so many more stars here than there’d been back home, but I knew that was simply a function of there being so much less reflective light in Yonderton than what I was used to back in California. The warm water and natural beauty washed away my concerns, along with the aches in my muscles from a day of tough physical challenges. 

 I heard two voices speaking in whispered tones from the ladder that led up to the roof. I was immediately on my guard, waiting for someone to attack me here. I was no longer as helpless as I had once been, but fighting in the buff was hardly ideal. I spun my core and sent a small amount of ki to my ears. Now, that I had finished the body fortification, it was much easier than before. 

I now had a more instinctive feel for how much ki the different parts of my body could handle. 

 Immediately, the sounds became clearer and the voices distinct. I relaxed. It was just Lina and Josie, but then I decided to listen in. I didn't even feel bad about eavesdropping on them, because they both had pointed out repeatedly how much more acute their hearing was than mine. It served them right if they continued to underestimate me. 

 There was also something about the tone of the conversation which drew me in.

 "You are acting like a spoiled brat," Lina said.

 "Am not," the foxkin replied.

 "See, even that answer sounds like a wee kit, rather than a grown woman, deputy, and servant of Sativa."

 "Don't get all preachy to me. Besides, why are you pushing me? I'd have thought you wouldn't want to share, at least not for a while. What's the matter, can't the bunny girl keep up with the big, bad human Sheriff?"

 "As if. I can fuck circles around you,” he heard Lina snort in a most unladylike fashion, “and I just did it for the first time two days ago. No, I actually like Rob. He is a great guy, and I think this will be good for both of you. You need to start thinking of him as the Sheriff, and not just someone you have to always be on your toes to protect."

 Josie scoffed at that. "And you know what happens when I relax? I stop protecting him and he ends up dead. I’m not going to let that happen."

 "Well, you owe him three times over. He saved your life and you know it. He beat you in your last sparring match, and…"

 "I could have taken him, I just held back my speed a bit, so he could see what he was capable of," Josie interrupted.

 I could almost envision Lina glaring at Josie for her interrupting like that, but all I could do now, was listen to their words. 

 "Tell yourself whatever you have to… maybe it's even true. But that doesn’t change the fact that he won. It isn't his fault if you didn't try your hardest. You probably wanted this to happen. Besides, he beat you on the course fair and square today. I saw your face when he crossed the finish line well ahead of you, so don't even try to tell me you held back."

 "Fine, what are you expecting?"

 "Let's just see where things go. Just promise to be nice."

 "Look at what I'm wearing, I'm obviously being nice," Josie said.

Then I heard a kissing sound. I desperately wanted to see what was going on, but just about the time I’d decided to hop out and take a peek, Lina climbed up the ladder onto the roof.

 My breath was immediately taken away. The blonde bunny girl was wearing a bikini… but dang, that poor top had its work cut out for it. I'd worshipped her breasts the past two nights, but that didn't take anything from the way this top framed them. It was stunning, and the rest of her no less so. She had curves that kept my eyes traveling up and down her, and a warm smile that just invited me in.

 Behind her, Josie came out and surprise of surprises, she was wearing a bikini too. The redhead was muscular and fit in a way that even her tight armor didn't do justice to. I would have said she was well endowed, especially for her size, but that was hard to do, given that she was standing next to Lina. But Josie’s toned abs and the way her hips swayed, sending that white tipped tail of hers swishing back and forth, more than made up for it. In typical Josie fashion, she even had a dagger strapped to her thigh. She couldn't go unarmed, even when sharing a bath. 

 "Hello ladies," I said.

They both grinned. I expect that some of my thrill at the way they looked came out in my tone. I know it was certainly coming out under the water, as I was almost painfully erect at the moment. 

 "Wanting to take a bath? If you give me a minute, I can get out of your way, but I should warn you—I don't have a suit on," I said as my eyes shifted to see Josie’s reaction.

