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Chapter 1- Settling In



The upgrade to B grade had occurred two weeks ago and yet, I was still getting used to it. The changes were bigger than I had expected. Gaining thirty-nine in each of my physical stats in a single instant took some time to get used to.


It was hard to say for sure, but this even felt like a bigger change than when I had first become a body cultivator. This new body of mine was beyond what I had thought was possible. I continued to eat and to breathe, even though the notification had said that I didn’t need to.


Some habits are hard to break and… well, Lina was just such a damn good cook, that I didn’t want to give up eating her meals. The new clerks she had hired were all trying to get noticed for cooking me a meal I just couldn’t live without. She wouldn’t own up to it, but I was pretty sure my Mistress of the Sheets was promising a spot in my bed to any clerk who cooked me something I asked for seconds of.


So far, that had led to me bedding two of the new clerks, with the others all eager for a turn. That wasn’t a bad fringe benefit of my position as Sheriff. I honestly think I would have been content with the attention of my five wives, but I had agreed to live by Olimeran standards—so I sacrificed myself and did my duty.


A grin burst out on my lips. I couldn’t even think that with a straight face. The only rule I had insisted on, was that all non-wives had to be taking precautions, so to speak. As much as my bunnygirl wife loved babies, she hadn’t complained about this rule. It probably helped that Mursha had gotten pregnant the night I had married her, and Daria a week or so after that.


Jo-Jo said she didn’t want a baby yet, though I didn’t fail to note her expression when Mursha and then Daria each announced they were expecting. She was still eager to attend the tournament, which I had promised to take her to. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to fulfill that dream for her. I still had some issues to deal with at home, though, before we could leave, but there was time.


This, of course, meant that two of my five wives were pregnant, with Lina, of course, busy with our son, Robbie. He was growing faster than a human, but slower than what they had expected, judging by the comments I sometimes overheard. He was already moving around far more than I would have expected at his age.


The odd woman out in this all, was Rava. My elven wife was not only my alchemist mistress, and the manager of all our family’s business interests, but she was also well over one hundred years old. She insisted that shouldn’t keep her from getting pregnant, but despite repeated attempts, she hadn’t gotten with child—though it certainly wasn’t for lack of effort on either of our parts.


Again, my B-grade body seemed capable of going all day and all night. I was able to live, merely by absorbing ambient mana. I had found, though, that a few hours of meditation every day was still beneficial. I didn’t get physically tired without the meditation, but I definitely got cranky. Mental freshness was as important as physical recovery.


I had even noticed that this more powerful body had increased my libido. Then again, maybe that was a supply and demand issue. Their demands had increased, and my new body was responding to that with an increase in supply. Whichever it was, I was continuing to learn—about my wives, about myself, and about Olimero.


It had actually taken me two days to realize that, despite still eating at least one and often two meals a day, I no longer produced waste. Apparently, my body could metabolize or otherwise dispose of everything I ate or drank without eve needing to answer nature’s call. It was truly unnatural and freaked me out much more than I would have expected.


Training continued, with at least eight hours a day committed to getting stronger. With all my stats over one hundred these days, upgrades were coming slower and slower. That didn’t mean that the team wasn’t doing their best to push me.


Every day, I spent at least an hour training in weapons with Denne, Josie, and Daria, and my melee and ranged combat skills continued to progress. The same could be said for my alchemy skill. My skills all progressed faster than my stats now, but it wasn’t just my stats which were stalling out.


I had made no progress in my cultivation level, despite setting aside time each day for it. My body was powerful and my core much larger, yet I couldn’t seem to make any further change to it. The last notification had said that I would need to form a mind core in order to start progressing towards A-grade, but I didn't have any idea what a mind core was.


But I wasn’t giving up. It was simply easier to focus on the things I could control than the ones which stumped me. With that in mind, I had another alchemy lesson planned with Rava for this afternoon. With as much progress as I was making, and with the increased demand for rare and unusual ingredients to fuel that progress, I’d have to go into the Untamed Lands soon to gather ingredients for new types of potions—both for myself and for Rava.


Not that she didn’t have plenty to teach me still with standard ingredients, it was more that I wanted to keep her mind off her difficulty getting pregnant. I did enjoy how every alchemy lesson eventually devolved into more practice on that front, but I wanted to get some rare ingredients to capture her imagination.


For now, though, I was simply on patrol. A morning of training and a hearty lunch left me feeling great. Walking down the streets of Yonderton, things were vastly different from when I had first arrived. The first day I rode into town, I had been certain that everyone I saw was ready to kill me. That was far from the case, now.


Smiles were all that greeted me. I wouldn’t say that there was no crime—that would have been foolish—but providing housing and jobs went a long way to changing the town’s social dynamics. My going out on patrol regularly was more about me being seen by my people each day. My presence seemed to encourage them.


I glanced over at the two deputies I’d brought with me. Josie insisted that I still needed someone around to guard me. And that was fair, so I honored her request as my Mistress of the Wall—or head of my and my family’s security, if I was going to put things into Earth terms. I may be stronger than anyone around me, but I’d learned my lessons the hard way on two fronts.


First, I’d promised my women that I would follow Olimeran standards—and that meant allowing each of my wives to take on an appropriate role for the family. Except for orcs, all of the other Olimeran races tended towards a female led society. But that only made sense, with the gender disparity being slightly more than three women for every man. Hell, the orcs denied it, but I was pretty sure that even my friend Mactosh still had his wives run a great deal of things in his life.


Second, there were still threats. The Cult of the Raven had a presence in town, and my deputies occasionally caught glimpses of their people. Nimeera and Nogia, adherents of Korkanis, were both around--though I didn’t have a clue what they were up to. Nimeera had proven herself to be something more than an enemy, if something less than an ally.


I’d even gotten a quest from Korkanis, god of shadows, which promised that if I swore my allegiance to him, that he’d give me all sorts of boons—including both Nimeera and Nogia. I didn’t really know much about Nogia, but I already had some shadow in me, and Rava was a former adherent of the Cult of the Raven.


So, it wasn’t like I was completely opposed to more followers of the shadow god joining my family, I just wanted things to happen on my own terms. Though I’ll admit I did like the way Nimeera walked. I could watch that tail of hers swish back and forth all day.


The real threat was ‘Her’. Lacking a proper name to call her by, she was supposedly a servant of Old Scratch—perhaps better known on my old world, as the devil. Her was a real, if infrequently present, threat. She was powerful enough that I felt like she had only toyed with me before. I may be stronger now, but still had no idea if that would be enough to deal with a god’s servant, let alone divine figures like Mensor who wished me dead.


I had learned enough to realize that my understanding from Earth about these so-called gods was dead wrong, on so many fronts. They were neither all-knowing, nor all-powerful. In fact, they seemed to be more akin to scheming Greek gods complete with their own foibles. Yet, they also were very real and something I would have to deal with—eventually.


The so-called gods weren’t my biggest concern. Her called herself a demon, so I figured she couldn’t be up to anything good. Of course, the idea of a succubus who was interested in me brought up all kinds of interesting thoughts. Worrying about what that might be, kept all of us on our toes.


Our two newest deputies were still adjusting to the idea, but they seemed very competent. The best part of it—or worst part, depending on how I thought about it—was that, just like Denne and his wives, they were already a couple. Freina was a wolfkin and a speed mage. Her mana enabled her to make things go faster or slower. She had a quick wit and, from what I’d seen, hints of a quick temper. That was fine, as long as she could do her job.


Her husband was just about the opposite of her in almost every way. Whereas Freina had a slight build and preferred ranged weapons, Marko was a cowkin and preferred to get up close. He had an iron-shod staff that he liked to use, but in our training sessions so far, he preferred hand to hand combat. That suited me just fine, because I needed more practice with unarmed combat, anyway.


He was also even tempered. Marko seemed to have good instincts so far, and that made up for an intellect that would never be described as razor sharp. Again, his ability with Earth Mana played a part in deciding to hire these two. They complimented each other well, and I was planning to let them start going on patrols on their own soon. Today was the last patrol I was taking with them.


We had just passed the latest batch of houses that my construction teams had built. Since turning over the purse strings to Rava, she had worked with my city manager, Rozelle to add even more workmen to the crews. Those two were bound and determined to grow Yonderton.


This just meant that we only had the slums left to patrol. Calling it ‘the slums’ was a bit of an exaggeration. Yonderton wasn’t all that large, even after I had spent hundreds of merits expanding the city. This just happened to be the four blocks which had been most resistant to the recent changes. For the many ranch hands who would come into town from the outlying areas, this is where they went.


To be honest, that was to be expected. Both the brothel and the lowest priced bars were in this part of town. It was everything a man who worked seven days a week herding animals might seek out for his few days away from the ranch.


I spun my core just a bit faster as we headed into this part of town. The smiles were absent now. It wasn’t that we didn’t offer to help the people here; it was just that you can’t help those unwilling to help themselves. Addicts will generally stay addicts—whether their addiction is drink, drugs, or violence. At least with the elimination of the Back Street Boys, drugs didn’t seem to be as much of a problem as it had been.


The orc who came flying out a window from one of the bars proved that violence was still very much a problem, though. Another orc jumped out after him. This one was wearing higher quality armor and had the appearance of a fighter, rather than that of a ranch hand.


The second green-skinned brute yelled at the fallen orc, “Shut your trap. You should know better than to speak about your betters like that.”


The man on the ground looked like he worked at one of the nearby ranches, based upon his attire. He rubbed his jaw as he clambered to his feet, right up until he spat back, “If you are supposed to be some bad ass mercenaries, then why do you hit like a girl? I’ve had a hog bump me harder than that just trying to get to its slop.”


He raised his fists when the mercenary started closing with him. Another pair of orcs in matching armor came out the bar’s bat-wing door. One of them called out, “Brenson, stop it. It isn’t worth it for some hick farmer. I’ll buy the next round.”


The first armored orc shook his head and said, “No can do, Captain. No one speaks about the Iron Shield like that.”


The ranch hand scoffed, “Iron Shield, my ass. I heard you all got trashed by bandits in Westerton. Don’t worry, though. We need someone like you to muck out the stables back at the ranch. You might be smart enough to sweep shit. Just remember to use the broom, and not your hands.”


Whether because of drink, or because that taunt had hit a sore spot, the armored orc reached for the shortsword strapped to his waist. Fists were one thing, but blades something else. I smiled. I needed an excuse to take this B-grade body for a spin outside of training.

 


Chapter 2- A Good Bar Fight



“Don’t let any innocents get hurt,” I ordered Marko and Freina, and then surged forward.


I wanted to think I had been fast and smooth before, but my movement now as a B-grade was unlike anything before. The challenges I had faced since arriving in Olimero would have been child’s play with this body. Of course, that wasn’t how this or any other world works. It was those challenges, defeats, and repeatedly picking myself back up after falling down that had enabled me to reach this point. Overcoming wasn’t about never being knocked to the dirt, but about being willing to get back up every time it happened.


Neither the orc ranch hand nor the mercenary even realized I was moving until I was right on top of them. My hand grabbed the wrist of the one who was trying to pull out his sword. He struggled for a second until I squeezed hard enough to feel the bones in his wrist grind together.


The proud orc grunted in pain. Whatever he’d been drinking was heavy on his breath—no doubt that had something to do with his aggressive behavior, but I was working to make Yonderton peaceful and prosperous. A drunken brawl was one thing. It was a good way to get the energy out, but there weren’t going to be any murders in my town, certainly not right in front of me.


“I can either crush your wrist and throw you out of town, or you can back down,” I growled.


I squeezed just a bit harder, and the orc’s eyes grew wide. Whatever he was going to say, though, was lost as my expanded senses noted another orc swinging a heavy wooden club at me. I raised my left forearm to block the blow.


I might now be strong enough to take the impact, but I wasn’t willing to take any chances. A surge of ki went from my core into my arm, activating Iron Body. For a brief moment, my skin became almost as hard as iron. We had done some testing and I knew I could block a fairly strong sword blow, even if it could barely cut me. Of course, that was without factoring in any type of magical blade, or even one made from a higher quality metal, like mithril. This new skill was only at first level, so it had plenty of room to grow.


The wooden club didn’t fare as well as a sword might have. It splintered against my arm, but the force behind the blow still pushed me back. At the same time, I threw out a quick kick. My foot drove into the attacking orc’s armored gut. A combination of the way I was pushed back by his blow and his armor saved him from vomiting, but he still doubled over with the impact.


Iron Body +1


A smile crossed my face. Apparently, the skill needed actual combat to grow faster. I allowed the force to move me around, spinning the orc whose wrist I had ahold of, until he was between me and the second orc who had just attacked. Another half-dozen orcs came piling out of the bar, each with the same insignia on their armor. Apparently, there was a convention in town.


The one who had been called Captain yelled, “Brenson may have been out of line, but no one lays a hand on my Iron Shields and lives to talk about it.”


The ranch hand started to speak up, “Sher…”


But I whipped my head to him and put my finger to my mouth. I needed this, and I really didn’t want mercenary companies coming into town thinking they could tear the place up. It was important that Yonderton get the right kind of reputation.


I didn’t respond to the captain, since anything I said would have either been stupid, or have given him a clue about who his men were fighting. Instead, I tugged on the arm of the orc who was firmly in my grasp. When he stumbled into me, I drove my knee into his gut. Then, as his body bent over, I picked him up and threw his body at his Captain.


That got all six of the others riled up. I took a second to let my expanded senses to search the area. I didn’t find any more hostiles than these nine, but I still spun my core faster and pushed more ki into my brain meridian. It used to be such an odd feeling having my sense of touch expand out away from my body. Now, though, I was used to it.


Sharper hearing and sight were important, but the ability to feel the movements of everyone around me was on the next level. I expanded my senses out a hundred feet in every direction, so that it reached up to the roof of the bar. As I had expected, there were two more orcs up there with crossbows. Josie would never forgive me, if I let a bar brawl end with me taking a bolt to the chest.


I spoke up as I said, “Be right back.”


Then, I leaped up to the roof. With my Strength closing in on 200, it wasn’t even necessary to pump extra ki into my legs to do so, although I felt like since reaching B-grade, that my body did so on its own. Just like it pumped blood, ki also seemed to be sent to the parts of my body which needed it—without me having to consciously order it.


I landed on the roof to find two orcs fumbling to load their crossbows. I grinned. They must be truly drunk, because handling weapons came easily to orcs. Without a word, I cross the distance at maximum speed to slam my fist into the unprotected face of the first orc. His hands were still on the weapon, and he never managed to get his guard up.


It was necessary to pull my punch a bit. I was still learning just how hard I could hit someone without causing them permanent injury. While I wanted to cut loose a bit, it wasn’t a good idea to start killing unnecessarily. That wasn’t the reputation I wanted for Yonderton, any more than I wanted us to become known as pushovers.


I felt his face crumble under the punch. Note to self, that was a bit too hard. It still accomplished what was necessary, though, and I sent a quick telepathic message to my wives. “Brawl at William’s bar. Gonna have a few wounded. Send over a healer.”



I didn’t get a response, since they must have noticed from the way I delivered the message that I was in the middle of a fight. The more I used telepathy, the easier it became to glean the intent behind the communication, especially with my soul bonded wives.

I spun towards the other orc. He was reacting, by now, and had started to drop the now loaded crossbow. That was probably a wise move on his part, because if he had tried to shoot me, I would have broken his neck.


Instead, I jumped forward fast enough to slam my foot just below his knee. I didn’t aim for the joint, however, as I was still pulling my punches. The force was enough to take his leg right out from under him. Before he hit the ground, his arms flailing harmlessly, I fired off half a dozen rapid fire jabs into his body.


His head bounced off the roof and the sound of air exploding from his lungs told me he was going to be down for a minute. Picking up both crossbows, I swung them into each other, breaking the mechanisms and ruining them. Their Captain was going to be pissed about having to replace the weapons, but I wasn’t going to leave them behind with living enemies.


From there, I jumped back down to the street, leaving behind two unconscious orcs. When my feet hit the ground, I saw that my two deputies hadn’t followed my instructions. I’d only wanted them to protect any onlookers, but they had both stepped towards the orcs. If I knew anything from my father- and brother-in-law, it was that orcs took such challenges seriously.


The Captain now had electricity arcing between his hands while his men were standing in a loose half circle behind him, their blades drawn. Oh well, it looked like playtime was over. It had been fun while it lasted.


“Marko, Freina,” I called out, “step back.”


I landed behind the orc Captain out in front of the bar. He whirled around when he heard my voice. I saw anger in his eyes, but it was the look of a man who’d had his back pushed up against the wall one time too many.


“I don’t know your name, so I’m just calling you ‘Captain’, but you need to know mine. I’m Robert Case, the Sheriff and ruler of Yonderton. This little dust-up has gone far enough. Just know that if you attack me, my deputies, or any citizens with magic, then blood is going to run—and it won’t be mine.”


“Sheriff, of course,” he growled. “I should have known. Never seen a human before, but you look like a pink, tuskless orc.”


“Not sure why everyone thinks I’m pink. You all must not have seen what pink actually looks like.” I laughed as I spoke, hoping to de-escalate the situation. It was the wrong move, which I realized a second too late.


“Sheriff or not, no one from some little hick town laughs at the Iron Sh…”


I didn’t let him finish his declaration. It was obvious where he was going, and if he actually attacked me with Lightning Mana, then I was going to have to take this seriously. I had another option, though. The fact that I had jumped off the roof to a spot right in the middle of the orc mercenaries—at least the ones who were still on their feet—wasn’t an accident.


Over the past two weeks, I’d been practicing my Ki Slice skill. It had only leveled up a couple of times, but at least I had learned how to use it without going all out. I released a ring of force, which burst out from my body. It hit each of the orcs, while also tearing into the façade of the bar, shattering the rest of the windows.


I winced, knowing I’d have to pay for the damages. But this seemed like the easiest way to knock them all down. And with such a demonstration of force, I hoped to be able to talk some sense into their Captain.


The orcs were completely caught off guard. Their armor protected them from getting cut by my ki attack, and since they wore chainmail, I didn’t have to worry about the armor getting bent in and crushing their ribs.


I still felt a momentary weakness as the power surged out of me, but it only used up a sixth of the power in my core. While that was still enough to make me dizzy, the effect it had on the orc mercenaries was far more dramatic. Their bodies were sent flying in all directions as they spun ass over apex to land in groaning piles in the street. Only the two I had already knocked over were spared the affect, since they were below the ring of force.


My balance came back to me after a second, and I rushed forward to kneel over the fallen orc Captain. My hand snaked out and grabbed his throat. Oh, how I wished I could have done this with some of the trust fund babies I used to deal with in Santa Barbara. It probably would have done them some permanent good, to realize they weren’t all that.


“This can go two ways,” I growled. “You can pay for the damages to William’s bar, shake hands, and put harsh words behind us or I can end all of you.”


His neck was too thick for me to completely grasp in a single hand, but the pressure on his windpipe still cut off any air and got him to stop thinking about his honor for a minute. Orcs, I had found, could be reasonable when they weren’t fixating on honor. At least that was my experience.


The Captain’s hands grabbed to my forearm. He tried to push it away, but he might as well have tried to bend steel. I didn’t budge—at all. I saw the light go on in his eyes as he realized he was truly screwed.


I eased up the pressure a bit, and he mumbled, “I yield.”


Standing up, I held out my hand as I said, “Good, then as soon as you all clean up this mess, you can get back to drinking.”


Doubt flickered across his face, but then he grabbed my extended arm and I pulled him to his feet. I cut off any arguments he might have made when I turned towards the orc ranch hand. His name was Thed, and he had a bit of a reputation for stirring up shit. He was currently trying to creep off through the crowd which had gathered.


“Where do you think you’re going, Thed? You get to help clean this mess up, too. Then, you’ll apologize for whatever shit-talking you were doing, and head back to the ranch.”


“But Sheriff,” he whined, “I just got here, and I’ve got two more days off.”


“And you just lost those two days, unless you’d rather take your chances with me? These Iron Shields are guests in our town, but you know the rules. What kind of town is Yonderton?”


Thed grudgingly said, “Peaceful and prosperous.”


“See? You do remember. Now help clean up this mess.”


I didn’t wait for a response. My extended senses would warn me if he tried to do anything stupid. Instead, I turned towards Marko and Freina. “Deputies, keep an eye on them. If they make any more trouble, you have full authority to take whatever steps you need to.”


Behind me, I heard a group walking up. But I wasn’t worried about them or the woman overhead—they were four of my wives, after all. It was more the expression I knew would be on Josie’s face that had my stomach turning over itself.


 


Chapter 3- Wives Assembled



“I didn’t think it would take the four of you to handle some simple healing,” I said. Then I pointed up at the roof. “The most severely wounded are up there, but only provide healing for serious injuries. Any cuts and bruises they can keep as a reminder of how to act in Yonderton.”