 Lina laughed. "Nothing I haven't seen—and better yet, felt—already. But no, we aren't asking you to get out; we’d like to join you."

 "Both of you?" My eyes went from one woman to the other and back again.

 For an answer, Lina took her top off, while Josie nervously said, "Yep, both of us."

 I looked at the large barrel which made up the bathtub. It would be a tight fit with two of us in here. I had no idea where we would fit a third person. "Okay, I'm up for a challenge."

 "Hopefully, really up," Lina quipped, and then her bottoms were gone. 

 Taking in a view that definitely wasn't getting old, I held out a hand for her which she grabbed, but then just hopped right in with those strong legs of hers, easily clearing the top of the tub to land on top of me with a splash of water. Josie must have got hit with the water because I saw her shaking herself and drops of water spraying off. Something about how her tail moved as she shook was absolutely magical. 

 But then, my focus was completely lost. I couldn't even think about Josie when Lina grasped my cock, holding it straight up and then impaling herself on me. I groaned, because god help me, she was still so fucking tight. That primal scent she gave off drove me crazy, as the bands of muscle inside her vagina had already started working me over. 

 This time, I didn't have the excuse of pent up frustrations. Lina had done her best these past two nights literally to squeeze every drop of cum I had to give her, and now was no different.

As she bounced in my lap, Lina looked back over her shoulder at Josie. "Don't be shy. I'm just warming him up for us. Don't worry, he will keep going for a long time."

 With praise like that, I had to make sure I lived up to it. So, I stood up and took charge of things. Standing hip deep with a cute bunny girl wrapped around your cock is enough to make any man go weak in the knees, but I reinforced my legs with a single point of ki. There was no way I was going to lose it just yet—which meant I needed to channel a point or two of ki into my groin meridian, as well. 

 The effect of that was immediate and electric. I'm not sure why I hadn't thought about doing this before. Just like ki increased my sight or hearing, this time it increased my sensitivity. Whatever I had thought I knew about pleasure before was washed away in an avalanche of passion. My load erupted without me being able to stop it and shot forcefully into Lina’s accepting womb. 

 But ki didn't just increase my sensitivity, it also increased my stamina, so little Rob was in no risk of losing his perfectly rigid posture. I held my bunnykin by her pert ass, and pistoned up into her. Thrust after thrust like this made her lose it. I loved that she couldn't hold back, any more than I had. 

 "Fucck! Ssoo mucch, goddess giveee itt to mee. I'mm alll yourrs. Fck mee."

 If a single point of ki felt like this, then I had to wonder what would happen if I channeled a few more in. I began to spin my core faster and then pushed three points of ki down to my groin meridian. Suddenly, it wasn't just me feeling the electricity. Lina started shuddering like a little rabbit when you first pick it up, but this wasn't from fear. It was a string of uncontrollable orgasms wracking her body. 

 Something else began to happen though. As my core spun faster, I could feel the power of her life mana seeping into me faster. It was like a circuit of energy. Her life essence pushed into me, and I fed passion and energy back to her in the form of my ki-empowered cock. I would have laughed about truly having a magic cock now, but I was too caught up in the amazing sensations cycling between Lina and I.

 That was when I felt a warm tongue gently lick my neck. I had been oblivious to Josie climbing up on the rim of the tub to sit behind me. She leaned forward now, with her hands draped over my chest and her mouth teasing my ear and neck. In conjunction with the extreme sensations, I was feeling as Lina’s pussy pulsed around me, Josie’s warm breath and tongue made me shudder.

 I felt the heat begin to rise within me. At first, I didn't recognize what it was, but then I realized it was Josie’s fire mana. As she licked me the close contact increased the flow of fire mana from her into me. The faster my core spun, the better my body seemed to be at absorbing mana. There was still the problem with polluting waste, but I would worry about it in a bit. Right now, I quite literally had my hands full with all I could handle, in these two gorgeous women. 

 The flow of energy from me into Lina began to pick up. The life mana byproducts empowered and energized my body, even as the fire mana heated me up. But the focus of all that power was cycling through me and into Lina. I shunted some of it up to work on tempering my mind. There were so many stimuli to focus on, and I only had so much attention. 

 Just as I had refined my body, now I needed to fortify and refine my mind, otherwise it would be the weak link. My body had become strong enough to handle ki, at least much better than it had done so before. Now, I needed to be able to track everything that was going on.

I shifted, so that I only needed one hand to help Lina balance on me. Normally, I'm sure she would have used her powerful legs to support herself by clenching them around me, but her entire body was so relaxed that it was almost like she was limp, dead weight. 

 Still, waves of orgasms rocked through her and it seemed all she was capable of doing was moaning. Meanwhile, I reached back with my free hand and stroked Josie's hair, and then her ears. They seemed to be extremely sensitive,  like I’d had a feeling they would. She all but purred as I began rubbing them in earnest, pushing her nose and mouth up into my neck and letting out little whimpering groans.

 I felt a huge wave of power flow from me into Lina as I unloaded for my second time. My mind was busy trying to juggle so many different stimuli, but this demanded my full attention. I shuddered as I emptied myself into her and she arched back, crying out, "Yess, makee me yourrrs!"

 Then I nearly collapsed, sinking down to one knee. At least I maintained the presence of mind to hold Lina up with one arm and to hold Josie close with the other. As my chest sank into the water, there was a sizzling sound and I felt the excess byproducts of all the fire mana that was seeping into me from Josie exit my body. There wasn't all that much water left in the tub as Lina had splashed a great deal of it out earlier but what was there began to boil. 

 A part of me knew that I should have freaked out, but I couldn't find the energy to worry about it. Somehow the circuit of power in me had expanded to include both Josie and Lina. The foxkin’s fire mana and bunnykin’s life mana soaked into my body in increasing waves. In turn, we were protected from the heat by Josie's power. Within seconds, all the remaining water was gone in a cloud of steam, and I stumbled back against the wall of the tub.


 Lina ended up curled up into my side. She was completely exhausted and only barely awake. My mind recovered quickly, and was soon crisp again. Awareness returned to me and I realized I needed to stop drawing mana out of Lina, so I cut her off. She shuddered, her ears doing a funny dance on top of her head before she let out a deep sigh and snuggled her head into my chest. 

 Josie dropped down to her knees against the top of my legs. As gorgeous as she was, the strain of fortifying my mind while fucking Lina and absorbing all that mana from two different sources had drained me. My cock was still at attention, but that was likely because it had been the focal point for much of the ki that my body had processed. My core was spinning faster than ever before and I felt truly spent, yet still incredibly sensitive all over. 

 The sexy fox girl leaned forward on her knees. Her skimpy bikini top still courageously clung to one breast, but her other gorgeous breasts had sprung free of its confines with all the quivering and shaking we had done. She put her hands on my cock and began to stroke it.

“Oh, still so big and swollen,” she purred. “It looks like he needs some more attention."

 "Oh, Josie," I groaned, "I want you so bad, but I’m not sure I have the energy left to do it the justice you so richly deserves."

 "No worries, let me take care of this..." she squeezed my ever so sensitive cock lovingly, “big guy, for you.”  

 She leaned forward, maintaining eye contact with me as her tongue darted out to lick up the length of my shaft, from the root to the tip of my cock. Damn, that was so sexy. I guess I was going to have to try to do my best for one more round. 

 When I shifted my hand to caress her ear, she shook her head. "No, let me take care of you, Sheriff." When I arched an eyebrow, she simply added. "Because I want to."

 Her mouth felt like a velvety heaven and I couldn't help but be turned on by the fact that Josie had to be tasting a combination of both me and Lina right now. Still, even with all the ki, I was nearly spent after a long day and then two earth shaking orgasms back-to-back. But Josie wasn't having anything to do with that nonsense, as she worshipped my cock with a surprisingly loving touch, coaxing the sensitive organ back to life. 
 