Josie frowned. “You’re incorrigible. And, of course we were all going to come. I wasn’t going to let Lina come to a brawl without proper protection.”


My effervescent bunnygirl giggled but then poked my foxkin deputy in the shoulder and said, “Hey, I’ve been learning how to fight.”


Josie didn’t reply, but the roll of her eyes said everything she was obviously thinking. I couldn’t help but stare for a moment at my beautiful wives. They were all striking, which made it hard to be upset with them, but then another thought hit me. “I’m glad you came to protect Lina. I expect nothing less from my Mistress of the Wall. But, you also let Mursha and Daria come here in their condition.” My brows drew down. “You know how I feel about that.”


Mursha started to say something, but Daria landed in a flutter of feathers, a gust of her wind magic interrupting the green-skinned beauty. “Josie didn’t let us do anything. We are equals. You promised.”


I shook my head. It was my own damn fault. Daria was still hypersensitive about being treated like she was a full-fledged wife. Even our soul bond hadn’t completely erased that. I had pushed her off for so long, that insecurity carried over into our new relationship.


“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I want you to be in danger.”


Mursha got her bit in this time, “And we want you to be in danger?”


“It isn’t the same thing, and you know it,” I replied. “This isn’t about holding you back, it is about protecting you while you’re pregnant. That is my baby in you, after all.”


The crowd wasn’t dispersing. Without much entertainment, watching the Sheriff’s harem drama was probably the juiciest thing going on in town. When I noticed that, I switched to communicating via telepathy. Immediately, all my wives began trying to speak in my head at the same time.


I endured it patiently. There were a boatload of amazing benefits to my new relationship status with Mursha and Daria, but this definitely was not one of them. I just thought to myself that it was a small price to pay.


When each of them—except Lina—had said their bit about how they were my deputies, and it was their duty to keep me safe, I mentioned, “Did Lina bring Robbie?”



My question made the telepathic channel go dead. If I didn’t know better, I would have felt like they hung up on me. After a few seconds of silence, Lina replied, “I would never bring our son to a battle.”



“Exactly.”



“But it isn’t the same,”
 Daria protested.


“Look, I’m not trying to control you.”


“You can control me,” Mursha whispered out loud.


I ignored her statement. At least she had spoken softly enough that the crowd didn’t hear her. “All joking aside, I get that you worry about me. It shouldn’t come as a surprise, then, that I’m going to worry about you. We have more deputies—two of whom were with me—and things have been pretty quiet. Even if you won’t stay home to take care of yourselves, stay home to take care of my baby that you are carrying.”



I could feel Daria wanting to protest that she was only carrying an egg, but fortunately the stubborn hawkgirl kept it to herself. To soothe them, I added, “Look, it won’t be long till you are back to your normal lives, and you both have plenty to do without engaging in combat.”



They each gave me a mental assent, and I turned to find that Josie and Lina had already gone up to the roof. I jumped up there, not because I didn’t trust Josie to protect Lina from a couple of drunken orcs but because I could. It looked like our bunnygirl healer had things well in hand, having already restored the orc with the cracked skull.


I learned something new, then, because the orc was entirely sober and started apologizing as soon as he saw me. I telepathically queried the two girls, “Wasn’t he drunk?”



Lina’s laughter sounded inside my head. I’d do a lot to hear that melodious sound. “Healing Mana treats drunkenness like poison and cleans it out of the body immediately.”
 Then she added, “So, you can feel free to drink as much as you like!
 ” before winking at me.


Josie had a smile on her face even though the tone of her telepathy was a bit snarky. “She just wants to get you drunk, because you get hornier when you’re in your cups and will do any wiling woman she puts in front of you.”




“Is it so bad that I want our husband to enjoy himself?”
 Lina fired back. “Maybe if you were more willing to share, you’d feel the same way.”



It wasn’t necessary, but even with telepathic communication it was habitual to turn towards the person you were speaking to. Josie glared down at Lina, “The wedding was a one-time thing. Rob said I don’t have to share my time with him, even if I let you join us sometimes.”



I didn’t want this to drag on, so I jumped in. “Jo-Jo doesn’t have to apologize for wanting to keep my time with her to herself. No one will be forced to do anything they don’t want, and not everyone is uh… as open minded as you are, shall we say.”



Josie thought, “Nympho.”



Which was quickly followed by Lina’s, “Prude.”



They glared at one another for a moment till it turned into smiles. I would have been worried, but of all my wives I knew that Jo-Jo and Lina got along the best. Jo-Jo wasn’t completely averse to being with another woman, as evidenced by the help she freely gave Lina before I’d arrived, but it just wasn’t her thing. I knew that Lina accepted that, even if she liked to tease Jo-Jo like an older sister.


The orc’s apology broke into my chain of thought, “I’m so sorry, Sheriff. I didn’t realize who you were, which now in retrospect is sorta stupid considering how different you look. I just saw someone attacking my teammates, so me and Talaman came up here to do what we do best.”


“We’ve all been affected by beer goggles, before. This time, it was just in reverse. I respect the desire to protect your team, but won’t have chaos in my city,” I said in a stern tone of voice.


He looked dumbfounded for a second, then laughed loudly. “Beer goggles! That’s a good one. But seriously, my Captain and the rest of the squad are good people. We’ve just been down on our luck lately.”


If my life was a video game, then I would have felt like this orc was an NPC with an arrow flashing over his head indicating he had a quest to give me. Without hesitating, I took the bait.


“First off, what’s your name? Second, what do you mean by down on your luck?”


He grinned and extended his arm, like I was used to seeing Denne and Mactosh do. I clasped his forearm and shook it firmly. Orcs respected strength, but they were masochists… um, well maybe except for Mursha. I wasn’t sure about that girl; she had turned out to be far more submissive and kinkier than I’d expected. Anyway, I had to focus again and make sure I didn’t crush his bones or shake his arm off.


“I’m Yambul. As for the history of our squad. We had some good contracts and for three years or so, things were going well. We’re all second sons and non-mages—other than the Captain—so it was good to find a home with the Iron Shields.”


Given that Mactosh had three sons, I was a bit confused by what he was talking about. “Second sons?”


“Oh, sorry… I’d heard you had married an orc, so I just assumed you knew.”


“Well, my best friends here are orcs—Mactosh and his son Denny—and I married Mactosh’s daughter, Mursha.” I scratched my cheek. “She’s my fifth wife, but I’m not sure that the concept of second sons has ever come up.”


“Ah, yes, the blacksmith.” Yambul nodded. “I’ve heard good things about his blades. Anyway, most orc families aren’t as well to do as Mactosh. The inheritance generally goes to the first son, and second sons are sent out to serve as mercenaries. Although, typically, second sons means any son who doesn’t get his father’s inheritance—generally each of them, after the first.”


I nodded my understanding, so he continued. “Anyway, second sons have more trouble getting a proper orcish wife. Most orcish wives go to first sons. Sure, we could get beastkin wives, but not all orcs find that appealing.”


I felt a rush of heat beside me as a flame burst to life in Josie’s hands. She spoke slowly and deliberately, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Yambul’s eyes went wide. “Uh, no disrespect was meant, just stating a matter of preference.”


“Don’t scare the man, Josie. Remember, they are guests in our town.”


The flames disappeared and Josie immediately stepped up next to me, wiggling her way under my arm and putting hers around me. Her hands were still quite hot when they touched my skin—but nothing that I couldn’t handle even if it was unpleasant. Then again, I figured that was the point she was trying to make as she adopted a syrupy sweat voice, “As you command, husband.”


She almost never called me that outside the bedroom, so even if the heat hadn’t been a clue, I figured this meant she was mad at me. I leaned in and kissed her forehead before saying to the orc, “Your preferences are fine, just leaves more for me.”


I wasn’t sure if that would appease Josie, but I felt the tension in her shoulders relax while my comment had Lina giggling behind me.


My bunnykin stepped up and said, “I’ll be sure to remember that.”


“Anyway, finish your story, Yambul.”


“Yes, Sheriff. As it happens, we were on the losing side of a couple of skirmishes between mercenary bands in the south and then tried our hand at a merchant protection job traveling from Harborton to Weston. We ended up losing half the company in an ambush, and now we are down to just the ten of us.”


“Are the bandits really that bad?”


“These weren’t bandits. They were gang regulars from One Direction. Apparently, a bunch of them had fled from here after something went wrong and linked up with others from their gang. They attacked the caravan we were guarding, trying to recoup some of their financial losses.” He grimaced. “It was a real shitshow.”


I looked at Josie, who gave me the slightest shake of her head. “We had some trouble with them here, but they are gone now. If your team can stay out of trouble here in town for a few days, I might have some work for you.” I shrugged. “No promises. Although, I’m sure that the brothel will be pleased with your patronage.”


He was quiet for a moment before saying, “I’ll pass that on to the Captain, Sheriff.”


I just nodded and watched as the two orcs picked up their ruined crossbows and climbed down the stairs to the bar. Below, I sensed that the rest of the orcs had started cleaning things up. They were still intoxicated, so things were going slowly.


“Lina ,can you remove the intoxication from their Captain from here?”


“Sure, which one is he?”


Josie shook her head. “He was the one with the lightning in his hands.”


Lina went to palm her forehead with her habitual, ‘stupid bunnygirl’ but noticed me watching her, and caught herself. Even still, she was a constant work in progress, though I never tired of rewriting the narrative she had once believed about herself.


But she was worth it. And speaking of worth it, there was a certain elven alchemist who I hadn’t seen for a couple of days. It would definitely be worth paying a visit to her shop.


 


Chapter 4- The Shadow Comes a Calling



I wanted to leave right then, while Josie was tied up keeping an eye out for Lina. The other deputies were all sorting out civilians and making sure the mess got cleaned up. If ever there was a chance for me to slip out and get some alone time, this was it.


I couldn’t do it, though. The girls were being respectful of me, and I really wanted to return the favor. I had appointed Rava my Mistress of the Purse, and I never questioned her decisions. She was clearly better at running our business interests than I was. It wouldn’t be fair for me not to be similarly respectful of my Mistress of the Sheets or my Mistress of the Wall.


Sure, the desire to walk about town without a babysitter had more to do with personal freedom than money, but security was critical. And I was finally adapting enough to acknowledge that I’d rather just let them worry about the jobs I’d released to their expertise. As best I could, the only time I was going to fight Josie about my security, was if she tried to keep me from doing something I was dead set on doing.


“Josie, I’m going to go visit Rava for an alchemy lesson. I can make it on my own, but if you want to send an escort with me, then I will gladly accept it. I’ll even let you know before I’m going to leave, if you want to send a guard to walk me home.” I paused. “But, while I’m at her shop, it has to be just me and her.”


The foxkin arched an eyebrow at me and I shrugged. “You know how Rava can be. She doesn’t mind that I have other wives, but she really prefers my time on her own terms. And she is insecure about not having gotten pregnant yet. Besides that, our alchemy practice will be boring, for whoever had to stay there.”


“Okay, I’ll walk you over myself,” the redhead said.


“Good.” I grinned. “I don’t get enough alone time with you, either.”


Lina’s head whipped around. “Not trying to skip the line, are you Josie?”


“My job is keeping him safe,” Josie said with another patented eyeroll, “not keeping him in bed.”


A question popped into my mind. “Whoa girls. You have both been rather feisty lately. Is something going on between the two of you?”


They both looked at me, then at each other, and then laughed. Lina slid over next to Josie and planted a big kiss on the foxkin’s cheek. “Nothing wrong here. Jo-Jo’s still my best friend.”


“Then why all the name calling and bickering?”


Josie’s tail swished against her legs. It was her equivalent of hand wringing. Meanwhile Lina’s foot started thumping rapidly against the floor.


Josie said, “If you don’t like it, we can stop, but… uh… we thought you would be okay with it.”


“Yeah, we don’t to upset you. We just felt, uh… I guess ‘more comfortable being ourselves’ would be the best way to describe it. We feel like you accept us for who and what we are, and so it would be okay if we were more playful. This is just fun banter.”


I nodded in understanding. “Actually, that makes me really happy. I feel your contentment through the bond, but hearing you say it means a great deal to me. And for the record, you are both very accepted. As long as I’m alive, you never have to worry about being anything other than cherished.”


Lina smiled. “You heard him Josie, you have to double his guard now.”


The foxgirl smiled and I knew I had just opened myself up, but I had a way out. “Actually, Lina, I was wondering if I have been living up to your expectations as my Mistress of the Sheets?”


Suddenly it was like she zoomed in on me. Lina pressed her entire front up against me. “You mean it? You aren’t just teasing me? I mean, I know you don’t want more guards, but I didn’t expect this.”


“It’s okay, just tell me what you want.”


“I’m totally good. You know that, other than my duties running the house and clerks, or my time with our son, I’d happily spend every spare moment in your bed. It isn’t about my needs, though, but a couple of the new clerks still haven’t had a turn with you yet. Sadie—in particular—has really been working hard.”


Those gorgeous blue eyes looked up and swallowed me whole. “You really liked the cake she made yesterday, so I was thinking it might be time. She wants to do all
 the duties of a clerk.” Lina placed an emphasis on the word ‘all’.


I shook my head. Some things about Olimero still seemed backwards to me, but I was done fighting against the current, so to speak. “Okay, but no more bonding or wives. I’ll stop pushing back against you rotating the other clerks in, but that is just a me and them thing. I’m still not willing to share any of my wives, even with the other girls.”


Lina’s mouth hung agape for a moment, then she relaxed. “Oh, you mean with non-wives. I can still play with my sister wives, right?”


I nodded. “I don’t suppose I could stop you if I tried.”


“Okay.” Lina grinned. “Sadie will be waiting for you when you get home tonight, so don’t let Rava wear you out too
 much.”


I smiled. What a world. I had just flipped the script by agreeing to sleep with more women, thereby preventing my first two wives from ganging up to double the number of guards watching over me. Even Josie seemed content with the deal. Then again, the more I agreed to honor each of their roles in my life, the better chance she had I would listen to her when it came to security.


The did bring up one other issue. I had two new wives; I needed to find official positions for Mursha and Daria. Maybe Rava would have a suggestion about that. With that thought in mind, I double checked to ensure everything here seemed to be under control. Then, Josie and I headed out, making a beeline for Rava’s shop.


At least we made as much of a beeline as the streets of Yonderton would allow. That’s why I had brought Rozelle in, to institute city planning. I wanted wider streets for future traffic and straighter roads. Roz, my city manager, got excited by my ideas.


Any future development would shape Olimero to our desires instead of being shaped by the landscape. Magic truly was… well, magical. That didn’t solve the hodgepodge of roads that wound through the older parts of the city, though. We exited the worst part of town and were nearly to the area where Rava’s alchemy shop was located, when my senses tingled. I wasn’t sure what it was, but something felt off.


A quick telepathic warning had Josie prepared, though we each tried not to let on that we knew something was up. The odd thing was, that I couldn’t seem to pin down exactly what we faced. That there were four of them, is the best I could do. At least that is what it seemed like. They kept moving so fluidly that it was hard to say. One minute they were there and then they were somewhere else.


They circled around us long enough for our unhurried pace to cover two more blocks. Finally, two of the forms took shape. They were hulking men, each at least seven feet tall. When I saw them, though, I couldn’t figure out what race they were.


Both were covered in pitch black plate armor, which seemed to absorb the light around them. They were posted on either side of the street, but neither displayed a weapon. I focused my senses on the two of them as I spun my core faster. My hand itched to pull out my shotgun, but I needed to know more about them first.


As my senses washed over them, I still couldn’t decide what race they were. They were bulky like cowkin, but without horns. My eyes weren’t going to be enough, so I pulled on their scent—and was shocked to find there was absolutely nothing there. Everyone sweated in Yonderton. Deodorant wasn’t something people had, so you either got used to the smell of flesh, or covered it up with various herb-based scents.


My sense of touch was normally my most reliable form of perception, but something was definitely off. Touching them, was like running a hand through mist—giving the sensation of being wet, without any sense of touching water. They were there, but barely so; like they weren’t solid.


Then it dawned on me what we were facing, and I heightened my hearing to the max. Sure enough, there was no heartbeat for me to discern. That observation helped me realize that their chests neither rose, nor fell—so they weren’t breathing, either.


I asked Josie, “Are there undead in Olimero?”


She stopped walking and looked at me. The confusion on her face made it clear I needed to explain what I’d meant. “You know, like zombies, or vampires, or wraiths?”


She shook her head. “There are stories, but I thought they were just that—stories to scare misbehaving children.”


“Hmmm. Follow my lead, then.”


I knew there were two more of them swirling around behind us, but they hadn’t solidified. I aimed for one of the creatures, which remained standing still as we angled our path towards it.


Before I could reach it, I heard a pop
 and an elven woman stepped out of the shadow. I recognized her from before the monster wave. She was the one who had infused me with Aura Mana. This only confirmed that she was one of Korkanis’ errand girls.


I called out to her. “Nogia, I presume?”


“Oh? So you do know my name. Well, that makes this easier. Why don’t you send your little foxgirl away so that we can have a conversation? I promise I won’t try to harm you today, not unless you attack me first.”


“Josie isn’t going anywhere. You don’t dictate the terms here. If you want to talk, then explain why you have brought monsters into my town.


Nogia waved her hand in a dismissive way. “Oh, my shadow knights? You don’t have to worry about them; they have no will of their own. They will obey only me. Your town is safe… for now.”


“Then what are you doing here?”


“I want to talk to you about your surrender to the shadow,” she said.


I looked at Nogia carefully. It was impossible to deny that she was gorgeous. Between Rava, Nimeera, and Nogia, the god of shadow was hitting a perfect three for three with his selection of servants. Unlike Rava’s purple hair, Nogia’s was a luxuriant onyx, so black that it glistened like it was wet.


She had the typical elven build, slender and model-like, with just enough curves to make her highly desirable. Worse, she was a woman who knew that she was attractive. Even in a world where women outnumbered men so badly, there were still some beauties who stood out above all their competition. Nogia was the type of woman men would fight over—and she knew it.


Yet the amusement in her eyes said she would never commit to any of those men. Nogia was only about one person, and that was herself. Rava had once had an edge like that, but she had given it up for us. Even Nimeera clearly cared about more than just herself.


“That won’t be happening. Haven’t you heard? I’ve been offered a quest to jointly be a herald for Sativa, Telmorra, and Korkanis.”


As I spoke, I pulled up the quest notification just to make sure it was still valid. I didn’t trust Korkanis at all, and didn’t know if he’d found a way to back out of this deal. Sure enough, it was still there.


New Quest: Herald of the Triune

Difficulty: Variable, somewhere between very hard and insane

Time Limit: Variable

 

Description: Your proposal has been accepted. You may go on to become a herald for each of three gods, but be forewarned that this will mean a great deal more work for you. If you complete this quest, you will gain the full blessing of each of the three gods. Various tasks will be presented at different times for you. Know that these are not optional tasks. Failure to complete any one of the tasks will lose you the protection of the combined gods Sativa, Telmorra, and Korkanis. Each task will come with its own rewards. You must also survive the two years required by Monster Wave III without dying, or being controlled by Old Scratch, to successfully complete this quest.

 

During that time, each of the three gods are still free to make their own pitches to you. You could gain a far greater measure of protection for much less work if you simply swore yourself to one of them.

 

Rewards: Variable



Reading the notification reminded me that this quest wasn’t protection against the gods trying to manipulate me. It was simply a promise that if I held out long enough, I could get my cake and eat it, too.


Nogia laughed. “Oh, I know about that. Only a fool tries to serve three masters, not when they could have just one. But let’s call that quest plan B. You can still make the right decision. If you come with me willingly, you can have this world as your playground. You simply have to bow once. You’ll get me and power beyond your imagining. You can even keep your other women.”


“You have no idea what I can imagine. I come from a world where men have managed to harness the power to destroy worlds.”


“Child’s play compared to the shadow. Besides, destruction is overrated. Survival is so much better. That is the forte of the shadow. Nothing can kill it. These shadow knights are proof of that. Now, aren’t you the least bit interested to see what my power can do?”


“Nogia, this is not what we were told to do,” a familiar voice called.


I whirled around. I’d heard the voice just as I sensed another presence pop out of the shadows.


Nimeera stood there, tail lashing behind her. Seeing her like this was enticing. She had always been beautiful, but gone were the vestiges of the beggar girl I had been led to believe I had saved from the streets. That had only been a role she played.


I knew it, now, but still had to remind myself that she couldn’t be trusted. But she had helped us out, before the monster wave, so there was some good in her.


The elf snarled and I stepped back while notifying all my wives telepathically about what was happening. I instructed them not to do anything, but simply to gather nearby and be ready, in case we needed them.


Now, it was time to see what the shadow wanted.


 


Chapter 5- Heresy



“Traitor,” Josie snapped at Nimeera.