 "It might take a while, I'm pretty spent. Are you sure you want to do this, now? It feels absolutely amazing, but you will have to work a bit to get me to finish."

 Josie pulled back and gave me a wicked grin. "Not a problem. I'm here for as long as you need me. Besides, I don't mind putting in the work. It's the Law of Strength—spoils are for the strong."



Epilogue



 In a dark, smoky room, the four remaining heads of the backstreet boys gang met to discuss what to do with the problem facing them. Kevin was not here, nor would he be. Well, other than a few of his fingers and the two eyes they’d received via messenger recently. He’d made a deal with the wrong people to deliver the new Sheriff to them. None of them knew for sure who his contact was, but each had their agents looking into it. 

This was someone who they did not want to get on the wrong side of.

 The rest of the gang leaders hadn't argued with Kevin about it, because if the plan had worked, it would have been a huge boon to them all. A new Sheriff was a pest, but the constant threat of having a new Sheriff show up right after they’d gotten rid of one, was worse. They never knew when someone like Cobb would show up. That man had actually been semi-competent, and a constant thorn in their sides.

 Nick called the meeting to order. He was the face of the gang. As a wolfkin, he was seen as a natural leader. It was he who met with other gangs, and who officiated when their gang cooperated with another, but he had no more control than any of the others.

"Has anyone gotten a lead on how we can get this Sheriff?" Nick asked.

 "Not yet," Howie replied. The monkeykin was known for being the most cautious of their council. "He doesn't leave the office often, and when he does, it isn't for long. You all know that Sativa has made it impossible for us to attack him there."

 "Yes, yes, but talking about where we can't attack him doesn't help us. My sources say you could have taken him when he went to visit the alchemist," McLean argued. If Howie was the most cautious, then McLean, a catkin, was the most reckless. 

 Howie snapped back at his colleague, "You can get on the bad side of that psycho bitch if you want to, but no thank you. My boys will take him if and when they get a chance, but not while he is in the area claimed by Rava."

 Catkin and monkeykin glared at one another but eventually, the fourth leader, a foxkin named Littie, said, "I don't really care about killing the Sheriff. That will happen in due time. I'm much more worried about being able to make good on our promised deliveries. Our clients want more girls, not less." 

 "It was a fool move to take that many at one time. We all knew it. It simply isn't sustainable," Nick snapped.

 Littie growled back at the larger man. "Maybe, but what does that matter? Kevin paid the price for overreaching, but I didn't hear you telling him not to do so, back when he proposed this little plan. Nor have you given us any insights into who his mysterious contact in the east might be."

 Howie sighed and tuned out the argument. This meeting was turning out to be just as unproductive as the last few had been. He knew all the points that would be made like the back of his hand, and yet he couldn't shake the feeling that this new Sheriff was the bigger issue.

If he didn't miss his guess, this one was going to be more trouble than Cobb ever was.



________________________



The morning sun had popped up and Josie found herself slowly coming around. She was usually up hours before this, but was comforted by Lina's soft curves cuddled up against her. The bunnykin had become a staple in her life, and for all the loss she had experienced, she couldn't bear to experience any more. 

 It was that loss that had caused her to resist opening up to Rob, even after he showed so much potential. Josie hadn't known Sheriff Cobb very well, but he was still the larger-than-life example to which she had compared all the subsequent Sheriffs. Rob was the first one who compared favorably. 

 Rob had Cobb's drive and his famous commitment to justice, but unlike the portly old Sheriff, he didn't rely upon gear or his deputies to make this work. Rob was smart and tactical, but he was also willing to put in the work necessary to become a physical specimen to be reckoned with. The progress he had made in just over two weeks was staggering. He was already a match for her, although still a bit too slow. 