You have to love loyalty. My wives were more bothered by what they perceived as Nimeera’s betrayal than I was. I understood she was doing a job and given the type of mana she had, I appreciated that she could have made things much harder for us. Then, there was also the fact that she had clearly been helping us, behind the scenes, since then.


None of that gave her a free pass, but she wasn’t a part of my kill on sight list. “Calm down, Josie. We can afford to hear what she has to say.”


Nogia seemed to get angry that I was paying attention to the catgirl and not to her, while Nimeera seemed ready to start preening with how satisfied she looked. “Nogia is a zealot and doesn’t understand that there is room for reason, even when one serves the gods.”


“I’m glad to hear you say that, especially when your god doesn’t seem very godly.” I held up my hands at the outraged expression on Nogia’s face. “No, hear me out. Older, more powerful than me, more knowledgeable—all those things and maybe more—certainly. But I saw the mere servant of another being kick three gods out of my mind, or my soul, or wherever it was. So, clearly, they have limits—and to my way of thinking, gods don’t have limits.”


“Blasphemy,” Nogia spat.


“Look,” I continued, “just because you don’t like hearing something, doesn’t make it blasphemy. But set that aside. I don’t know you. I know you have Aura Mana and that it is used to enhance other mana. I would even be willing to make a deal with you, for more of your mana, but I’m not going to come with you. And I’m certainly not going to kneel at some altar and swear to the shadow. I’d be more inclined to trust Nimeera than you—at least she has helped me out.”


I was so glad when Josie spoke after me. She seemed to have sensed my mood through the bond. “Besides, why would he want your bony ass? He already has an elven wife. Once you’ve had one, it’s pretty much all the same. But her?” and at ‘her’, she pointed at Nimeera. “This pretty kitty? Well, my husband is rather smitten with the way her tail moves.”


Nimeera laughed. “Bony ass. That about sums it up. But if we are done chatting, maybe I can give you the message which the Raven Lord wishes you to hear.”


“No!” Nogia screeched. “I am the shadow’s representative, here. You will not speak for me.”


She glared at Nimeera before turning on me. “And you, you will not blaspheme my god. I came here to give you a peaceful offer. But if this is how you want things to be, then you must learn the price.”


She paced back and forth for a moment, and I began to wonder how stable she was. “Hmm… you seem to care about this town. Well, the price for your words against my god will be the lives of a dozen citizens.”


As soon as she spoke, I felt the other two shadowy presences become solid. They became visible, shadowy warriors similar to the first two. Then they started to walk further into town. My senses had already confirmed that the people living and working in the adjacent buildings had the intelligence to flee once the confrontation in the streets began.


I cried out telepathically for my bonds and all the deputies who were on their way to stop those two creatures. Aura Mana seemed to have some great uses, but I wasn’t going to take a chance with my town. That meant that I had to cut the head off this snake, and that meant ending the obsessed elf.


“Josie, you take Nimeera. Try to capture her alive, if you can.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I streaked forward at Nogia. Bargon’s Slice was drawn before I was halfway there.


The elf was either frozen with fear or simply couldn’t fathom the speed of my B-grade body, because she didn’t move so much as an inch. Just as my cut was about to strike her neck a shadowy blade blocked it. One of the shadow knights had moved and materialized a blade out of thin air.


Rava’s voice in the back of my mind was drowned out as we clashed blades. The shadow knight was fast. I would even say it was slightly faster than me, which was saying something. That problem could be solved by pouring more ki into my arms, but then I heard Rava’s voice speak again in my head.


“Be careful. They are not creatures of this world. They are made of pure shadow flesh. They can control Shadow Mana, but the power which drives them is from another realm. They are immune to almost all physical damage.”


As her words registered with me, I slipped past its guard and cut down hard with Bargon’s Slice. The attack cut straight through its arm, which then disappeared in a poof of black smoke, along with its sword. Apparently, they weren’t quite so tough—or maybe my magical blade was just more than they could deal with.


The smile was wiped off my face when I saw tendrils of shadow sprouting out of the severed limb start growing a new arm. It was literally happening before my eyes. I spun and made a broad sweeping strike, which cut the shadow knight’s head off, even as its arm regrew.


Not that it mattered. Not only did its arm grow back, but the sword with it. The head was also reforming.


Nogia laughed. “Having trouble there?”


I ignored her and stepped back with a ki empowered leap, giving myself thirty feet of space. A quick glance told me that Josie and Nimeera were fighting up on one of the nearby roofs. I wasn’t really worried about the foxkin, though. Nimeera was skilled and a powerful mage, but the benefits Josie had gained from our soul bond had raised her stat caps, and the foxkin wasn’t one to waste such an advantage.


I didn’t micro-manage my wives’ gains, but with the way she worked out, I was certain she had increased her stats significantly beyond where she had been before. The catgirl wouldn’t be able to physically keep up with my wife.


That freed me from worry for her, although I did have a moment of panic about my other wives and deputies. I didn’t know how they could match the other shadow knights. I needed to figure that out—and soon—and not just to save myself.


“Rava, if I can’t chop them to pieces, then what do I do?”


“Sorry, a bit busy helping the others. They can only be destroyed by overwhelming amounts of magic which obliterate their entire body at once. The same thing goes for physical force. I don’t know how your ki will affect them, so that might be worth trying.”


I could hear the strain in her voice. My beautiful alchemist was not a frontline fighter. Yet, I was going to have to leave her and the others on their own for now. I needed to deal with Nogia.


It was like a light switched on in my brain. That was it!


I raced forward, even faster this time. My movements were so powerful, that the cobblestones beneath my feet cracked, and a cloud of dust sprang up behind me. This time, I aimed for a thrust—with the hopes that it would be harder to block. Sure enough, both shadow knights were now in play.


One moved directly in front of the elf and took the blow intended for her. The other tried chopping down at me. Apparently, they were done fighting defensively—which forced me have to work that much harder.


I spun around, burning through ki faster than I liked. These shadow knights were on par with my enhanced B-grade body’s base abilities but were no match for me once I was fueled with ki. I ducked, weaving and dodging each of their slashes and thrusts. Yet for all that, my attacks didn’t seem to do any lasting damage.


Their bodies healed almost as quickly as I cut them apart, and one of them always managed to keep itself between me and Nogia. Even channeling ki into my sword to activate the spatial edge wasn’t enough. Sure, the wounds were bigger, and the blade cut without resistance that way, but the monsters kept reforming.


At one point, I stepped back and pulled my shotgun from my spatial storage. I fired a blast off, but it didn’t do any good. Either due to their semi-diffuse mass, or the lack of ki, my shot was entirely caught by a shield which expanded on one of the shadow knight’s arms.


Eventually, the dark-haired elf started taunting me. “It’s not too late to give up. You can’t save the dozen lives which must be reaped, to pay for your blasphemy, but you can still save yourself. You will bow to the God of Shadows—one way, or another. It is up to you, if that bow is done on stubs, or with your body intact.”


I didn’t bother listening to her. I still had options, but I was going to have to decide. Ki Slice would have been wide enough, and I likely would have been able to kill her even with the shadow knights in the way, but my skill with that ability didn’t allow for precise strikes.


In order to put enough ki into it to be sure of killing her through her guard, I would end up having to ramp up the attack. The last time I did that, it killed an entire swarm of scarabs—but also knocked me out for five days. So, I was going to call that my back up plan.


The squabble outside the bar had been a nice warm up for this. Since I could now extend my ki for two feet outside my body, I wracked my brain trying to come up with a way to use that to my advantage. I kicked myself for not spending as much time training it as I should. It was a reminder that if I didn’t do use everything in my toolkit, then I was a fool.


With that thought, I realized there was another tool I wasn’t utilizing—actually two. I kept up my duel with the knights, but I also reached out towards Nogia. Physical contact would help, but I’d have to settle for getting as close as I could. I took the leg off of one of the monsters before stepping to the side.


Then, instead of slashing at the elf, I used my blade to lock up the other shadow knight. His blade was pressed against mine, and for just a moment, we turned it into a battle of strength. I stretched my free hand out as close to Nogia as I could get it, then I pulled.


The Glove of Dual Need allowed me to drain mana more quickly. I extended my ki trying to just barely touch her. The flow channeled through my glove and latched onto her. It was enough. I broke contact with the shadow knight as his companion was back up on two legs, but I was able to start siphoning mana from the elf.


At first she didn’t notice, and my system started to be flooded by Aura Mana. I spun the mana to produce more ki and the associated by product. This was a rare mana that made me tingle; I wanted more of it.


“It isn’t too late,” I said. “No one has died yet. If you stand down and surrender, I will let you live.”


Nogia stared at me then shook her head. “What are you doing?”


She must have felt the mana drain but hadn’t understood what it was at first. Then a smile crept across her face. I felt a brief struggle, and then my connection to her mana was cut off. If I’d been able to touch her with my hand I don’t believe she could have done that, but at this distance, and distracted as I was, she managed it.


“Oh, you naughty boy. I didn’t know you could do that. Don’t you think you should at least buy a girl dinner before you go rooting around inside her magic?”


I growled in frustration. I was going to have to find another way to handle this; time for the other tool I hadn’t been using.




I reached out with my mind once again and mentally shouted, “Rock!”




The ground beneath my feet began to glow and bubble without growing hot.



 


Interlude 1



Josie stared at her opponent. Dammit! Did she ever want to wipe that smug grin off the cat’s face. Nimeera had played them all and it still pissed Josie off. Protecting Rob was her job, yet she was the one who let the viper into the nest.


Sure, she had argued against taking in the beggar girl, but she could have done more. Rob was stubborn, but if she’d being willing to use her feminine wiles—as Lina liked to call them—she might have gotten him to see reason.


When Nimeera had betrayed them, it felt like a stab to her gut—not because she had ever trusted the woman all that much, but because she had let it happen. What made it hurt even more, was that Nimeera’s betrayal had ended up benefiting Rob. The woman had helped take out their enemies.


Even today, she was intervening. The catgirl was something of an enigma to Josie, who tended to view loyalty in the simplest of terms—in black and white. She would die for Rob, but more than anything, she wanted to live with him. She was faithful to the calling she’d sworn to, the mark Sativa had placed on her life, and Rob was the pinnacle of that.


Rava often mocked her for seeing the world in terms of absolutes, but it had always worked for Josie. Her father’s death had threatened to destroy her, but she had overcome it by clinging to her principles. They had gotten her this far, and she wasn’t about to change now, even if she did find herself becoming more playful, of late. It was hard not to, when so much happiness filled her heart.


Now, she looked up at the catgirl perched on the edge of the roof and saw a threat to that happiness. Nimeera couldn’t be trusted. Catkin were notoriously selfish, and this one wasn’t any different. Josie didn’t believe for one moment that the catgirl had acted as she did out of any dedication to Rob, but simply because she saw which way the wind was blowing. That type of loyalty was fickle, at best, and could change at a moment’s notice.


But she could also sense the feelings that Rob had for Nimeera through the bond. Her husband had never said as much, but all the wives had commented that he had a soft spot in his heart for the catgirl. He wanted to see her saved and redeemed.


So now, Josie was posed with the greatest challenge she had ever experienced. Soul bonding had given her room to increase her stats. It was always hardest to raise a stat as it neared its max, but that didn’t affect her now. Once her caps had increased by nearly half as much in some cases, it had felt like easy mode to improve them again.


Josie glanced at her current stats. Seeing the numbers gave her a great confidence.


Strength: 82

Agility: 152

Durability: 69

Magic: 111


Training with Rob had definitely pushed her to new heights. He was a fiend when it came to pushing himself. Yet, you couldn’t argue with the results. She hadn’t even show him how much more powerful she had become. There was more to it than that, a secret which she had kept to herself.


She had received a quest which she hadn’t share with anyone. Sativa had come to her in her dreams to offer her this benefit. The voice of the goddess was still clear in her mind, the conversation etched on her soul.


“Daughter, you are the most faithful of all those called deputy. It falls to you to protect my chosen. His mind is confused, and the other gods whisper to him, but he is a good man. Will you do what is necessary to protect Rob, even if it is protecting him from himself?”

She had been so stunned that reflex took over, and she had automatically replied, “Of course, goddess.”

“Then you must destroy any influence from the other gods. But fear not, I know that some of them have blessings from their gods, which they will use to try and seduce Rob away. He is only a male, after all. You, too, will have the blessing of a goddess. You will be stronger, faster, and more durable than before, but I will also give you an immunity to any magic which could affect your mind or emotions. You will need this if you are to prevail.”


Josie had accepted the gifts of Sativa, and her body had immediately benefited. Even Rob had been blown away by their intimacy in the morning, commenting that she seemed like a new woman.


Now, faced with destroying the woman who threatened what she wanted, the woman who represented that which her goddess wanted destroyed, Josie wasn’t so sure. She wanted to protect Rob, but she knew he had feelings for Nimeera.


Was it a betrayal to protect Rob in a way she knew he didn’t want?


__________________________


Nimeera looked down at Josie. Flames burned in the foxkin’s eyes, but she couldn’t find it in herself to blame the woman. She undoubtedly felt that Nimeera had betrayed her family.


Betrayal was nothing new to Nimeera. It was practically the currency of the raven god’s cult. But it felt wrong in this case. Josie was naïve. The world wasn’t cast in the stark blacks and whites which she seemed to think it was.


No. Life had taught the agile young blonde that life was a messy palette of various shades of gray. The thing is, that if there was a place where she could have found some grounding, it was with the Cases. And she didn’t just mean Rob.


He was the center of that family, but each of his wives brought something to the equation. She would have loved to become part of that family, but would have been content just to be their friend.


Her actions had probably ruined any chance of that happening now, though. Korkanis felt she had failed but kept pushing her to find a way to bring Rob to the shadow. That would have been wonderful, but she wasn’t sure a man like Rob was meant for the shadow.


Nimeera’s eyes had been opened these past few months. There was more than one way to live life, and she was starting to believe that one’s past didn’t necessarily have to limit one’s future options. Of course, none of that mattered if she couldn’t survive the next few minutes.


Nor would her survival be enough. She had come here to stop Nogia from using the shadow knights against Rob. Unfortunately, that hadn’t gone so well. Then a decision clicked into place within her mind.


She had been trying to walk the line between two worlds. The only way forward was if she picked a side. Maybe Josie wasn’t completely wrong when it came to certain choices. Glancing down at the way Rob moved with astounding grace while cutting apart the shadow knights made her decision easier. She would be his or die trying.


The burst of flame that Josie hurled at her pulled Nimeera from her thoughts. She still needed to survive, though, to make good on this. She somersaulted backwards to avoid getting burned. That hadn’t been a warning shot. The entire edge of the roof was engulfed in flames and Josie was now rising up on a column of flame.


Damn. She’d known the foxkin was a powerful mage, but this seemed to be on the next level. Then it dawned on her; the freaking gods were playing again. If Korkanis could choose daughters to serve him, then why couldn’t Sativa? She knew how much the blessings of Korkanis had empowered her.


For the first time in a while, Nimeera truly feared for her life. A divinely empowered foxkin might be more of a challenge than she had been planning on. Worse, she had to stop her without seriously harming Josie. Rob would never forgive her if she caused serious injury to one of his beloved wives.


Right now, though, she had to leap and dodge as blast after blast of fire was hurled her way. It was all she could do not to get burned to a crisp. The hair on her ears had been singed by a blast which came a little too close for comfort.


Nimeera performed a roll and then threw out a shadow mist to obscure Josie’s line of sight. It was but one of the gifts she had received from Korkanis. She’d hoped it might buy her a second, but instead of letting it blind or confuse her, Josie simply turned things up a notch or three; the entire rooftop exploded in flames.


There was no way that Nimeera could dodge as she felt flames cover her from the tops of her ears to the tip of her tail. She screamed in agony. This was it. Another blast like that would kill her. She only had a minor gift of shadow flesh. It helped her heal quicker than normal, but it wouldn’t save her from this.


Exhaustion came over her. She had been running and struggling, since the slums. Now it had come to an end.


Then she heard a voice call out, saving her. Rob yelled at Josie, “Hey! Try not to burn down my town.”


It wasn’t much but it caused Josie to hesitate, if only for a moment. That momentary pause enabled Nimeera to down a healing potion and then she fired off her magic as powerfully as she could. Catkin were notoriously weak with magic, but Korkanis had more than doubled her magic potential. She still didn’t have anywhere near the raw power that her opponent did, but maybe it would be enough to escape.


Emotion Mana surged through her as she willed Josie to feel as though she had already won. Trying to stir up love or compassion for her would have failed miserably and trying to cause the foxkin to get bored and give up her mission was laughable. Josie was about as single minded as they came when it came to protecting Rob. But, perhaps she could feed that and cause her to feel that her mission was already successful.


The most powerful magical attack which Nimeera had ever used fired off.



Target is immune to magical manipulation of her emotions.



      

 Damn all donut-loving deputies! What’s a cat supposed to do? She pulled out her short sword and a dagger and prepared to defend herself. It was hopeless, though. She knew she was no match for Josie when it came to blades. Her only chance was to run—but if she kept running, the deputy would keep attacking with her seemingly endless supply of mana.


All the fires on the roof pulled back into Josie, as she landed a few feet in front of Nimeera. The red head drew her blades. A hardened glint was in the deputy’s eyes.


“You don’t have to do this,” Nimeera said. “I really wanted to help.”


“Help? You mean by betraying us? Again?!” The foxkin’s voice settled from a shout into a calm tone that was somehow even worse. “My husband took you in out of the kindness of his heart. He thought you simply needed a chance at a fresh start. He gave you a job and spared you the punishment for your crimes.”


“Maybe he was right.” Nimeera shook her head. “Look, I’m not going to candy coat what I did; I was a servant of Korkanis. But ask yourself this, have I ever directly acted against Rob or any of you?”


Josie paused. “No,” she finally admitted, “but you lied and betrayed us. You didn’t help Lina and Mursha when they were taken by One Direction.”


“I let myself be taken with them. I could have escaped,” the blonde protested, “but I didn’t. And I called help there to deal with One Direction’s forces while I killed the Keeper. I’ve done nothing but watch out for Rob since then. It is largely through my influence, that no new criminal leader has risen up in Yonderton.”


Josie stepped forward, blades rising into a balanced stance, but Nimeera could see the gears in her mind turning as she processed each of the catgirl’s claims.


“I’ve learned the hard way,” Nimeera continued, “that it is impossible to serve two masters. You can’t completely serve Rob and your goddess at the same time. If Rob is your primary purpose, then you will of necessity fall short in your devotion to Sativa. Likewise, if Sativa holds the greatest place in your heart, then Rob will only ever get a portion of you,” Nimeera said. She was careful not to lace Emotion Mana into her words, like she did almost as easily as she breathed. That would have only made it sound like an attack to Josie.


“I haven’t betrayed any of my oaths. You are the betrayer,” Josie spat back but she didn’t take another step forward.


“No, you haven’t been forced to choose—yet. But what happens when what Rob wants isn’t the same thing as what Sativa wants? And while you call me betrayer, consider this: I’ve betrayed Korkanis and gone against his will to protect Rob. So where do my true loyalties lie?”


She saw hesitation in Josie’s eyes now, rather than flame. The foxkin seemed torn inside about how to respond. Nimeera took a chance and put her dagger and sword away. She hoped the gesture would push Josie over the edge.


“Fine, my family needs me. If you swear to never harm Rob and to leave Yonderton, I will let you go.”


Nimeera didn’t want to leave. She was drawn to Rob, as the moth to a flame, but this was a better offer than she’d dared hope for. The future would provide other chances. She nodded, and placing one hand over her heart, swore never to harm Rob. Then she turned to run; a small part of her braced for a fireball in the back, but it never came.


As she ran, Nimeera thought about it. She had been born anew in fire today. Perhaps it was time to find a more permanent place for herself. Then the bond of the shadow knights hit her. That could only mean one thing. Gah… it was like setting a drink in front of a thirsty, newly dry alcoholic.


Only by a supreme effort of will was she able to pull the shadow knights to her. They would leave Yonderton with her, but she wasn’t done with Robert Case—not by a long shot.


 


Chapter 6- Rock



I jumped back as my bonded elemental companion erupted up out of the ground. I had only summoned him once since we had bonded. That was when I learned that the bonding had apparently given him access to many of my memories of Earth.


The first thing I had asked him, was what his name was. He was difficult to understand, as our communication was neither truly telepathic nor was it verbal. It was more like a series of images, impressions, and emotions—though I had the sense that our communication could only improve from here.


His response was that he wanted to be called ‘Rock’. I got the impression of an action hero actor from Earth’s movies, and tried to explain that it was ‘The Rock’, but that distinction was entirely lost on my companion formerly known as stone horse. I was stuck thinking of him as Rock.


The ground glowing as he erupted from it, however, was something new. The bonding had changed him far more than it changed me. I had gained some benefits from it, but Rock’s fundamental nature had changed. I felt bad about it, but he didn’t seem to mind. Rock very much had the patience of a stone; change was simply something to be endured.