 And what he did last night… well, that had been a first for her. It had been hard to believe Lina when she’d described how different he was. Some differences were to be expected because of his origin, but he was still a male. Unlike the bunnykin, Josie had some experience with guys. No matter how nice they were outside the bedroom, they were demanding and selfish in the sack. It was just the way of Olimero—women existed to please men, because there were so many women for each man. 

 But Rob had almost seemed more interested in pleasing her, than in what she could do for him. It was exhilarating and almost made her regret not letting things progress further or faster. Oh well, she could make up for lost time.

Although that thing he had done near the end? Whatever that was, Josie knew she needed to learn more about that.


________________________



Before dawn, in the wee hours of early morning was the only time that Mursha could get any time on one of the forges. Not long after the sun came up, her brothers would arrive at the workshop and demand they be allowed to work the forges. 

 Mursha had long ago given up arguing with them. Their father would always take his sons' side. It wasn't that he was unkind to her, she just knew her father placed a great deal of weight on the fact that they could use the same metal mana that he possessed. 

 Their family was blessed with far more magic than any other orc family she knew about. Mactosh, like most orcs, didn't deign to breed with the other races—even if he wasn't above having a fling with one or two of them. He wanted orc children, and so he had gotten them. Between his four wives, he had fourteen children. Mursha happened to be the youngest.

 That caused him to spoil her in some ways, but it also led to his disappointment when she hadn't developed an affinity for metal mana. Three of her brothers and her were his only children to develop mana gifts, but that was still a particularly good ratio for orcs.

Mursha had magic and was proud of it, but her father demeaned it. He insisted on calling it ‘heavy’ mana. That wasn't its proper name, though. She knew it to be gravity mana, but she just didn't know what she could do with it.

It didn't help her to work the metal, like her father or brothers could, and smithing was what stirred her soul. Mursha loved the way the metal sang when her hammer pounded into it. Her mana didn't make metal beautiful, though. When her mana was imbued into the metal, it made it heavy and much stronger, but also ugly.

 Now, as she stood listening to the metal sing, she almost lost track of the warhammer she was forging as her mind went to the man her father wanted to give her away to. Mursha could admit that he was pleasant to look at, even if his skin was an odd shade of pink and the lack of tusks made him seem a bit effeminate. Female orcs had tusks too, they just weren't as pronounced as those of their male counterparts. 

 Once again, though, her father showed interest in her. He was favoring her and giving her gifts. Mursha knew her father did care about her, and didn't want to force her into a partnership with a man that she didn't like, but it was too soon to say what she thought about this Sheriff.

But one thing was certain, she had liked the way he looked at her. And when she fell into his arms, he had been made of solid muscle. There was a power there that hummed within him. She wondered to herself, could she make him sing for her like the metal did?



________________________



Rava pulled the scarf across her face a little tighter. The potion was reaching a critical point. The fumes alone could have killed her, were it not for the enchantment placed upon her scarf. The air mana in it purified any contaminants from the air and made it so that she breathed only oxygen-rich air. Even underwater, she would be able to breathe with this powerful enchanted item. It had cost her more than five hundred platinum, but was worth every copper piece. It even had the added benefit of enhancing her mental processing, because of the oxygen-rich air it provided.

 The formula she was working on was a derivative of the so-called tear gas which Rob had provided her. That formula was a treasure trove in and of itself. Now, she was working on a far more lethal version of the substance. She might even share it with Rob when she was done. He certainly had a use for more weapons in his arsenal, but in Rava's experience, some people got squeamish when it came to the use of chemical weapons. 

 To her, it didn't make any difference. Dead was dead, after all. Did it really matter that one way of killing was more painful than another? Okay, a lot more painful, but the endpoint was still the same. Rava wasn't into killing people for no reason, but she had learned the hard way, that if you weren't ready to defend yourself and what was yours, then Olimero would send someone to take it from you. 