He had lost the ability to merge with the ground and earth of Olimero in the way he had before, but it wasn’t all bad. He had gained the ability to cultivate ki, as I did. He cultivated Earth Mana, turning it into this new power. Only time would tell what shape he eventually took.


This time, as he erupted up from the ground, he took the form of a glowing, translucent horse with lumpy armor of fused stones and a stone saddle. If anything, he was slightly bigger than before. He exuded an aura that I could sense with my ki.


The shadow knights I was fighting hadn’t been so lucky. When Rock erupted from the earth, they were thrown aside. That gave me the opening I needed and I rushed at Nogia. My blade took her in the shoulder. Blood blossomed on her blouse, but she shifted to the side just enough to avoid being completely skewered.


The momentary distraction of Rock’s arrival was brief, and one of the shadow knights rushed to defend his mistress. His companion, however, was stuck hallway beneath my companion, and Rock pounded away at him with his front hooves. Flashes of light occurred whenever Rock’s translucent hooves drove into the trapped shadow knight.


Nogia hissed, “What is that aberration?!”


“Who, Rock? He’s my bonded elemental companion.”


“Something is wrong with him,” she muttered. “He feels unnatural.”


I snorted. “Says the woman who works with creatures of elemental shadow. You have to know that these things aren’t part of the plan for Olimero.”


“They are the creations of the greatest of gods, Korkanis,” she declared. “They will be the future of the entire universe. There will only be shadow left, once light and darkness have blended.”


I shook my head. “True believers give me a migraine. My understanding of the universe may have changed since leaving Earth, but that doesn’t mean that I believe the beings you claim are divine are gods. Gods don’t fight for things—god’s simply do. What you call gods are simply beings stronger than us, so don’t preach at me.”


I was adapting to my fight with the shadow knight. All my training up to this point hadn’t truly acclimated me to my B-grade body. Not like this, at least. I was starting to feel more at home inside my own skin. As a result, a single shadow knight was no match for me. I was even able to engage in banter with Nogia while I fought.


Then, I felt her mana pooling. She was planning something. I knew her mana couldn’t directly harm me, so I had to assume she meant to enhance the shadow knight—it wasn’t a bad plan, but forewarned is forearmed, as they say.


Just then, there was a massive explosion of fire overhead. The entire roof of one of the adjacent buildings went up in flames. This was a major fire that could burn down the block—and maybe more—if we didn’t stop it.


Then I saw Josie rising up in the sky, riding a column of flame. Damn, that was hot—and not just in terms of Fahrenheit. My foxgirl wife was a bad ass. Paradoxically, it sent shivers down my spine.


She must be going all out against Nimeera, which bothered me. I felt jealousy seething across the bond as it stirred within her. I should have realized this would happen, and I needed to deal with it sooner rather than later, just not in the middle of a battle.


I shouted, ““Hey! Try not to burn down my town.”


Parrying a strike from the shadow knight to one side, I reminded her, “Killing Nimeera isn’t the objective. The shadow monsters are the primary objective.”



I felt the sting she experienced with my telepathic rebuke across the bond. But again, that was something to worry about later. I surged forward towards Nogia while strengthening the aura of ki around me. She undoubtedly thought this was the moment that I was going to try and destroy the shadow and then slay her, but my aura had another purpose.


I imbued it with my will to absorb as much mana as possible as quickly as possible. And the ambient mana around us began to suffuse my channels. But then, as predicted, Nogia launched a truly massive amount of Aura Mana at her shadow knight. She must have been seeking to enhance it.


I grinned as I intercepted the pulse of magic. A deluge of Aura mana flooded into me, and I struggled to weather the storm. The elf was a powerful mage—on par with Rava, in terms of raw mana potential—and her mana hit me so hard, that I almost couldn’t absorb it all.


I knew I’d have to do something with this mana, but for now it was all I could do to spin my core faster and faster, converting it to ki and its byproduct. In turn, I pushed unprecedented amounts of ki into my arms and legs. My fists actually began to glow.


I hurled Bargon’s Slice horizontally in a ki empowered throw straight at Nogia. The blade flew faster than she could react and, between the spatial edge and the force of the throw, she was cut in half. Then I drove my glowing fists into the shadow knight’s helm.


This should have occurred to me earlier, but if I was being honest, I’d have to admit I was only imitating what I’d seen Rock do. He’d attacked the shadow knight he fought with pure ki. It wasn’t something I had ever done before, except perhaps with Ki Slice. Now, though, I imbued my hands with that raw ki.


Each blow sparked against the shadow knight. Its shadow substance began to writhe, trying to twist away from the glowing ki. I heard the creature scream, but I didn’t let up. Instead of reforming under my blows, it tried to take on its ethereal form.


“No. You. Don’t!” I punctuated each word with a powerful blow, forcing even more ki into my hands until they took on a translucent look, beaming with a silvery light. The drain on my ki stores was unprecedented, and I felt a pain blossom inside my head. But whatever I’d done simply wrecked the shadow knight.


Despite its wispy form, my ki was ripping it apart. Silver lightning crackled through its diffuse form. I pushed and pushed more power out my hands and felt it slice through the creature. The shadow knight’s form quickly lost all coherence, being blasted apart like wisps of smoke which dissipated almost as soon as they fractured.


Just about the same time, I saw Rock destroy his target. Two shadow knights down, and two to go. I spared a moment to look over at Nogia. Her torso had separated from her legs and blood, entrails, and more poured out of her. So strong was her anger, that she managed to hold on to life for a few more seconds.


I saw hatred flare in her eyes as I stared down at her upper half, and then the light in them faded. At that exact moment, Daria sent me a telepathic message. “They’re gone. The shadow knights just faded to mist and then streaked away. Do we chase them?”



“No, take care of each other and then the town. Is anyone hurt?”


Mursha replied through our telepathic link, “All your wives and deputies are fine. A few cuts and bruises, but nothing that a little time and some healing won’t handle.”




“On it!”
 Lina shouted in our common channel for all to hear, before I could even ask her to start healing.


Denne, while not part of the Case family, was a trusted deputy and friend. He said through the larger telepathic channel, “Two civilians were killed. Sorry, Sheriff. We weren’t able to get there before it happened.”



A burden settled on my shoulders, but it went with the job. I would have to man up. “Find out what you can about their families, please, so I can notify them.”




“We can handle that for you, husband,”
 Daria replied.


“No, the buck stops with me. I’ll notify the families—but first I’m gonna go see Rava. Just get me the information, so I can go see them afterwards. Find out if their families need anything.”



A chorus of ‘Yes, husband’
 and ‘Yes, Sheriff’
 filled my mind, and then the telepathic channel was still. I looked around. There was damage to the buildings around us, but my people would take care of that. What Josie and the others couldn’t manage themselves, I would set the repair crews on.


I started to reach out to Rava, but then realized that not only did I have a pair of notifications flashing in the corner of my eye, but I also needed to connect with Rock. I looked over at him and he shook his head. He now had a mane. Well, he’d had one before, but it had been solid stone, then—pretty much just part of his neck. Now, this one was made of translucent hairs, and it bounced when he shook his head.


“Good
 job.”


He didn’t reply but I got the sense that there could have been no other outcome. There was a steadiness to Rock which transcended mortal things. He just was. Yet even he had changed.


“What’s with the new look?”


I listened intently, trying to understand what he was going to say to me. The impression I got was that this was part of being the Rock. That baffled me at first but then I got some almost audible words. It was still more an impression than anything else, but he essentially said, “You told me Rock was a star. Now look like star.”


I couldn’t help but laugh. It felt good to laugh. Despite the struggle and death, it was important to find the moments of levity which life had. I walked over to him and place my hand against him. As I patted his side I felt a shiver of appreciation. We truly were bonded, but what it meant was something we were both learning.


It was at least obvious that he liked having his coat stroked, even if it was a glowing mass of … Hmm… what exactly was he made of? Then I realized what it was. He was still made of stone, but it was so infused with ki that it had become both translucent and glowing. Maybe by being simple, he was making more progress than I was with cultivation. I would need to have a think on that.


Before I could say anything else, Rock began to sink into the ground. That was new. Not the sinking into the ground, but him leaving without me dismissing him. I guess bonding gave him more autonomy—just one more thing more for me to figure out.


First, the notifications, and then Rava. Maybe I could get her to give me a massage. She gave the best massages, and my shoulders were feeling tight. I walked over and picked up Bargon’s Slice. I would have cleaned the blood off, but apparently the semi-sentient blade had already taken care of that for me.


Maybe I was becoming hardened to death, but I really didn’t feel much of anything for the elf I’d cut in half—other than, maybe, relief. It was one less problem on my plate. Then I wondered if there was any residual Aura Mana in her. The stuff had proven useful before. Why not try and absorb any that was left?


I set one hand on her legs and my gloved hand on her upper half. Both held a small amount of mana still, although more of it seemed to be concentrated around her heart. I sucked up what was there and added it to my already crowded system.


Except as I turned my vision inward, my system wasn’t nearly as crowded as I expected it to be. Much of the Aura Mana byproduct had already flowed into my brain meridian which was… glowing? That was odd.


One of the notifications started pulsing inside my head. I groaned. It seemed that Sativa, or the system, or whatever ran all of this, really wanted me to know something.


Warning! You are overloading your system with an unstable type of mana. Aura Mana is best handled in small doses. Based upon prior decisions the byproduct you are creating is being used to enhance your brain meridian.

 

….

 

Error your body has reached the pinnacle of its current form. Aura mana is seeking a way to enhance you. Body core is already at maximum size for your current form. Channels are maxxed out.



      
 ….

 

Enhancing your brain. Thought is a currency in some realms and exists beyond the physical. Your body houses your mind, but your mind is not limited to your body.

 

Formation of a mind core has begun.

 

Warning: This must be done slowly, or irreparable damage may occur.


With that final note, I stopped the flow of raw Aura Mana or byproduct to my brain meridian. I needed to do this in a place where I could meditate properly, and to do that, I needed to clear my thoughts some.


Creating a mind core was the key to reaching the next rank of cultivation, but I wanted to take it seriously. So, for now, I put the brakes on and read the second notification.


You have created a new ability: Ki Infusion.

 

At your current level, you may only infuse your body with ki. Anything infused with ki may perform outside the normal boundaries of Olimero. This energy is not native to Olimero so results may be unknowable. Exercise care in its use.


Hmm… ki infusion. I had been channeling ki into my limbs, head, senses, skin, bones, for a long time. But this was something was different. I hadn’t even thought of using it like that until I saw Rock’s new form. Apparently, if I pushed enough ki into it, I would actually change the properties of whatever I infused with my ki.


The descriptions of the skill implied that, at some point in the future, I would be able to infuse ki into other objects. For now, though, it made my fists into even more powerful weapons. It made them capable of destroying the intangible essence of the shadow knights.


I still had much to learn about it, but this was a very welcome new weapon for my arsenal. I would likely have spent more time pondering it, but then Rava sent me the telepathic equivalent of a ‘come hither’ expression. And she didn’t leave any doubt about what was on her mind. My grin grew even wider. I took the bad with this job, I might as well take the good too.


 


Chapter 7- Before Work



I’m pretty sure that Daria kept an eye on me until I reached Rava’s shop, but then the hawkgirl left and returned home. I sent out a quick message to hold any communications unless it was both important and urgent. My wives and deputies were slowly learning what I thought counted as each of those things.


Initially, they had tried to notify me about every development in town. I definitely was not that type of leader. Delegation was a boon to be enjoyed, and I’d never get any training time in if I micromanaged everything. Why else did I have Rozelle as a town manager and my wives assigned specific tasks?


They learned to provide me only the truly important bits, but were still sending it to me as soon as they got it. The killing of a small-time criminal was important. Yonderton wasn’t so large that I didn’t want to be notified about each violent death, but if it was part of a completed matter, I hardly needed to be told about it at one in the morning.


I was usually doing more pleasant and intimate things by then. For a while, I thought Mursha, or Daria, or even Josie were doing it on purpose, because they were jealous of the time that I was spending with whichever other wife or wives I was spending it with. It took me a bit to realize, that they really didn’t mind sharing—as long as I did my best to ensure everyone got time. They already thought they had it better than many in Olimero. Once I figured that out it was simply a matter of teaching them the concept of urgency, things ran much more smoothly.


Now, I felt an urgency building in me. Fighting often did that to me… but truthfully, my sex drive felt like it was increasing. Part of me wanted to blame it on Lina, thinking she had figured out a way to keep me worked up all the time, but the truth was that I was beginning to relax into this life.


My body was stronger and didn’t hardly any rest. I had five wives who all loved me, and I loved them each a bit differently. Why shouldn’t I enjoy that? Heck, I had just promised Lina that I would be open to letting more of the clerks fulfill their Sativa given roles.


I shook my head. I really had gone native.


Then, I was at Rava’s shop. I opened the door and walked on in. We had something of a routine when we would practice alchemy. Rava taught me little things, but mostly just oversaw my practice on simple potions or invited me to work with her on more complicated ones.


There was a great joy in the simple practice of a craft, creating something with your own hands. I wouldn’t ever have known that pleasure, if I hadn’t taken Sativa up on her offer—forget the little matter that I was supposed to die if I didn’t. I simply hadn’t had a talent or propensity for crafting on Earth.


It wasn’t that I knocked those with a talent for the artistic. I enjoyed reading or playing video games. I just was more the kind to enjoy looking at pictures than painting one myself. So, the fact that crafting had a practical purpose here only made it that much more appealing. But what really sealed the deal, was when I discovered how close it could bring two people together.


When two people each poured parts of themselves into a joint project, they both felt the passion the other shared. Common experiences were what had bonded him with his wives. The soul bond was part of it—to be sure—in a magical sort of way. It was hard not to fall for someone who you simply knew cared deeply for you, knew in a way that transcended anything on Earth. But to think that was all there was too it was shallow.


With Josie, it had been combat. We had fought together too many times not to feel a connection that surpassed any words, and we both cared about becoming the best in our given styles. She was the only wife who I felt pushed herself as hard as I did.


With Lina, it was a bond forged in near death experiences. I had a nasty habit of ending up at death’s door, and she would always coax me back. Then, when she had been critically injured, I was the one who had helped save her.


Rava and I had our shared love for alchemy. In addition to that, we each had a burning desire to understand Olimero better. Daria and I had experienced that journey to the untamed lands and the aerie together. And we both loved the time we spent outside of town.


It was only really Mursha who hadn’t had a signature bonding element with me. There was the entire thing we shared about helping her break free from the pattern laid out for her—by orc culture in general and her father specifically. That wasn’t the same thing, though That was simply me helping her to stand up for what she wanted from life. We needed something to share together.


I wondered how she would feel about teaching me blacksmithing. With my new Infuse Ki ability, it might end up being able to produce some interesting weapons and armor. The craft of beating a piece of metal into a beautiful tool or weapon, was oddly appealing. I know that Mursha was never more attractive to me than when she lost herself in her work at the forge. Well, other than the way she had looked at me on our wedding night.


Then, I saw what was waiting for me inside Rava’s shop. Normally she had her apron on and would have a cauldron already set up. This time, however, there were no preparations—just Rava in her apron, with nothing else under it. She was leaning over the counter on the far side of the room, giving me a full moon and more. Suddenly, iron was the last thing in my mind. I definitely had something else I wanted to hit, tap, poke and pound, or any other number of euphemisms.


I quickly locked the door and crossed the room in two strides which almost made it seem like I was running. I pulled her back against my chest and began to kiss her neck while she moaned and ground her ass back against me. My hands slipped under her apron to cup her firm breasts. Her nipples were already hard and waiting for me. She wanted this as much as I did. Still, I had to tease her a bit.


“What…” I murmured into her sensitive ear as I nibbled at it, “no alchemy practice, today?”


“Later.” Her voice was husky as she spoke.


“But didn’t we need to make some potions today?” I was halfway out of my pants and my armor already was on the floor next to my shirt. Teasing was fine, and part of the game we played with one another, but that wasn’t going to slow me down.


“The only potion we need to make is one inside this
 cauldron.” She jutted her ass back against me and rotated her hips in circles, making it clear exactly where she wanted me.


With my cock as both injector and mixing spoon, I pushed into her cauldron. My hands held her hips steady, as she immediately was forced up on her toes from the power of my thrust. She was already sopping wet, and no more foreplay or preparation was necessary.


Words faded and all teasing was forgotten as I fell into a rhythm. I buried my cock inside her, pushing her firmly up against the counter. There was no give. Her body had to take every inch of me. Her soft grunts and trembling back showed me that it was a bit of a challenge for her.


Each evolution of my body, I grew stronger. And I had to be careful not to hurt her, but what I sensed through the bond made it clear she wanted this. Rava was one of my wives who wanted me all to herself as much as she could get me. It wasn’t that she didn’t like my other wives, or even that she was unwilling to include them in our playing. I simply knew that she did that for me, more than for herself.


Rava preferred slow, passionate love making—one on one. Not today, though. Today she wanted everything I could give her hard and fast, gasping at the urgency and intensity of it all. She was clamping down on me with each thrust, like she wanted me to cum immediately.


The urgency I felt from her was driving me crazy. Passion or not, though, I had no intent of letting this moment slip away. I slowed, pinning her to the counter as I nibbled and sucked on the tips of her ear.


She turned her head and looked at me. “Don’t hold back. Give it all to me.”


I almost asked what had come over her, but there was no question in my mind what this was all about. Rava was an imminently accomplished woman; she excelled at everything that she put her hand to. To say she was the world’s greatest alchemist might not be a stretch—at all. She had been a sworn daughter of the god of shadow. She was a genius when it came to business.


Yet, despite all those other things, three of my wives had outdone her. Women in Olimero were used to having to compete with others to gain a husband, or even with other wives for priority within the homes. However much I was trying to break that model, now was not the time to tell her that just because she had yet to carry my baby in her womb, I didn’t care any less for her than for the others.


I was carried away in passion. Her urgency and need drove my hips as much as the pleasure I felt. Her channel stretched around me with each thrust. I angled her so she was pressed into the counter, grinding her clit against it each time I sank into her.


This resulted in a low grunt as she struggled take all of me, followed by a squeal as her own pleasure swept through her. My hands held her hips steady. I wanted her to know that she was mine—that the sensations she felt today were all from me.


“Goddess don’t hold back. Just shoot into me.” She slammed her ass back into me as she moaned out her plea.


I held her firmly, so she couldn’t move. “Ah, ah, ahh… my naughty little nympho elf. You presented yourself to me for the taking, and I’ll take you for as long as I want.”


Then I started moving again. Each thrust drew out another gasp from her. As I felt the pressure building in my balls, I groaned. “Tell me what you want?”


Her body shuddered intensely as I pounded her. “Gaahhh, pleeasssse putt your ssseeed in me.”


“Good girl.” I grabbed her long, purple hair and pulled her head back, exposing her neck. I leaned forward and kissed my way up her neck till I could whisper into her ear. “Why do you want my seed?”


Before she could answer, I slammed into her even harder. The entire counter slid forward a couple of inches across the floor. “I w-want-t your b-bab-by in me,” she stammered,


Rava was mine, but she wanted me to prove that. She hadn’t orgasmed yet. I pride myself on dragging out my lover’s pleasure and ensuring they get there before me, but not this time. Today, Rava had let her sense of worth—or lack thereof—get bound up in why she hadn’t yet conceived.


I bit down on her neck. Not painfully, but enough to leave a little mark and then exploded into her. I let all my desire flow into her. She collapsed against the counter, but I didn’t move.


“Stay still,” I soothed, “we don’t want any to leak out of you.”


I began to rub her shoulders. It wasn’t lost on me, that I had been dreaming of her giving me a massage, and yet here I was the one doing the massaging. She was worth it, though.


I leaned in and whispered in her ear, “I love you Rava. Your value to me is not based on your womb. We’ll just have to keep trying until you get everything you want.”


She sighed with the warmth of my breath against her skin. I felt her body relax. Then I said, “Now, I want to spend delightful time with my lover. Forget babies, forget the others. It’s just the two of us here, and I want you to show me how much you enjoy being with me.”


Then I found another reason to bless Sativa’s name as Rava twisted her body around while bringing her left leg all the way up straight over head and pivoting on her right foot. She was so flexible; it was like she had floating joints. Somehow, she managed to complete turn herself around without letting me slip out of her.


And then she grinned at me. The look on her face was positively predatory, and it sent a shiver down my spine.


“You want to see my desire? Then you better hold on, ‘cause the ride is gonna get bumpy.”


 


Chapter 8- Rules Reminded



The passion which followed was definitely top shelf. When we’d both had our fill of each other, we ended up collapsed at the foot of the counter. I was leaning back against it , with her head nestled on my thigh in my lap.


“All playing aside, you do realize that you have nothing to feel insecure or worried about, right?” I asked.


Her head moved a bit, but that was too non-committal for me.


“I need to hear you say it, my love.”


Rava looked up at me. Her elven features were so perfect that models would have killed for them, but her purple hair was disheveled—a testament to the vigor of our passion. “I know, Rob. But knowing and feeling something aren’t always the same thing.”


“Well, anytime you have doubts, just let me know. I’ll be happy to reassure you—by whatever methods are necessary.”


“Promises, promises.” She smiled up at me. “Don’t forget you have a Mistress of the Sheets, and I won’t impinge on her domain. The three of us have a very good balance worked out, and we all respect one another’s roles. That isn’t common in most households. Typically, the first wife lords it over the others.”


“I’m not like…”


Rava reached up to press a finger to my lips. “Yes, I know you aren’t like most men. I will remind you, however, in case it hasn’t occurred to you, that you will need to come up with roles for Mursha and Daria or they will soon feel left out. Them… and all the rest of your future wives.”


I chortled. It felt good to relax with Rava. Actually, I truly craved these quiet moments with any of my wives. I needed to make sure I wasn’t mentally playing favorites. “Who says there are going to be any more wives?” I grumped.


Rava didn’t say anything, simply gave me that Cheshire cat’s grin which all my wives seemed to have learned. Yeah, who was I kidding. But for now, five was enough.


I needed to change the topic, and now would be a good time as any to ask Rava about appropriate roles for the most recent additions to our family. “I don’t suppose you have any suggestions about appropriate roles for Mursha or Daria?”


“I’m glad you asked,” my elven wife said. Sitting up with a grin and leaning into my side, her head on my chest.


“You are the one who first presented the Mistress of the Sheets idea to me.”


“Yes, it’s more of an elven custom, but it is working well for us. So, for your fierce but oddly submissive orcish wife, I’d suggest ‘Mistress of Crafts’.”


A sudden image appeared in my head of Mursha bedazzling a piece of clothing, and I started to laugh. But then I realized that Rava meant crafts like smithing, alchemy, and such, and I covered my laugh with a cough. “That is a good idea. Would that step on your toes, though—either as our alchemy mistress or in business terms?”


“Hardly. I will do practice my alchemy, and teach my new apprentices…”


I cut her off, “I hope you don’t offer them the same type of private lessons I get.” I winked to make it clear I was only teasing.


“No, I’m yours and yours alone, husband.” She nuzzled into my chest. “But in short, a Mistress of Crafts would work to develop various craft skills within your household, aiming to make it self-sufficient. She would work closely with me as the Mistress of the Purse to get the materials various crafters might need, as well as to sell any of their work which we don’t need for the family.”


The way Rava described it, my family was starting to sound more and more like a type of small corporation. I shook my head. I’d promised to go along with it, so go along with it, I would.


“And what about Daria?”


“Your hawkgirl would be a perfect Mistress of the Field.” Deep purple irises peered up at me. “That would give her leave to scout and to ensure your interests are protected outside the home itself. She would also oversee any hunting grounds and such things as that. I presume you would have her, and any people assigned to her, keep watch for more monster waves.”


“Well thought out, as ever,” I murmured into her hair. I paused for a moment before adding, “As long as Mistress of the Field doesn’t have anything to do with farming. I don’t think Daria would appreciate that.”


“No,” Rava chuckled, “that would be a Mistress of the Plow… and is best suited to an earth mage, or a cowkin—preferably a cowkin earth mage.” She sat up and gave me an appraising look. “Are you interested in some thicc thighs? I hear cowgirls can provide an entirely new experience for their man.”


Before I thought it, I rattled off the familiar saying, “Thicc thighs save lives.”


“Oh, so you do!” Suddenly, the elf was super attentive. She wasn’t nervous that her slender legs might not be my type, which would really have been quite silly considering what we had just done. Instead, she was totally fixated on trying to find out if I might like something new.


I swear Lina was rubbing off on all of them.


“No.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s just a saying from Earth. I actually find myself more partial to thigh gaps—it is the gateway to paradise, after all.”


Rava winked at me. “If you keep talking like that, I may just have to open my gateway to you again, but then we won’t get any work done. I assume you actually did want to practice alchemy, today… that you didn’t just come over to use me.”


“I didn’t hear you complaining earlier… but yes, I want to see if we can do something new. I feel like my growth has slowed, doing the same old potions.”


She shook her head in disgust. “You learn too quickly for your own good. It has made you spoiled. You’ve already reached… what, level sixty-five in alchemy?”


“Actually, it’s at sixty-six, now.” I frowned. “But I’ve only gained one level in the last three training sessions. I think the problem is that I need to try something new.”


She mumbled to herself, “One skill up in only
 three training sessions, and he is complaining. Goddess, grant me patience...”


I smiled at her frustration, although watching her get dressed didn’t hurt my smile, either. Finally, I realized that I had better put my own clothes on, or she was going to start barking orders at me. Alchemy Mistress Rava was nowhere near as understanding as Waifu Rava.


Fortunately, she went to her back room. There, she opened the locked cabinet where she kept all of her rare ingredients. “You’ve learned healing and mana potions. We’ve tried but can’t figure out how to make a ki potion. You’ve also learned the recipe for the magical propellant we use for gunpowder, explosive potions, insta-crete, firebombs, poison clouds, choking clouds, numbing potions—both gas and liquid, as well as a few others. Hmm… we could try another transformation potion, I suppose.”


I shook my head. “I’m not sure those will work, now that I’ve reached B grade in my cultivation. My body now lives on ki rather than normal things like food, water, and air. And I would be hesitant to mess with that.”


She looked at me for a second. “Oh? Just go ahead and tell me, then.”


I tried my best to look innocent. “What?”


“I know you well enough by now, Rob. You have something in mind. Don’t deny it.”


“Well, I did have one idea... Can you make a potion of flight? That seems like it would be a useful addition to my arsenal.”


The gorgeous elf threw her arms up in the air. “Oh, all you want is a potion of flight. A useful addition, you say. Of course.”


“Don’t go all Scottie on me, now.”


She arched an eyebrow. I still loved dropping references every now and then that none of them would understand.


I shrugged, “I know you, too. When you act all indignant like that, it is because you already know you can do what I want, but you want to make it seem like a really big deal. That way, your success comes off as brilliance. You like being seen as a miracle worker.”


This time, the gaze my wife gave me was piercing. “You, my dear husband, are getting entirely too smart for your own good. Sure, I have enough to make some flying potions… maybe a dozen of them before I run out of the necessary ingredients. But that doesn’t mean that we have enough to waste, if you screw up while learning.”


I grinned. “Then it’s a good thing I have Olimero’s greatest alchemist as my Mistress.”


When that didn’t sway her, I added, “Not only the greatest alchemist, but also one who is divinely beautiful—and I should know, since I’ve met the gods.”


“Fine,” she huffed, “but if you ruin my ingredients, then we are going to have to go hunt for the replacements.”


“If it works, I’ll be doing that anyway. You know I’ll get you anything you ask for, if it’s within my power. You’ve got me wrapped around your finger.”


She harrumphed but started pulling out ingredients from the cabinet. As she did, she asked, “First, though, repeat the rules of alchemy as you know them so far?”


I paused, collecting my thoughts. “First is the rule of synergy. The alchemist must create synergy between the ingredients of a potion, so that the components have a multiplicative effect upon one another, rather than a simple additive effect. The second rule is that power releases power—meaning that magic from the alchemist is necessary to complete any potion. And the third rule is called Environmental Appropriation. If extra mass is needed for a potion’s effect, and the mass is not added in the creation of the potion, the mana fused into the alchemical reaction will draw that mass from somewhere else. The actual potion works to alter the drinker’s body, so that it will be able to accept this outside mass.”


She looked at me and sniffed. “Satisfactory, if only just. A potion of flight is a suspension potion, however, rather than an additive, creative or transformative potion—such as those you have learned about so far. Can you give me examples of those three types from the potions you already know?”


“Simple enough.” I reached into my spatial pouch and pulled out a pair of pills. They were easy to identify now.


Onyx Drake Kin Pill      





Quality: Exquisite


Duration: 45 minutes

Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

Strength: +40%

Durability: +40%

 

Description: Armored scales and claws will form on the user’s body, which will gain forty pounds of muscle, bone, and scale. Warning, this pill may destroy the clothing you are wearing and will incapacitate you for five to ten seconds when you take it.


“These are an example of a transformative potion. They change the nature of the imbiber. But, the Onyx Drake Kin pills don’t work on me any longer, so I will return them to you—unless you consent to me giving them to the deputies to use.” As I spoke I groaned internally. Since these pills gave a percentage-based boost, their power would have been sick with my current stats.


“Good, and what about an additive?” she asked.


“Almost all the other potions I know are additive. They add energy of some type—for example, a healing potion that adds Life mana and energy to a body. Finally, an insta-crete potion would be an example of a creative potion.”


“Good, again. Now what you need to learn is the fourth rule of alchemy. It is the rule which most governs a potion of flight. Namely, it is much more difficult to suppress the natural flow of Olimero, than simply to enhance what is already there.”


I nodded along as I listened. She went on to explain the fourth rule a bit further, giving several examples. This was ultimately why she couldn’t simply brew a death potion. Poisons sure, but that was considered an additive, as it simply added an element which the body couldn’t process. The more complex poisons were ones which tried to suppress some aspect of the body.”


“Wouldn’t the numbing potions you taught me be an example of a suppressing potion?”


“That is a good question.”


I smiled. She really was in a good mood, to be giving out so many compliments, today. Note to self for future lessons: Sex first, and then alchemy.


“There could be a numbing potion which has suppressive elements, but the ones I taught you work either by adding so much of a specific essence to the body, that it can’t feel anything negative, or they redirect the flow of pain in the body without actually suppressing it.”


“You mean they make the nerves misfire or something?”


She peered at me through squinted eyes. “I do love discussing your world’s barbaric understanding of the body, but right now we need to focus.”


“Yes, Mistress,” I replied. She loved it when I called her that during lessons.


 


Chapter 9- To Fly



Her grin was entirely worth it.


“So… being a suspension potion, does a flight potion work by eliminating the pull of Olimero’s gravity on the imbiber?” I asked.


“Eliminating it would be bad, as that would cast you into the celestial sphere and everyone who has ever flown that high has died, but it suppresses the body’s attraction for the ground, while at the same time creating an opposite push which will keep you from going too high. It also provides energy for locomotion, so you can see that it does many things. That is why it is a more complicated potion.” She paused, tapping her chin. “Perhaps not as complicated as the Phoenix potions I made for you previously, but you get the point.”


I nodded. “Sure do. Can we start now?”


She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Always so eager. You have a certain zest for life, Rob, even if you are reckless. I really am too old for you—but I guess that is part of what drew me to you.”


I got my own apron out of my spatial bag, and then set all the rest of my gear off to the side. My potions had all gone up a notch in quality since I had reached B-grade. I simply had greater control of my body and precise movements were so much easier. I could also handle the flow of energy from the cauldron without any trouble. It would be good to put my new body to the test with something more complicated.


“Okay,” Rava continued, “the basic ingredients are a sprinkle of fairy dust, melted everfrost, and a chip from a wyvern scale.”


“Only three ingredients? That isn’t bad.”


“Well, you need mana to infuse into the potion, but I assume you have a significant amount of mana in your channels now?”


“A little bit from all of you, yes. Oh… and some Aura, Shadow, and Emotion Mana from my encounter with the acolytes of your former boyfriend.”


Now she was glaring at me. “Korkanis was never my boyfriend,” she snapped. “He was my god, and I served him, but I told you that is behind me.”


“I’m just playing around. Some of his shadow power is still in you. And to be blunt, I don’t care if you serve him. I’m confident that you won’t ever betray me—just like you know I would never betray you.”


She stared at me for a moment and said, “For now we will just work with ambient mana. A potion of flight might be more powerful if you infused it with some of Daria’s Air Mana, but that would also make it unstable and harder to work with.”


Following her instructions, I poured a large jug of distilled water into the cauldron. It would boil down, serving as a base to mix together the actual, magical ingredients. I stirred it as it heated, until the water in the cauldron was at a low rolling boil. Then I began to push out the mana I had in my channels through the stirring rod.


Rava’s stirring rod was a complicated magical implement made of crystal and mithril. I still had no direct ability to use mana, but I had learned how to push it out of my channels without converting it to ki, keeping it separate from the byproducts of that process. It was another part of what had increased the quality of my potions.


After I thought the base was ready, I looked up at Rava and she simply nodded. That was my cue to start adding the ingredients. First was the fairy dust. It looked like glitter to me, but there was an odd sparkle to it.


“Is this from real fairies, or is that just a fancy name?”


She laughed. “Curious about fairies now? Don’t be. If you think that Lina is insatiable, then pray you never meet a fairy. They all went insane when the last of their males died. Now, the occasional traveler ends up getting lured away from a trade caravan by their magic. Fortunately, their population is as small as their stature, so it doesn’t happen often.”


I couldn’t help it. I had to ask. “What happens to those individuals who are taken?”


“They die a very slow death from dehydration.” Rava shrugged. “But they always die with a smile on their face.”


I chuckled. My sex drive might have increased, but not that much. I turned my focus back to the potion. The fairy dust was starting to make the water pop and spit.


Rava said, “Good, its ready. The potential in the dust has been released by the heat and mana infused in the water. Now, you need to slowly add the melted everfrost. It will begin to congeal and capture the fairy dust, which will keep it in a semi liquid state. But be careful—you have to drop in the wyvern scale before it becomes too thick. Just don’t do it too soon, or the potion will be wasted.”


I got the gist of her instructions, but the specifics were as clear as mud. I had no idea when the right time would be. Then again, like so many things I’d done since arriving in Olimero, I was going to have to play this by feel.


What hung me up most, was her use of the word ‘infused.’ Given my knew skill, I wondered what would happen if I infused ki into a potion. Oh well, now was probably not the time to experiment—Rava would kills me if she knew I’d messed around with such expensive components.


I took the vial of blue tinted water. I badly wanted to ask how this could be melted if it was everfrost, but I figured that might upset her. The scheme for naming things in Olimero didn’t always make sense.


The fluid poured out in a slow drizzle. As it did, I immediately began to feel the difference in the consistency of the potion. The mana in the water was condensing into a swirling core in the center of the cauldron. It was like the melted everfrost was denser than the potion’s base but remained suspended by the boiling water.


Right before my eyes, the potion began to thicken. After I had poured in the second vial, I sensed that all the fairy dust had been absorbed. Either I was about to screw up big time, or I had managed to sense when it was at maximum potency.


I was tempted to look to Rava for instructions, but knew she was a harsh taskmistress. The elf expected me to be able to follow instructions after she gave them to me once. That was likely one of the chief reasons for me growing my alchemy skill so quickly. If she always told me what to do, and when to do it, the resulting product wouldn’t be a reflection of my skill.


For that reason, I couldn’t look to her now.


The core of the potion with melted everfrost and fairy dust looked to have the consistency of a slushy now, compared to the water which was rapidly boiling off around it. I decided this was the moment she was talking about. If the potion got much thicker, it wouldn’t be drinkable.


I dropped a single chip of wyvern scale into the mix. It was no larger than the nail on my smallest finger. It seemed to fall in slow motion. Hopefully, that meant the suspension magic had properly formed.


When the scale hit the water, there was an explosion of steam as the boiling water vaporized in an instant. I didn’t need to be told what to do next, as I scooped out the mixture with a crystal ladle one, twice, and then a third time to fill an oversized vial.


All of that work had only netted me a single potion. But if it worked, I’d be thrilled. A notification popped up.


Alchemy +1


That was a promising sign. I wanted to identify the potion, but Rava had taught me that it needed to rest for five minutes. Neither of us talked as we stood there, both mesmerized by the sparkles of light the potion gave off.


There was the faintest blue tint to the otherwise transparent mixture, which was filled with floating motes that sparkled with an inner light. The wyvern scale at first sat on top of the fluid near the lip of the vial, but as the potion rested, it began to sink. I held my breath.


My assumption was that, since the potion was ultimately meant to suspend the imbiber between heaven and earth, that it would be optimal for the chip of scale to stop in the very middle of the vial. It sank lower and lower, and I watched intently waiting to see if it would go all the way down.


Just when I thought it was going to keep sinking, the scale suddenly stopped and spun around very near the exact midpoint of the vial. I handed it to Rava for her to inspect, but then identified it.


Potion of Flight      



Quality: Exquisite


Duration: 30 minutes

Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

Agility: + 20%

Max Speed: 300 mph

 

Description: This suspension will cause the imbiber to fly. It will be impossible for them to touch the ground, except in a crash, and even then only briefly. They may maintain a height from 3’ off the ground to 1000’ feet in the air and travel without any physical effort at up to the max speed listed for the duration listed. When the duration ends, all abilities will cease immediately.

CAUTION: There will be no warning.


I laughed at the last line. This wasn’t a potion you could use without a care. I also found it interesting, how it wouldn’t allow you to touch the ground. I guess that made sense, based upon the description of how it worked that Rava had given me.



The extra Agility would come in handy, but I wasn’t sure how much it would help in a fight if I couldn’t touch the ground. This potion would take some serious testing to determine how useful it might be. One thing was clear, though—it would definitely facilitate rapid travel, even if that was only for 30 minutes.



“Exquisite…again…you truly were born under a lucky star,” Rava muttered.


“Don’t sound so disappointed. Everything I know about alchemy, I learned from you. And that isn’t just me blowing smoke up your skirt. Oh, and I gain a skill level in alchemy.”


She rolled her eyes. “One potion is good luck. Let’s see if you can make eleven more.”


“Fair enough, but I did want to talk to you about one other thing that I thought of when you gave me the potion’s instructions. You described adding mana to the cauldron as ‘infusing’ the water with mana. I’m not sure if you’ve ever used that term before.”



“Hmm… I may not have. But it is what we are doing, especially with a suspension potion like this. You can see how the scale is suspended in the middle of the potion, so the name of this type of potion is not just about how it affects the world. It is also more critical in this type of potion that you establish a balance with the mana. There is only one other type of potion which is harder to make.”


“I think you called it a miracle potion, before. Like the Phoenix potion, right?”


“Exactly.” She smiled at me, but then her brows drew down and she pursed her lips. “But now why did you ask about infusing?”


I explained about my new ki skill. We spent half-an-hour discussing what options that might give me for my alchemy. Then, as I should have known to expect, she wanted me to try and infuse ki into something.


I was, of course, able to do so with my sword, Bargon’s Slice, but it was specially adapted for that. Other than my sword, the only thing I seemed to be able to use the skill on was my hands. When I tried to make a healing potion with ki infused into my hands, all that happened was I destroyed the stirring spoon. Fortunately, she hadn’t allowed me to use her prized one for such an experiment, just a crappy crystal back up.


“We aren’t getting anywhere with this. Once you level the skill up enough, we can try again. But now ,you are just stalling from making those other eleven potions for me.”


“Yes, Mistress,” I sighed. But inside I was smiling, because even this fruitless bit of practice had increased the level of Ki Infusion by one.

 


Chapter 10 – Notifications, Quests & Stats Review 1


Good to my word, as soon as I finished my alchemy practice, I sent word to Josie telepathically. I was surprised when she said she was sending two deputies to escort me home. I had expected her to want to do so herself. Maybe, more the point, I had been hoping for a chance to talk with her.


Our pleasant walk had been interrupted by Nogia and her shadow knights. A part of me wondered where they had gone off to, but I didn’t let it bother me. I let Josie know that I really wanted to talk to her, but she didn’t reply.


Perhaps something had happened during her fight with Nimeera.


That made me nervous, but I didn’t want to try to drag it out of her telepathically. It would be better if I waited until we could speak face-to-face. Oh, and I had the new clerk that needed attending to. I was sure Lina wouldn’t let me forget about Sadie.



In order to clear my mind, I pulled up my stat sheet and reviewed my pending quests, as well as a couple of recent notifications.


 

 


Unreviewed Notifications:
 






You have formed a permanent soul bond with Mursha Case. This level of connection makes her your wife. The soul bond does not give you one another’s abilities, but alters your potential, based upon what each party brings to the bond.

 

Results:

 


Permanent gains for Rob Case:
 Attunement to Olimero increased by 25%.



The meaning of this will reveal itself over time.


 

Permanent gains for Mursha Case: All racial stat caps increased by 25%; +25% increased range and density of Gravity Mana; +20% increased Magic Cap again (total now +45%); +10% increased Agility Cap (total now: +45%)

 

Permanent gain for Rava Case from Mursha Case: +10% increased Durability Cap. (total now: +35%)

 

Permanent gain for Josephine Case from Mursha Case: +10% increased Durability Cap. (total now: +35%)

 

Permanent gain for Rolina Case from Mursha Case: +10% increased Durability Cap. (total now +35%)

 

Permanent gain for Daria Case from Mursha Case: +10% increased Durability Cap. (total now +35%)



Grow and prosper together. What affects one of you, now affects all of you.