 No, Rob just might be the answer to her prayers, in many ways. Rava could admit she was tired of being alone, but she wouldn't chain herself to a lesser male. If he was what she thought he was, though, then oh, the rewards of their union would be so much greater.

Heck, even as an alchemy apprentice, he showed promise. 

 He was good enough looking that she wouldn't mind coupling with him. They had so much they could offer one another. As long as he wasn't too demanding, she would leap at the chance. Well, as long as he wasn’t too bossy outside of the bedroom. Inside the bedroom was a completely different matter—a girl has to have her kinks, after all. 



________________________



After such a long time, one of his plots was coming to fruition. That might be overstating things a bit, but it was certainly a step in the right direction. Now, he just had to make sure that the results continued to spread. Sativa might think she had some inkling of the game he was playing, but that was what was wrong with this generation of alleged gods—they all thought they knew things they had no idea about.

 No, he could be patient. He had been so, up to this point. The chains he wore were heavy, but there might be a way out of them. A bet was a bet, after all.

 

This is the End of THE LAW OF STRENGTH

 

The tale continues in THE LAW OF FAMILY

Feb 7th, 2022

 



Index
 

Cast


Josephine (Josie)-  foxkin, deputy, fire mage

Rolina (Lina)- bunnykin, clerk, life mage

Rava- elf, alchemist

Mactosh- orc, blacksmith, metal mage

Mursha- orc, daughter of Mactosh, gravity mage

Colton and Wey- wolfkin, thugs in the backstreet boys’ gang

Barow- wolfkin, tailor

An'kesh- elf, mercenary, mind mage


Lucas- orc, mercenary, earth mage 

Tyler- cowkin, carpenter


Sativa- nature goddess, architect of Olimero

Entity from Interlude- a being who has murky and unspecified dealings with Sativa



Racial Caps
 
Fox: AGI: 100, Magic: 90, Str: 60, Dura: 40

Bunny: AGI: 90, Magic: 80, Str: 70, Dura: 30

Elves: AGI: 70, STR: 40, Dura: 30, Magic: 110

Cat: AGI: 110, STR: 80, Dura: 50, Magic: 20

Orcs: AGI: 30, STR: 90, Dura: 110, Magic: 40

Cowkin: AGI: 30, STR: 110, Dura: 90, Magic: 20

Wolf: AGI: 70, STR: 70, Dura: 70, Magic: 70

Bird: AGI: 90, Magic: 70, Str: 60, Dura: 40

Monkey: AGI: 100, Magic: 20, Str: 80, Dura: 70

 

Rob’s Stats at the beginning of book 1

Strength: 44
Agility: 22
Durability: 12
Magic: N/A

Skills: Alchemy +42

Ranged Combat: +25

Melee Combat: +10


Rob’s Stats at the end of book 1

Strength: 77
Agility: 44
Durability: 46
Magic: N/A
Cultivation Grade: E3

Skills: Alchemy +48

Ranged Combat: +30

Melee Combat: +19
Telepathy: +8 

E-Rank Body Fortification:

Four regions successfully fortified to E rank.
Heart region fortification progress to E rank: 31%
Groin region fortification progress to E rank: 14%
Mind region fortification progress to E Rank: 27%

Progression to cultivation rank E2: 67%

 




Cultivation Ranks

Ranks E9 - 0

Open 7 meridians

Body, Mind, Core Boosts
+1 to a single stat at each level


To move to D Ranks - must condense ki from vapor into mist

Same process of acclimation
 +2 to a stat at each level

To move to C Ranks - must condense ki from mist into liquid

Same process of acclimation
 +1 to each stat at each level

To move to B Ranks - must reform both body core and physical form

New body subsists on Ki not normal biological processes
 +2 to each stat at each level

To move to A Ranks - must form a mind core and identify with a universal concept

+5 to each stat at each level

To move to S Ranks - must form a spirit core and transcend mortality

+10 to each stat at each level
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