 

 

Unreviewed Gear:

 

Shield - Wife’s Price: this is a masterwork piece and represents the transition from journeyman to master level for its forger, Mursha Case.

 

It is imbued with the love of a bride and will provide exceptional protective properties. At its center is set a miniature gravity well created from compressed Gravity Mana. This will give the user a number of abilities including lessening or decreasing the effect of gravity upon themselves and/or the area directly in front of the shield. The range of effect is 6’.



Charges: 10/10 (charges recharge from ambient mana at a rate of 1 per hour)

 

Trait Stone: Swarm - C grade

 

The properties of this item have not yet been discovered. Discuss with your wives.

 

I then decided to pull up my own stats page.

 

Stats:

Strength: 186

Agility: 138

Durability: 160

Magic: 175

Cultivation Grade: B9

 

Skills:

Alchemy 64

Ranged Combat: 58

Melee Combat: 59

Telepathy: 18       


Mana Fusion: 1

Metallic Body: 2

Ki Slice: 2

Toxic Resistance: 1

Ki Infusion: 2

 

Bondings (Wives):

 


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


 

Rava— Alchemy skill will increase 25% faster. Access to shadow aspect for body cultivation.


 


Lina—
 Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing effects further all act to increase base healing rate for a limited time after the healing is concluded.


 


Daria—
 Ranged melee combat skill will increase 25% faster.


 


Mursha— Attunement to Olimero increased by 25%
 The meaning of this will reveal itself over time.


 

Sentient Gear: Bargon’s Slice

Companion/Pet: Stone Horse

 

B-Rank Body Fortification: 1%

Mind Core Formation: 6%

By-Product Manipulation: 75% (+27%)

 

 

Gear:

Armored Vest of Protection

Helm of Protection

Short sword of Accuracy

Bow of Adaptive Power

Quiver with 30 explosive arrows (replenishes)

Stone Horse Talisman

High Quality Fighting Stick

Shocking Dagger

Spatial storage belt

Gloves of Dual Need

Spatial Bag

Bargon’s Slice

Taunting Whistle

Mana Well: 0/500


Mactosh Rifle (200 rounds)


Mactosh Shotgun (200 mixed shells)

Shield: Wife’s Price

 

 

Satisfied with my stats, I pulled up my current list of quests.


Pending Quests:

 

Monster Wave III

Difficulty: Very Hard

Time Limit: 2 years

 

Rewards:

Potential for rare or better crafting components

Trait Stone (b grade or better)

Merit bounties for various monsters

 

Description: You have realized the monster waves are directed at you rather than Yonderton. Mensor, god of beasts wants you dead. Your power has been noted. You should not expect easy monsters any longer. You will have to decide where to stay as wherever you are will become a target.

 

Objectives:


	
Stay alive for 1 year and the monster waves will stop


	
Kill at least 10 of each of the following monster types for sub rewards


	
Become the hunter rather than the hunted




 

Basilisk (3 merits)

Giant Scorpion (4 merits)

Phoenix (5 merits)

Storm Jinn (6 merits)

Sunken Dao (7 merits)

Vapor Specter (8 merits)

Sand Dragon (12 merits)

 

 

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

 

-----

 

Herald of the Triune Gods

Difficulty: Variable between very hard and insane

Time Limit: Variable

 

Description: Your proposal has been accepted. You may go on to become a herald for each of three gods, but be forewarned this will mean a great deal of work for you. If so you will gain the full blessing of each of the three gods. Various tasks will be presented as different times for you. Know these are not optional tasks. Failure to complete one of the tasks will lose you the protection of the combined gods Sativa, Telmorra, and Korkanis. Tasks will come with their own rewards. You must also survive the two years required by Monster Wave III without dying or being controlled by Old Scratch.

 

During that time each of the three gods are still free to make their own pitches to you and you could gain a far greater measure of protection for less work if you simply swore yourself to one of them.

 

Rewards: variable

 

------

 

Faustian Bargain

Difficulty: Easy but complicated

Duration: sooner is better

 

Description: It is never all stick, sometimes the carrot works the best. Faust has the right of it. Don’t believe the lies they tell. Spending what you can’t use to gain what you can is never a fool’s errand.

 

Objective: Trade your soul for rewards beyond your fondest dreams.

 

Rewards:


	
Your lifespan extended to 1000 years


	
Aid in furthering your cultivation to help you ascend beyond mortality


	
Immediate boosts of +25 to each of your stats


	
S grade item designed specifically for your needs


	
An irresistible drive with limitless libido- even my minion will become your plaything for all your life.




 


Chapter 11- Sativa’s Herald



I was surprised when Josie showed up a few minutes later. “I thought you were going to send a couple of the other deputies,” I told her.


“It was obvious from your message that you were disappointed I wasn’t coming myself. That does something for a girl.” She shrugged. “I like knowing you want me around for more than just my swords, or my tail.”


“Don’t forget how hot you are. That explosion of fire during the fight was impressive. You’ve gotten stronger than ever.” Then I winked at her. “No, seriously, of course I want you for more than any of the things you can do for me. I genuinely enjoy your company. It’s easy to say the words, that I love you—and I’ll never stop doing that. But more importantly, I like you. I consider you a friend and not just a wife.”


Josie smiled. The nervousness hadn’t left her face, but it lightened some. “Rava is right. You have learned to be smoother.”


“Good to know that you all talk about me behind my back. But that doesn’t change the fact that I know something is bothering you. I have some ideas about what it might be, but I won’t press the issue.” I paused, studying her. “I can wait for you to come to me. Just know that I’m always here for you.”


She looked at the ground as we walked. Given how seriously she took her duties as my protector, she must really be bound up emotionally. I just kept walking next to her, but I spun my core a bit faster, allowing my senses to expand.


“I appreciate that… I really do.” She sighed. “Part of me came here, hoping that you’d push me to share, but instead you have to be all kind and understanding.” Her tone conveyed a mix of irony and sincerity.


“If it’s important, you’ll tell me when you are ready. I trust you.”


“That’s just it.” Josie pressed her palms to her eyes, shaking her head. “I didn’t think it was important until that stupid cat said what she did.”


I could have asked questions at that point, but it was obvious she was struggling with something internally. Believing in her sometimes meant allowing her to work through things on her own. She’d come out stronger for it, if she could. Of course, that implied I was wise enough to know when to speak, and when not to.


After another block of silence, she began, “Sativa gave me a quest…” but then her voice trailed off.


I hadn’t known that, but it didn’t shock me. It also served to cement my sense of what had her so upset. “I’m not surprised,” I admitted.


She stopped walking and let go of my hand as she turned towards me. “You knew?”


“It isn’t like Sativa told me or anything, but Korkanis is trying to get me to completely support him. He sent Nimeera and then Nogia. He came to Rava in her dreams. He even offered me all three of them, if only I’d bend the knee to him at his altar back in the Old East.


“It wasn’t a huge leap, to think that Sativa might try to turn me to her side by using one of those close to me who was faithful to her.”


Josie nodded. “Aren’t you upset?”


I reached out and cupped her cheek. “Jo-Jo, I could never be upset with you for being who you are. Sativa is the goddess of this world. You revere her. She brought me here and, while I may not revere her as my god, I do keep my obligations to her. No, the fact that she reached out to you doesn’t bother me at all. It could just as well have been Mursha or Lina. But then, that isn’t what is bothering you, is it?”


I pulled her close, as I saw fear and grief war on her face.

“Nimeera said that she was actually being faithful to you,” Josie finally continued, “that she chose you over her god. She questioned if I would do the same thing.”


Her shoulders shuddered while I held her. “And that made you doubt yourself,” I said, “because so far, supporting me as Sativa’s chosen has meant there isn’t a discrepancy between your faith and your love. I get it. These are questions that people in my world had to ask themselves all the time.”


“How did they handle it?”


“Honestly?” I shrugged. “I wasn’t religious enough for it to happen to me, but from what I saw, a crisis of faith usually resulted in one of three things. Some held to their faith, despite what it cost them in terms of personal relationships. They placed their God above other people. Those kinds of people always seemed rather content in their certainty, if perhaps lonely.


“Then, there were those who tried to embrace both. They redefined their faith to make it compatible with the kind of person they wanted to be, or the relationships they wanted to have. I found those people to be rather hypocritical—but that was probably the largest group.


“Finally, there were those who admitted that their faith, or the faith they had grown up with, was incompatible with their evolving world view, or the relationships they wanted to have. They rejected their faith, and focused instead on being the person they wanted to be, with the people they wanted to be with.”


Her tears started to fall faster as she asked, “So you’re saying I will have to decide between you and Sativa?”


“No, it may never come to that. I haven’t done anything contrary to Sativa’s will so far. But more than that, the gods of Olimero are not the same concept as the God of the religions I knew on Earth. That God was supposed to be all knowing and omnipotent. The gods in Olimero seem more like really old and powerful people.


“It is just like I said to Nogia. The gods of Olimero are important, but they are hardly without flaws. I’m coming to understand that Sativa was tricked into bringing humans here. Olimero’s gods don’t always know what is going on.


“Most importantly, though, if you revere Sativa, then I love that part of you—just like I love all of you. If you want to try and persuade me to choose to kneel before her, I won’t be offended. I just ask you to accept me, whatever my decision is. Then, there won’t be any conflict between your faith and our relationship.”


I held her for a full minute before she finally pulled away. “I can do that.”


I helped wipe her tears away. Once she had calmed down, I asked, “What do you think about Nimeera’s claims?”


“As much as it annoys me, I can see her point. She was initially acting as her god ordered, but when push came to shove, she chose you over him. She may still seek to turn you to the shadow, but I don’t believe she will try to force the issue. I did drive her out of the city—though I doubt we’ve seen the last of her.”


“And if I choose to try to redeem her?”


“I’ll love you, no matter what. It pains me to admit it, but that might actually be the right decision. She is skilled and would be a good asset. Besides, it’s better to have a representative of Korkanis that we know close to us, rather than be wondering when the next one is going to appear.”


“Now look who is getting crafty.”


“Not crafty, just pragmatic.”


I could see the office after we turned the corner, so I shifted topics. “I want you to know that we will leave for the tournament in Westerton as soon as we can. First, though, we need to find more out about these monster waves and what Mensor is up to. And I don’t want to leave for that until Daria has my baby…err, I mean, my egg.”


I shook my head at that. There were still things I was struggling to get used to.


As though she had read my mind, Josie giggled. “Oh, you are so precious when you try not to act freaked out about things that are different from what you expect. Don’t worry, we have at least a month before we need to leave for the tournament in Westerton. But, you better get serious about dealing with any problems in the Untamed Lands or you are gonna cut it too close.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a big grin.


Then we walked into the office through the kitchen door. Training seemed to be over for the day, but I could hear the sounds of multiple deputies and clerks eating in the expanded dining hall. There was something pleasant about sharing meals with the people you counted on to have your back. .


I started to head to the kitchen, but Lina grabbed my hand. She looked at Josie for a moment and then nodded. “Good, looks like you got whatever was bugging her out of the way. I still think it would have been more fun if she had just dragged you into bed and let you fuck her concerns away…”


Josie started to protest, but Lina cut her off, “Yes, yes, I know not everyone in the world is a bunnygirl. But right now, the Sheriff has a promise to keep.”


I kept the groan I felt welling up off my face. It wasn’t like this was going to be an unpleasant task, but it was still new to me. “Can’t I eat with everyone else, first?”


“Nope, Sadie has your dinner for you in the master suite. She’s very nervous, so be gentle with her.”


I chuckled, “Says the Mistress of the Sheets as she pimps me out again.”


“Oh, the tortures you must bear.” Lina rolled her eyes. “After you finish in your room, I recommend you check on Daria. She is very close to laying her egg, and has been gathering old clothes and other things to make her nest. She could probably use some attention.”


I leaned in and kissed Lina’s forehead. “What would I do without you?”


“You’d probably still be beating off in your bed alone. I swear you’re such a prude sometimes.” The laughter in her eyes told me she didn’t really mean it, but I knew she liked to tease me. I pinched her ass and patted her little cotton ball tail.


Then I headed to my bedroom, bracing myself to do my duty. Of course, it helped that my duty was wrapped in a six-inch-thick red ribbon—and nothing else. Sadie was waiting on her knees beside the door, while a table had been set up in the middle of the room with my dinner on it.


She might not be Lina, but she was a clerk who only wanted to do her perceived duty. There was no way I could turn her away. I took one look at the virtually naked monkeygirl, and decided dinner could wait.


 


Chapter 12- Mistress of the Field



Dinner was good and so was the entertainment. Her obvious willingness and exuberance had done a great deal to chip away at my sense that I was taking advantage of her. It was a new world, with new rules, and she seemed to be a very happy girl when she stumbled out of my room on wobbly legs with the dishes left over from our shared meal.


The obvious upside and downside to being a conscientious lover, was that I fully expected Sadie to start begging Lina to be more regularly included into the rotation. For now, though, I put that out of my head as I went up to the roof. Apparently, that was where Daria had decided to build her nest.


At least Lina and Rozelle had put their heads together and built a partition to grant my hawkgirl wife some privacy. There were still baths and showers up on the roof and I didn’t want everyone watching her. When I reached the partition, I knocked.


“I know it’s you, husband. I can feel you through the bond,” Daria called out.


I took that for an offer to come in, so I slid around the partition. My eyes probably widened a bit because Lina hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d called it a nest. There was a framework of branches, but it was completely covered in blankets, pillows, and clothes. It actually looked quite comfortable—if a bit odd in design.


In preparation for this meeting, I had pulled up one of the notifications I had received months ago. I needed the relevant data.


Racial Fertility Information


M= menstrual cycle / ovulation period and frequency

G= gestation duration





Foxkin-

 
      
 M: 3/90 days
 
      
 G: 14 weeks



Bunnykin-       
 M: perpetual
 
      
 G: 9 weeks



Elves-       
 M: 2/30 days
 
      
 G: 30 weeks



Catkin-       
 M: 7/180 days
 
      
 G: 15 weeks



Orcs-       

 
      
 M: 1/30 days
 
      
 G: 32 weeks



Cowkin-       
 M: 3/60 days
 
      
 G: 24 weeks



Wolfkin-      
 M: 3/90 days
 
      
 G: 16 weeks



Hawkkin-       
 M: 5/60 days
 
      
 G: 1 week
 until egg & 52 weeks to hatch



Monkeykin-       
 M: 4/120 days
 
      
 G: 14 weeks



Daria was comfortably propped up by pillows in the middle of the nest.


I looked at her and asked, “May I join you?”


“Of course. But please take your boots off first.”


I complied and then crawled into the nest with her. I sat across from her but reached out and grabbed her hand. Drawing from memories of Earth, I tried to find the best words. “You look positively radiant. Motherhood definitely agrees with you.”


She frowned. “I’m so fat and feel like I’m going to explode any day now.”


I was too smart to fall into that trap. “How much longer do you think it will be till you lay our egg?”


An accusatory expression crossed her face. “You know this is your fault. I should have already laid the egg like a week ago, but no, I have to go and get tangled up with a human.”


I couldn’t help but laugh, which only drew another glare from her. For all the various angry expressions she was making, she hadn’t pulled her hand away from me and seemed instead to be clasping mine firmly.


“I guess I knew what I was getting into. Talk about going the long way around to get away from home.”


I leaned forward and kissed her before replying, “Your home is with me, now. I’m sorry I made you wait so long for it. I had my own stuff I had to deal with, but I’m fully in on our life together. Which is why I wanted to talk to you about your position in our household. I think it’s time that we formalized it.”


She smiled, but then her expression went flat. “It’s okay. I accept that I’m the fourth wife.”


At that point, I didn’t have any choice but to raise a finger to her lips. “Shh… let me finish. All my wives are equal, but you all have different things you can do best for the family. Lina is the Mistress of the Sheets because she is…uh… well, she’s Lina.”


Daria giggled at that but didn’t say anything else. I had to admit, she could be pretty severe at times, but watching her giggle like a schoolgirl was oddly relaxing.


“Josie is Mistress of the Wall in that she protects me, but not just me. Her job is to make sure that our home and all of our family is safe. Then Rava is the Mistress of the Purse because she manages our money, well at least mine and the resources of the family.”


“Of course,” Daria grumbled, “the elf gets the job with unlimited shopping.”


I shook my head. “I didn’t take you for that kind of girl.”


“Oh, I’m not, but I thought it would be funny. I’m more of an outdoorsy type. I like the wild, free places.”



“That’s perfect. Then would you accept the position as my Mistress of the Fields?” Before she could answer, I proceeded to tell her what Rava had explained about the position, though I also added my own flair to it.


“In short, you would be my eyes in the wild places, and our first line of defense against any monsters.” When she didn’t answer right away, I thought I would sweeten the pot and said, “We can provide funding for you to hire…”


She leapt forward onto me knocking me backwards and then it was her shushing me as she said, “You had me at ‘wild places.’ Yes, I’ll be your Mistress of the Fields.”


I didn’t even get to explain my ideas about how she could develop a ranger corps or the way she could help us to track and find dangerous monsters for us to clear out. Instead, her mouth was all over mine and, in short order, I was very glad to have a B-grade body as we made love under the moonlight.


I felt a little guilty, leaving Daria when she was asleep, but I still had more to do. I did rub her belly and lean in to see if my enhanced hearing could pick up a heartbeat. I had been advised that the embryo, as they called it, would be tiny until weeks after she had laid the egg, so I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t hear a sound.


From there, I went downstairs and found that the house had quieted down. Most of the deputies and clerks lived in one of the other stations, though we all tended to gather for meals here at the main office. It was a slower, more familial, pace of life than what I was used to on Earth. That was definitely a boon.


I found Lina as she released two clerks who had just finished the cleaning up and prepping food for breakfast. When she saw me she grinned and said, “What exactly did you do to Sadie? She wouldn’t quit talking about you, and I swear her hands were trembling. She said you’d told her that she was the main course you wanted to eat, and the food she’d brought was just a side dish.”


“Sounds like you already know what I did.” I couldn’t entirely keep the smirk off my face.


“Yeah,” she shuddered slightly, “but it made me so wet. You know, if you spoil the clerks like that, they are all going to fall hopelessly in love with you. When you make their toes curl—as Sadie put it—this is going to become far more than a duty for them.”


I shrugged. “I’m not gonna stop being who I am. But if I made you wet, I’d be happy to help you with that.”


She shivered like she was cold. “Oh, don’t tempt me. No, I must stay strong. It’s Mursha’s night, although knowing her, she is probably down in the workshops rather than waiting in your bed. Just give me a shout, if she says it’s okay for you to bring a friend.”


Lina stood on her toes to give me a kiss before walking away, hips swaying seductively side to side in a way that made her cute little bunny tail bounce. I knew she walked in such a way to garner my attention, but she was right. I did need to focus on Mursha.


Unlike Daria, who should lay her egg any day, orc gestation was the longest on Olimero. It would still be another seven months, at least, until she gave birth. Rather than try to figure out where she was, I called out telepathically, “Mursha, where are you?”



“Just working, husband. How may I please you?”


“I was hoping to talk to you about a couple of things, if that’s okay. It’s just us tonight. Although it is already after midnight, so I guess you must really like to work late. I don’t want to interrupt you, if you are busy.”


No sooner had I thought the words to her, than I felt her disappointment over our bond. It reminded me of something Rava had said. Mursha felt like she had been conquered by me as a husband. Her orcish expectation, was that I would lord my position over her and demand she meet all my needs.


My other wives had pointed out that, even amongst orcs, Mursha tended to be on the submissive side—but only when it came to me. With anyone else, she was ready to fight at the drop of a hat. Apparently, pregnancy hormones made orcs rather testy.


Before things could get more awkward, I sent, “Stay there. I’m coming to you. I’d like to see what you are working on.”


When I walked into the forge, she was still organizing things and cleaning up. That was going to have to stop. She needed to feel free to let me see her working. Everything didn’t have to be perfect. It hadn’t been my goal, to replace her father as the person in her life she desperately tried to please.


I got a bit annoyed with it and my tone was likely sharper than I intended. “Stop. Just stop it. I wanted to see you at work. I like seeing you be creative. It makes me happy to see you happy—and I never see you quite as happy as when you are creating.”


She bowed her head and said, “Yes, husband. I’m sorry, husband.”


“Don’t speak like that!” I let loose with my full speed, crossing the room in less than the span of a breath.


I took her in my arms. “I will give you what you want, what you need. If you want me to be your master, of sorts, so be it—but only if I see your happiness in it.” I sighed. “I won’t pretend to understand it, this isn’t part of how I’m built. My nature is to try and make the women I love happy.”


She looked at the floor and then buried her head in my chest.


“Show me some of that fire,” I whispered into her mohawk, “I know you have it in you. You show it to me all the time when we are sparring. Do you need me to fight you, to bring it out?”


She looked up at me. I saw a flicker of that flame in her eyes, but she was still suppressing it. “You wouldn’t be able to resist my gravity now.”


I relaxed my arms around her while still holding her. “Oh, you think not? Why is that?”


“When we bonded, I received several boons. Each of the wives contributed to my Magic or Agility stats. You provided me with a huge boost to the caps on all my stats, but hidden within that was an even bigger blessing. I didn’t know what it meant at first.”


I recalled the notification, and realized she was talking about the line which said her Gravity mana had gained 25% extra range and density. I whistled then, as I realized what a difference that could mean. Her magic had already been powerful, given the type of mana she used. But her biggest limit had been her low Magic stat. Not only had that particular stat cap increased by 45%, but the mana she created was 25% denser than before. This made her magic nearly twice as powerful—1.8 times, to be exact—as before.


“You’ve been working on leveling your Magic stat, haven’t you. That’s why I haven’t seen you during our training times of late.”


She batted her eyelashes at me, while nodding. “You wouldn’t properly spar with me, or even let the others do so, because of my ‘condition’, as you call it.”


“Sue me for wanting to make sure my child is born safely. How high is your Magic stat now?”


“I was at thirty-nine before,” she replied, “which is nearly the cap for Orcs. Now, I’m at fifty-four. I still have four more points to gain before the new cap, but it isn’t just my Magic stat. My new mana is purer and denser, as if you had refined it.”


“Ah, I made the mistake of thinking that twenty-five percent meant that it would be that much more effective, but it must be a cumulative effect. So, it might be twice as effective as before, and you now have a lot more of it, with your higher stat.”


I got quiet for a minute before continuing. “This sounds like it could be an interesting challenge. I haven’t had many chances to test my new B-grade body. I need to push it a bit.”


“As you wish, my husband.”


“Oh, none of that.” I snorted softly. “I order you not to let me win. You are to give it your all. In fact, to make this interesting, we should come up with a bet. Hmm… If I win, then you have to put on a demonstration of our smithing skill for the entire family and show us all the pieces you’ve made. And you have to do it proudly.”


“Yes, husband.”


I waited, but Mursha stayed silent. “It’s not a bet, if you don’t tell me what you get if you win.”


Her green cheeks flushed a ruddy color, and I wasn’t sure if she would be able to speak her mind. Then the words all came out in a rush. “If I win, then you have to put a collar and leash on me and treat me as your pet for an entire day.”


I chuckled. I knew Mursha, she wasn’t talking about a family pet. She meant something far more personal. She must have seen the uncertainty on my face because she blurted out, “And you can’t be nice or hold back. You have to do just what you want with me, ‘condition’ or not.”



Well, I’d started this… no chance to back out, now. I stepped back and held out my hand to grasp her forearm in the orcish fashion. “Okay, you’ve got yourself a bet.”


 


Chapter 13- Stacked Odds



“So, how many push-ups do I have to do for this bet?”


“We already did the push-ups thing. How about… you have to lift the hammer that I made for my brother over your head and touch the ceiling with it,” Mursha replied.


I watched as she walked to the backwall of the forge and picked up a two handed warhammer. She was able to pick it up, but it was clearly heavy. It looked like great craftsmanship. If I had to guess, it was made of two separate pieces of metal. I was sure the entire haft was made of some metal-alloy.


Even Denne was gonna have to work hard to swing that in an extended battle, but it would be good for breaking swords and dulling their edges. The amount of force he could deliver with a weapon like that would be amazing.


If Mursha was able to carry it, then I knew I should be able to, as well. I was considerably stronger than she was. But I wasn’t stupid. My wife was up to something. She kept any signs of a grin off her face, but I just had the feeling that I’d just fallen neatly into her trap.


The thing was, win or lose the contest, I won with this bet. It had already gotten her out of her depressed demeanor.


“Okay, I agree. Are you ready to do it now, or should we wait until morning?”


She smiled and said, “Go get some sleep. You should be at your best, so there is no excuse when you can’t lift it. Oh, and since it’s my night, I get to cuddle with you—but we will do only that… cuddling, I mean.”


It wasn’t like I was hard up for sex, not by a long shot. But she was clearly messing with me. Something tickled the back of my mind. First, Lina and Josie had been playfully teasing each other, and now this.


Maybe, it was just an expression of Mursha becoming more comfortable with me. Or, then again, maybe she really wanted something and was going the long way around to get it. I wanted her to be happy, so hopefully, it would be fine.


“Okay, then I’m gonna go shower and hit the sack. Hopefully, you join me soon.”


Mursha gave me that tusk-flashing smile that I loved. “Just a couple more minutes. If you move slow enough, I might even join you in the shower.”


She shook her head. “Still blown away by a shower. That may be the best thing to come from Earth—well, other than you, my love.”


Oh, yeah, she was up to something. I could either let her know she had me wondering, or I could head to the bedroom. I decided I’d walk slowly. Who knew, maybe a shared shower would change her mind about just cuddling tonight.


By the time I was undressed and in the shower, she hadn’t returned. It was fine though, this luxury setting for the shower was great. Mursha was right. It was some of the best merits I had spent. The steaming water let me relax and allowed my mind to wander.


I started thinking about my mind core. I had received the notification that it was starting to form. Despite that, I still could only barely sense something was there. It didn’t feel solid, not like the core in the center of my being.


This new core was loosely located in my head, but a part of me wondered how much of that was actual placement, and how much was just me feeling like that’s where a mind core should be. Either way, it felt intangible—more like an after-image than something I could actively focus on.


I definitely didn’t have any idea how to grow it. There was still more Aura Mana in my system, but not enough to complete it. It had taken a significant amount to get the core 6% formed. Based on that, I could probably get it to 10% with what I had left. That is, if I knew what I was doing.


Of course, maybe it had taken more to form it initially and it would be easier now. If not, I was going to have to find another way to grow it, since my source of Aura Mana was gone.


Then there was the simple question of what a mind core was for. My core refined mana and created ki which I then used to infuse my body. Everything up to this point was about my body and it had been working. To quote Grandma Case, ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’


As it was now, I had ready supplies of Fire, Healing, Air, Research, and Gravity mana. I could also reliably count upon Space, Speed, Earth, Slime, Ice, and a few others from my deputies and clerks. Of all those, Research sounded like it was the most mind oriented—but then again, I wasn’t exactly a Rhodes scholar.


I’m sure plenty of people would call me dumb, but I was really just average. More to the point, I was the kind of average that looked for a hammer first. A hammer was my go-to tool. Forcing myself through growth had worked so far.


If I’d been back on Earth, I would essentially be a superhero. I certainly wasn’t superman, or something absurd like that, but I bet I could give a more local hero a run for their money. I laughed at my chain of thought. It wasn’t like those things were real to begin with.


All those thoughts were pushed out of my head as Mursha slid into the shower with me. She wasn’t showing yet, but it had only been two weeks, and her gestation was nearly as long as that of a human pregnancy. I will say that her already impressive breasts did look a bit larger, but maybe that was just my eyes playing tricks on me.


What followed was clearly part of her game. I was getting more and more certain that I had her figured out. Nothing happened, but there was a lot of suds and plenty of rubbing and washing.


We did end up sleeping together, but as she had said, she just wanted to cuddle. This prompted some internal exploration, as I tried to figure out what it was about this that bothered me. We were both young, healthy, and full of energy. Maybe it was as simple as the fact that this was still a new relationship.


That, or it could be that my drive really had ramped up that much, thanks in part to Lina’s prompting. I didn’t really need to sleep these days, and normally just entered a meditative state while cuddling with the wife, or wives, who happened to end up in my bed that night. Post-coital bliss was a very real thing, and it seemed to fuel my ability to fall into that meditative state.


I didn’t want to think that I had become this needy and yet, her polite denial left me feeling frustrated. I had assumed that some of the other wives would end up coming into bed later. That was usually the way it happened. Even if I spent intimate time with just one wife, I rarely ever woke up with less than three wives in my bed. Yet, for some reason, none of the others came in.


I took this for additional evidence that Mursha was messing with me. She really wanted to make her point, and since I couldn’t meditate, I ended up with plenty of time to think about it. I didn’t like being rough with her. Even though he was my friend, the way that Mactosh treated his daughter had always irked me—the same for how he treated his wives.


It wasn’t like he was rude or disrespectful. He was very protective, but there was never the slightest doubt about who was in charge. His women were absolutely submissive to his will. I had even studied Denne and his wives. The dynamic was definitely in play, but not as strong as it was with their father and his wives.


Which led me to believe that it wasn’t as much a male orc thing, as it was a female orc thing. That simple thought opened my eyes. I don’t know if I would have ever reached that conclusion, if I hadn’t been lying awake and frustrated in bed. Abstinence was apparently good for sorting out my relationship issues.


Now, I needed to turn some of that mental energy to figuring out how to grow my mind core. If an upgrade to B-grade had made me this much more powerful, I must admit I was a little excited to see what A-grade would be like. It was the most powerful level of gear any of my wives had heard of, and so the expectation was that this final form would be truly legendary.


I didn’t really get to think much about it, though, because soon sunlight was streaming in through the window. I heard a rooster crow outside. Lina had one of the clerks tending some chickens, because it meant we always had a steady supply of eggs for my omelets and for their baking.


Mursha must have heard the rooster, too, because she stretched when he crowed a second time. I swear she pushed her ass up against me on purpose at that point. The tiny negligee she was wearing only made it more tantalizing and in an instant the rooster was not the only cock at attention.

 

Then, she jumped up out of bed. There was a sense of excitement to her actions, much like my younger sister had displayed on Christmas morning. The fact that she got naked before undressing, didn’t do anything to make me lose my morning wood.


Finally, as she was pulling her boots up she said, “Good morning, husband. How’d you sleep last night?”


I started to grumble a response, but she just spoke over me.

 

“That’s nice. I know I slept soundly. I love having your arms around me. I truly am yours, husband. You won’t be mad at me when I win our bet today, will you?”


I propped myself up on an elbow and continued to take her form in. “That assumes you are going to win, my love. You know I will do everything in my power to lift the hammer.”


“Yes, I’m sure you will. I can smell breakfast cooking. You better go let Lina feed you. I know you don’t need to eat, but it should hopefully make you feel better. You are going to need to be at your best.”


Then, without another word, she left the room. I could only look on as she sauntered out. At this point, I was tempted to just give in and ask how she wanted me to treat her. The thing is, I was stubborn—I had my pride. I believed I could overcome her Gravity mana and that doing so would be an excellent training exercise.


The worst-case scenario, was that I would fail, but still get some great training in. Then I would have to honor our bet, which, I guess wouldn’t be that bad. It was just foreign to my thinking. Either way, this was just between the two of us.


I sat up and meditated for a while. It was still difficult to get into the deep meditative state that I preferred, but I was able to cycle all the ki in my body. I made sure my channels were as wide open and clear as they could be. I condensed the remaining Mana I had in my body and cataloged all the mana byproducts I had at my disposal.


None of those were going to give me an advantage in straight up lifting, but they were still as purified as I could make them. Once I was sure that I was as prepared as I could be, I headed to the kitchen and ate a delicious breakfast.


I found it odd that Lina wasn’t there, but Sadie and two other clerks made sure I had plenty to eat. Coffee and bacon was still a great pleasure in my life. When I was done, I complimented the cooks and stood up. Might as well get this over with, I thought.


I walked back downstairs to the forge. As I walked down the stairs, a sinking feeling hit me. I hadn’t been looking for it, but I could feel the strength of my bonds growing the closer I got to the forge. It wasn’t just Mursha in there.


Sure enough, as soon as I opened the door, I found a clear circle of space in the middle of the rom, with just the hammer on it. Standing around talking were all five of my wives. They all wore big grins as all the pieces fell into place.

 


Chapter 14- A Bet



I looked around the room, pausing for just a second to make eye contact with each of my wives. “So, this is how it’s gonna be?”


Daria laughed.


Lina was holding Robbie and asked, “What do you mean, Rob? Mursha told us about your bet and said she’d like us to be here as judges. Well technically, Rava is going to be the judge, but she wanted the rest of us to be here. She even told us how you needed your rest last night, so we let the two of you have the bedroom to yourselves.”


Josie managed to groan, “Oh, Lina,” while she stared defiantly at me. It was like she knew this was gonna throw me off balance, but she was challenging me to call her on it.


Rava, on the other hand, ran her hand across the bunnygirl’s cheek. “Lina, you are so precious. You truly are the heart and laughter of our family.” Then she looked at me. “I’m ready to judge, whenever you both are ready to start.


“To be clear, the win condition for Rob is that he touches the ceiling with the hammer. Mursha wins if he can’t. There are no other rules, as I understand it. Does that accurately state the bet that you both agreed to?”


I wanted to growl, but also realized how stupid of me it had been not to include more rules. Mursha held a stone in her hands, which I couldn’t help but notice was a mana battery, so she was going to have more than her personal supply of Gravity mana to draw upon. She must have packed the magic receptable with Gravity Mana. Things definitely just got harder.


Mursha stated her acceptance and so did I.


Rava smiled. She knew the deck was stacked against me, probably better than I did, as there were almost certainly more surprises than I was aware of. “Okay, just one other thing, Rob would you be willing to drink this potion for me? I am almost positive it won’t harm you in any way and could potentially give you some great benefits without making the challenge any easier for you.”


I looked to Mursha who simply nodded. She had already known about this.


“What does it do?” I asked.


“It is a new creation. Well, not exactly. It is what I hope is a greatly enhanced version of a potion used by some of the upper crust families in the Old East. It is intended to speed up the growth of your stats during training. The normal potions have an unwanted side effect in that they can stifle the user’s ability to use magic, but that won’t be an issue for you. Even then, I think I have minimized any side effects. It also has some of my Research Mana laced into it, which will enable me to track the progress of the potion inside your systems and your growth through the course of this contest.”


I knew she had been looking for ways to help me grow since we had first met. At first, it was something of a curiosity, but now it was a labor of love. She had more than once told me that she believed without my limits, that I might be able to transcend mortality. I didn’t know about that, but since I had already developed a plan for this little bet, I might as well roll the dice and see if her potion couldn’t get me a few extra percent towards more stat points.


Truthfully, it had been a while since I had gone all out physically, and I was looking forward to this. All my greatest growth spurts came that way. The catch was, they usually ended up with me unconscious at a minimum, and on a couple of occasions in my actual death, with a smattering of near-death experiences thrown in for good measure.


Just thinking about it gave me a headache. I had backed off from pushing that hard because, well, I was a married man with five wives, a kid, and more on the way. It simply wasn’t responsible. There had been reasons to take such risks before, reasons that no longer seemed valid.


At first it had been about fighting for survival. Then it became growing stronger to defeat our enemies. Now Yonderton was peaceful, and it wasn’t like I needed that much effort to keep the peace.


Oh sure, Her was still out there. She could still be stronger than my new body, but she also didn’t seem to be in a rush. I couldn’t stop training, but I didn’t have to do so in crazy mode. Even the beast waves didn’t scare me enough to make me take stupid risks.


All of that was to say that I was excited for the chance to push myself now, with all my wives here, and their tacit blessing to be a bit stupid. “Just give it to me, I’ll be your guinea pig.”


Lina said, “Not sure I’ve ever heard of that kind of pig. Is it one you want me to try and get for your breakfasts? I know how you like bacon.”


I was glad I hadn’t started drinking the potion yet, because if I had, I would have undoubtedly spit it all over the place when I heard her question. After quickly explaining about guinea pigs, I took the potion from Rava.


It was a thick sludgy green, which looked sorta like those kale shakes which one of my vegan ex’s had tried to get me drink with her in the morning. I wasn’t any keener on it now than I had been then, but Rava hadn’t steered me wrong yet, and her potions had worked wonders. If I could squeeze a bit more out of my training, I’d have eaten raw kale—no matter how awful that sounded.


“Ugh, that tastes like the inside of my boot.”


Lina giggled, which in turn made Robbie make some burbling type noises. That was the first time I’d heard my son make that noise. He even was sticking out his tongue like I was. As much as I wanted to scour my tongue to remove the nasty taste, I was entranced by his reaction.


I suddenly foresaw a future where I made lots of funny faces just to get him to react. Rava pulled me back to the moment, though, when she said, “All the best potions taste awful.”


“Um, none of your other potions have tasted this bad. In fact, most of them taste fairly pleasant.”


She shrugged. “That’s because those are established formulas and I’m able to shape the flavor as I make it. This one, I was just trying to get as much potency into it as possible. Did you get a notification?”


Hmmm… I looked. Sure enough, there it was.


Altered Status: you have consumed an unknown potion. This potion has not yet been recognized by Olimero and its effects may be unforeseen. Take caution.


When I read it out loud, Josie looked concerned, but Rava assured her that was totally normal with new potions.


My foxkin snapped back, “Next time, warn me before you potentially poison our husband.”


I expected some jaded response, but Rava actually looked sorry. My world was really changing, and not just because it was Olimero rather than Earth. The more comfortable I became with my new life, the more it seems my wives did, as well.


Josie’s face softened. “At least you did it while Lina was here to heal him. And I agree, we have to find ways to let our husband keep getting stronger.”


It was time, so I said, “Only one way to find out what this does. Everyone scoot back.”


Then I moved to the cleared circle with the hammer in it. I began spinning my core and spread ki throughout my body. It circulated much more naturally now, but I still packed more of it into my limbs, back, and shoulders.


The best strategy for winning this bet, would be for me to go all out from the very beginning. That would give me a good chance to overwhelm Mursha before she could increase the gravity too high. Of course, part of that strategy counted on her being afraid to push me too hard; that she would be worried about hurting me as badly as she had done the last time we’d had a friendly wager.


Mursha looked at me. She struggled at first to make eye contact with me, but then—as though it took great effort—she lifted her eyes and stared at me defiantly.


I asked her, “Are you sure you want to do this? We could just cancel the bet.”


She didn’t say anything in reply, but then Daria spoke up.


“Don’t forget his body is much more durable than before” my hawkkin said. “He is several times stronger and can take a lot. You are going to have to hit him with everything you’ve got.”


That comment seemed to steel Mursha’s resolve. “I know what I want. This is how I will get it.”


I smiled. This was gonna be fun.


Then Rava said, “Begin.”


Instantly, the increased gravity hit me like a ton of bricks. I had started to lift the hammer up, but even more shocking than the new level of gravity, was how heavy the hammer had become. I had watched Mursha lift it last night, and there was no way she could have done so if it had weighed this much.


Conservatively, I estimated that the head of the hammer must have weighed at least two tons—which was impossible for something that small. It couldn’t be more than twelve inches long by three inches wide and high.


Then I realized. She must have been using some of the crystals which stored mana. In this case, I bet she’d packed them full of her Gravity mana, like the weight set which Mactosh had once made for me. The hammer was heavier than it could possibly be without magic coming into play.


Despite this, I would have been able to lift it up in a single motion, if not for the sudden spike in gravity. I’d been expecting her to shoot gravity up to as much as twenty times normal. She knew I could handle it, even if I might not have originally been able to handle it all in one go.


I was stronger now and they all knew it. What I didn’t expect, was just how much more potent her denser mana was. The air itself seemed heavy around me. As before, the change in gravity hit my organs the hardest. My lungs struggled to suck in air, and my heart pounded inside my chest in an effort just to keep beating.


I felt like I was being crushed. It took me a couple of seconds to realize that I was on one knee. The force pressing down on me was so powerful, that I’d been pushed down to my knees without realizing it. The gravity of the world reached up and tugged at me, as though it were trying to pull me into it, and Mursha’s mana continued to increase around me.


She had to be past twenty-five times normal gravity, and still it kept increasing. I wasn’t even able to adjust to it, because it was increasing faster than my ability to react. All I could do, was struggle to survive. The pressure kept ticking up and I heard someone groan—only to realize that someone was me. It was hard to say if it was pain or effort, but the sound was ripped from my throat.


I had seen magic before, but this was something new. This was a fundamental force of the universe obeying my wife. I would have found it so damn sexy, if I wasn’t being crushed by it.


Slowly, ever so slowly, I pushed up off the ground. Lifting the hammer wasn’t even on my mind. In fact, I was using it more like a crutch to support myself. Up I pushed.


Josie said, “Don’t let up.”


Mursha muttered, her voice strained, “Already at fifty times normal.”


Lina chimed in, “Goddess he is so strong.”


Their banter, sparse as it was, gave me something to focus on. Fortunately, this divinely built floor seemed to be able to hold up, because normal stone would have shattered, and this kind of weight would have buried me.


Then I saw them, and my determination increased.


Strength +2


Durability +1


Wow, those for impressive gains for just this short amount of time. I could do this. With a surge of ki, I pushed my body fully upright. I was going to win this contest.


Then, without any warning, all the gravity seemed to disappear and the simple effort I was exerting to stand sent me flying up into the ceiling. I hit it with bone crunching force, barely reacting quickly enough to prevent my head from being slammed into it.


It seems Mursha had some sneaky tricks up her sleeves.


 


Chapter 15- 100 x



Before I could think about why I wasn’t already falling, she turned the juice back on and I slammed down to the floor. I began, slowly, to get up, but just before I had struggled to my feet again, gravity shifted once more. I was so off balance, that I again smashed into the ceiling.


From there, Mursha proceeded to ping pong me back and forth between the floor and the ceiling. At first, I was just annoyed. Then the notifications started to pop up.


Durability +1


Durability +1


After a few minutes of it, I began to actually worry. If I couldn’t get this under control, she was going to win this by battering the crap out of me. Bruises had started building up, along with small cuts and larger abrasions. Even my armor could only partially protect me, as I was slammed back and forth.


In fact, I noted that wearing armor might actually be making this worse. My body was more durable than my armor, but the armor was rubbing me raw as I was bounced around.


There had to be a limit to how long she could keep this up, but I wasn’t willing to bet that my ability to take a beating would outlast her supply of mana. I already knew she had the mana reservoir, with its three hundred extra mana. That wasn’t to say she didn’t have more. There were a couple dozen mana crystals available, too, between the various sets of work out equipment.


Mursha had demonstrated that she was willing to go to great lengths to win this bet. I could no longer afford to underestimate her. And truthfully, I owed it to her to give this my all.


I began spinning my core faster, letting my senses expand outwards a bit. My hope was that I would be able to gauge the fluctuations in gravity more quickly and react better. That ended up being a terrible idea, as it also increased my sensitivity to all manner of stimuli, and ultimately resulted in that much more pain.


Durability +1


None of my physical senses were able to detect the flow of gravity. Hmm… what if just like Gravity mana was of a higher rarity than the various elemental manas, my mind core represented a higher level of perception than my physical senses? I still didn’t know what to do with my mind core, and although it was getting harder to focus, I had to try.


The first step was to expand my ki outside my body. This always burned through my ki supply at an incredible rate, but with as much mana as Mursha was throwing out, I had some to work with. I began draining mana from the air at a faster rate through my glove. She clearly had mana to spare, because it didn’t slow the beating I was taking.


The barrier of ki around my body, however, was a different matter. It created a type of padding which served to soften each impact. That cleared my mind just enough that I was able to start thinking clearly again. I realized I needed to do multiple things at the same time.


I burned some of the Gravity Mana byproduct inside my channels for the way it allowed me to slow my perception of time. That bought me a second and, in turn, I began burning Life mana’s healing byproduct to enhance my regeneration. Pain and injury were starting to add up, sapping my will to keep going, and that had to be stopped.


Next, I set in place a cycle of using my core to purify the Aura Mana I still held in my body. I had already learned that a single point of condensed mana was more powerful than two points uncondensed. Hopefully, the same would apply for the creation of my mind core.


I only had a limited amount of Aura Mana to work with, so I had to condense it as quickly as possible. The ki shield was giving me some time to concentrate, but I needed to split my focus even further and start burning some of my limited supply of Space Mana byproduct. This byproduct allowed me to teleport myself—if only a few feet.


More importantly, it caught Mursha off guard. She thought I was going to be on the ceiling, but instead I was already standing on the floor. This allowed me to withstand the subsequent reversal of gravity, and soon it was a race between the two of us as to who could out time the other. The problem was, I was certain my supply of Space Mana byproduct was far less than her supply of Gravity Mana.


I spun my core faster as minute after minute ticked by—time being measured now in notifications.


Magic: +1


Agility: +1


Durability: +1


The benefits continued to stack up, but I ignored them. I needed to focus. I was pushing the Aura mana together more densely than I had ever tried to do before. I felt an urgent need to rush but couldn’t afford to—this had to be done right.


Even if it meant that I kept being batted between the ceiling and floor of the forge like a pinball.


Time had ceased to have meaning. Ever so faintly, as if from a great distance, I felt the concern of my wives across our bonds—but it was almost like they were concerned about someone else. I was entirely caught up in the different tasks I was trying to do all simultaneously. This was like juggling flaming cats—except that lighting cats on fire, or even juggling them, would have made me an evil person.


The Aura Mana finally reached a point that I couldn’t seem to condense it any further. There were only eight points of it left, but each of those eight points was packed as densely as I could make it. I couldn’t wait or think this through—not if I wanted to win. Despite the urgency I felt, I still only injected a single point of Aura Mana into my partially formed Mind Core.


At least that is what I thought I was doing when I pushed one into my Brain Meridian. My senses all flared, and I had suddenly had a splitting headache—like lightning had flashed an inch in front of my eyes. I probably screamed, but was in too much pain to hear a thing.


I slammed into the floor of the forge and then felt the full force of the sudden change hit me.


Mind Core Formation Expanded to 17%


Stars above, that hurt. I wasn’t sure if I could handle even another point, but I had to try. I could already feel the difference. The space inside my head, where my mind core existed, was now more defined. I couldn’t spin it, or get it to absorb either mana or ki yet, but it was there.


I gritted my teeth and pushed another point in. I must have blacked out, if only briefly, because I came to with Lina saying, “Rava, you need to call it. He’s unconscious. If you make Mursha keep this up, then he may die.”


“For the last time,” Rava barked in reply, “I am monitoring his condition through the tags in that potion. I still think he has more fight in him, and the growth he is experiencing is tremendous.”


Josie said, “We all get what you are feeling, Lina. You aren’t the only one who loves him. Even Mursha understands—it’s not like she enjoys doing this to him. But I trust Rava’s judgment. You have to trust her, too.”


I eventually could make out the room more, but my world still felt like it was spinning. It took me a second to realize that was because Mursha was ruthlessly reversing an impossible level of gravity any time I so much as twitched.


Notifications threatened to fill my vision, despite my eyes being closed for the most part. Irritably, I pushed them away. It seemed I wasn’t going to be able to grow my mind core enough to have the impact I sought, so I needed to focus on what I could do.


I doubled down on sucking in as much mana as possible. Bouncing me all around had to make it incredibly hard for Mursha to maintain the flow. Sure enough, when I put all my attention into that, I felt the waves of gravity weaken. I actually managed to stand up for what seemed the first time in ages.


Mursha must have realized it was too much, because she stopped reversing gravity and just went full bore with trying to crush me into the ground under my own weight. Suddenly, gravity was at one hundred times normal. My body now weighed more than twelve tons.


Blood stopped flowing in my veins. My heart stopped beating, and breathing was a distant memory. Panic set in, and I considered giving in. Something deep within me refused to quit, and I pushed past the terror which clawed at my soul.


A simple realization set me free. My natural biological functions had stopped working; and yet, I was still alive. I should have been dead after more than a minute without being able to draw breath or have my heart beat. Instead, I was just fine.


Well, just fine may have been an exaggeration. I was being crushed. The notifications kept piling up, but I ignored them. The reason I yet lived was simple. When I had reached B-grade, I’d learned that my body survived solely on ki. I spun my core faster. It seemed to become even stronger, as I sucked in Gravity mana at an unprecedented rate.


It was already compressed, but I began refining it even faster before turning it all to ki as I burned its byproduct. This resulted in my perception of time slowing even more. A minute of agony began to feel like an hour.


I worried my mind would break, but I refused to let it. Pain and that damn, crushing weight became the entirety of my existence. I didn’t know my name; let alone why I was here. All I knew, is that I wouldn’t give up.


There was a brief flash, like I had almost grasped something important. INDOMITABLE
 . There it was again. The single word echoed in my mind, but there was more behind it. I felt like I had caught a glimpse of eternity but couldn’t hold onto it. The little that remained with me, though, was enough for me to realize that I couldn’t give up.


Both Mursha and I were going to win today. I just had to push through.


I fought my way to my hands and knees. I faintly heard several gasps from somewhere nearby. My bonded wives… that’s who was there. I had almost forgotten about them. They were speaking to one another, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.


I struggled up to one knee. The weight was impossible, but still I kept pushing. I wouldn’t stop. I was indomitable. Quitting simply did not exist for me.


Then, I was on my feet. It felt like I was the first human ever to have stood, like I had climbed out of the primordial ooze and made it to my feet in a single day. No, it couldn’t have been in a day—this had been going on for as long as I could recall.


The only two things I knew, were that my world was a composed of a crushing force pressing me down, and I was indomitable. Eventually, I managed to open my eyes. A hammer lay there on the ground before me. It was important. I was supposed to do something with it, but I couldn’t quite remember what that something was.


My channels were clogged with the amount of Gravity mana that I had absorbed, but I couldn’t stop now. I pushed harder, forcing my mind to clear. I knew what I needed to do. I had to pick that hammer up. If I touched the ceiling with it, then I would win.


With first one hand, and then the other, I managed to lift them from my knee and then put them on the hammer. My arms felt like they were being stretched, as more notifications started going off in the corner of my vision.


I didn’t care. Nothing could stop me from lifting that hammer.


Suddenly, I felt all the pressure leave my body. A part of me nearly collapsed from the shock, but the sliver of indomitable in me wouldn’t let that happen. It was something beyond me. I didn’t yet understand it, but I wanted to make it who I was. And indomitable didn’t give up, no matter what.


I held the hammer and began to lift. It was impossibly heavy, heavy beyond anything I had ever imagined. It took everything I had to drag it across the floor for an inch, let alone actually to lift it up.


That was fine. I instinctively knew I had already grown in ways I didn’t comprehend. I would grow in others. All the ki I had been creating in my core had fueled my body, enabling it to do the impossible. Now, I fed that ki into the hammer.


It didn’t want to go. The hammer had its own identity. It was suffused with Gravity mana. No, not just that. There were two mana crystals inside the hammer head. One contained Mursha’s Gravity mana. The other held something else. I struggled to wrap my mind around it as I forced ki into the hammer.


I couldn’t be denied. The infusion began to take shape, and as it did, I owned that hammer. It might weight more than twenty tons, but it was going to do what I wanted. Slowly, inch by inch, the hammer’s head began to lift from the floor.


I felt it break contact with the ground and then, with a huge effort, I had to waist height. This became the ultimate clean and jerk, and I shifted my stance to push it up to chest level. One more move, and I’d win.


Then, impossibly, the hammer was gone from my hands.


I flashed a look at Mursha who ground out, “I didn’t want to have to resort to this, but you leave me no choice. I have to win this bet.”


Indomitable. I was indomitable, or that is how I interpreted the concept that had started to blossom in my mind. But I didn’t care about winning the bet. I looked a few feet away. It made perfect sense. She had put a second crystal in the hammer. It was filled with Denne’s Space Mana, and she had somehow been able to trigger that to teleport it from my hands.


I knew how to end this, though. It was a perfect cycle. I would prove my indomitable will, and still give my wife what she needed.


With a single step, I streaked to where the hammer lay. I wrapped it in a field of my own ki, expanding my ki field further than I had ever done before. Suddenly, it didn’t weigh anything more than a normal war hammer. I lifted it up and held it even with my head. All I had to do, was straighten my arms, and it would touch the ceiling.


But I didn’t move.


Instead, I looked at Mursha. Our eyes locked. Then a deep voice, born of that indomitable will, issued forth. It hardly sounded like me, so laced was it with implacable command. “Submit.”


Just one word. Nothing more. I stared at her and she looked back at me. A second passed that felt like eternity, before she dropped her eyes, followed by her head.


“I submit, Master.”


I felt the flows of mana around me all stop. She had completely surrendered. All eyes in the room were on me, but I didn’t move.


“Look at me, pet.”


Mursha reluctantly looked up.


“You are mine.”


She shuddered.


I dropped the hammer to the ground. Then I looked at Rava with the same command in my eyes. “Issue your ruling on the bet.”


The elven beauty seemed confused for a second. They all did. Then Rava got a huge grin on her face.


“You failed to touch the hammer to the ceiling,” she stated. “I declare Mursha the winner of the bet. She is to be bound as your pet and plaything, with no holding back on your part, for a full day.”


“No, for the rest of our lives,” I declared.


Then, the strain of it all came crashing down on me and I fell to the floor. As my consciousness faded, I felt many hands on me, all checking to make sure I was okay.


 


Chapter 16- Indomitable



The world swirled around me. Except something was off. No make that everything, everything was off. I looked around and it was like I was in a whirl of swirling sand, except that sand sparkled.


“Rob, Rob, Rob. What are we going to do with you? You keep pulling miracles out of thin air. Almost like one of those magicians from your world with their hats and silly rabbits.”


I groaned. I recognized that voice. It wasn’t that I had anything against Telmorra, the goddess of magic. In fact, she had been pretty decent to me, even if she did want something from me. It was more the fact that if I was speaking to her, that meant I had to be in some state of altered awareness.


I wasn’t in the mana chamber. Belatedly, I remembered what had happened. The bet with Mursha. It had turned into a cataclysmic battle against my own limits. One hundred times normal gravity was no laughing matter, regardless of what some anime might suggest.


It had almost crushed me, but when I persevered for more than an eternity, I reached… beyond. Something had changed inside of me. I needed to review my notifications.


“Hello, Telmorra. Please don’t consider me rude, but I need to check something before we talk.”


I felt more than heard her amusement, as she said, “Just don’t be long. If I can find you, the others will, too.”


I didn’t bother to respond. She was right. Time was likely, as ever, essential—but so was knowledge.


The notifications overwhelmed me. If I was reading everything right, our duel had lasted nearly eight hours. No wonder it felt like it kept going on forever. With my altered perception of time, it had seemed like weeks to me. Yet something about that had only served to enhance me.


There was a strange silvery glint to my ki, as it coursed through my core and channels. I needed to organize all the notifications. I willed them to compile themselves into summaries. I wasn’t sure exactly what I did, but it worked.


Mind Core Formation has reached 28% completion.

 

You have grasped the faintest image of a universal concept. Do you wish to accept INDOMITABLE as your guiding principle? Be warned, this process is irreversible, and the results are individualized. They are not known, even to those who call themselves gods.


Wow, just those two notifications gave me plenty to unpack. More than a quarter of the way done with my mind core?! That was great news. But this bit about the universal concept was intense. As I read the word INDOMITABLE
 , something inside of me resonated.


It was the concept that had gotten me through the challenge. If there was anything bigger than that part, it was the tone of that last statement. It implied that the message had not been given to me by Sativa, or by Olimero itself. This system, whatever it was, was greater than the gods—or at least it was greater than those who called themselves gods, to use the same turn of phrase.


Was it possible that there was a God, with a capital ‘G’, who was above all the others? Didn’t that make more sense than a mindless system? I really wasn’t sure. Nor was I sure how much it mattered, at this stage, but a part of me wondered.


I focused my mind, like I do when using telepathy, but instead of sending it outside my body, I focused deeply inward—at where I felt the notifications coming from.


“What do you mean, ‘those who call themselves gods’?” I asked.


Silence.


Yeah. I was being stupid. What was the point of this? The system had never
 spoken directly to me. I was just reading too much into a notification. Except, something in me didn’t want to give up. I wanted answers.


I guessed I would have to become stronger before I could get the answers I sought. Just as I started to look at the rest of my notifications, another one slammed into my mind. This time, I couldn’t reject it or push it aside—it had to be read now, whether I liked it or not. It was more insistent than a Nigerian prince who just wouldn’t stop e-mailing.


You are granted a single question. Use it wisely.


That was all it said. But I got the sense there was a time limit on it. There were so many things I considered asking. Interestingly, I never seriously considered asking about how I might safely get back to Earth. Too many of the big questions I considered were things that I might not understand the answer to.


I had no delusions about myself. I was not a grand thinker. I was a doer. What I needed to know about, was the things which could affect me now, so I asked the first question that came to mind that I didn’t automatically disregard.


“Why was the word ‘indomitable’ capitalized in the previous notification?”


I groaned as soon as the question left my lips, as my mind was filled with understanding. A notification came with it, but didn’t do justice to what I knew was actually out there.


Indomitable is one of an endless number of concepts which make up the universe just like death or dream. They are each beyond mortal conception and nearly infinite in their own right, yet just small fragments in eternity, or the mind of God if you prefer.

 

This fragment is significant to you because you have developed an attachment to it. You are a weak, watered down and very mortal manifestation of an immortal concept. This is a key step in reach the final phase of mortality. You must bond your understanding of that concept and make it your creed. Only then will you be able to reach the next level. Even then you will be subject to the whims of the immortals who plague you, but it is the path to your freedom.

 

I grinned. That was much more of an answer than I had expected. Whoever, or whatever, was answering clearly wanted me to have this information. It was going to take too long to unpack all of that, so I left it for later and checked the rest of my notifications.

 

Stats increases:

Strength: +12

Agility: +5

Durability: +17

Magic: +7

 

Skills increases:

Mana Fusion: +8

Metallic Body: +11

Ki Infusion: +5

 

Byproduct Manipulation: +13%

 

B-Rank Body Fortification: +35%

 

You have reached B-6 cultivation grade: +15 to each stat.


To say I was pleased would be an understatement. I didn’t get a notification about the potion or how much it impacted my development, but I had just taken a huge leap forward.


Now, I guess it was rude to keep a so-called goddess waiting. “What can I do for you, Telmorra?”


“Rather, it is what I can do for you. I sensed a great deal of strain on you. You took another big step forward, didn’t you?” She shook her head. “No, never mind. I already know the answer. Just tell me that you haven’t reached A-grade yet in your cultivation.”


I shrugged. “I haven’t. Why?”


“Some of the others will take a direct hand, if you reach that stage. No one knew what Old Scratch was up to, and even after we figured it out, none of us expected it to actually work.”


“Stop speaking in riddles. Inside my head, at least, you should be able to give me straight answers.”


She laughed. “Your hubris would be annoying, but for the fact that I believe you simply speak plainly because it is how you are.”


I waited in silence until she continued.


“Keep in mind, that much of this pre-dates me, and I am older than any of the other gods you have met. There are what are known as two generations of gods—the old gods, as we call them, were those who have existed for billions of years since the beginning of the universe.


“We don’t completely know their origins, but we do know that they were never mortal. The new gods, in contrast, were all once members of various mortal races—and none of us are more than a million years old. I know that sounds like a long time, but in the history of the multi-verse, it is but a blip.


“We were all mortals at one point, but our races slowly evolved, and each of us represents the pinnacle and conclusion of our race. The mortal races we belonged to no longer exist.”


“Okay, but what does that have to do with me?”


“I’m getting there. I know you’re mortal, but try to have a bit of patience. There is one race in the cosmos which is more troublesome than any other: humanity. There are many worlds with humans on them in more than one universe. Everywhere they go, they bring change. Which is rather ironic, because as individuals, they are so resistant to the concept. That is likely why Sativa allowed herself to be talked into bringing humans to Olimero. You are individually creatures of order, but overall have a chaotic impact.”


“Okay, I sort of follow you... but where does Old Scratch come into this?”


“Oh, he is one of the most powerful of the old gods… if not the most powerful. At least he was, before he was imprisoned. He claims to be the father of humanity. And while that part seems doubtful, since no god—old or new—has ever created an original species, he did something to your race and is closely tied to your species’ history.”


“What? I thought Sativa created all kinds of races on Olimero.”


“No, she took existing races and spliced them together to create her own hybrids. Those hybrids then became the norm for Olimero, becoming races in their own right,” Telmorra corrected.


This was giving me a headache. I pinched the bridge of my nose. “There are still a couple of things which I don’t understand.”


I felt waves of amusement wash over me. “Oh? Only a couple of things, is it?”


Choosing to ignore her, I asked, “What has Old Scratch done to humanity?”


“You must understand, this was before most of us were around, but we have now discovered that he placed a potential in humans to evolve at a faster rate than has ever been seen. All the other races which evolved, did so over tens, if not hundreds of millions of years. Yet here you stand, a race which is only a fraction of that age, and still you are almost at the same point as most of them.”


“What point?”


“Haven’t you been paying attention? All mortal life exists for one reason, namely, to evolve into the immortal.”


“I can become a god?”


“You? Probably not, even if the combination of your amazing potential and the environment of Olimero has produced unprecedented growth. You will likely be killed before you are permitted to cross that threshold. But yes, it would seem that your people are much further along than any of the new gods realized.”


“One last question. If Old Scratch is so strong, then how could he be imprisoned?”


She laid one finger alongside her almost non-existent nose. “Exactly. Even we gods don’t know everything. It is said that he defied eternity—but I’ve no reason to believe that the universe reacts to any or us at a personal level. It is more likely that he broke some law of the universe that we still don’t understand. Remember the expression from your world, any sufficiently advanced…”


“Yeah, I get it. Heard it before. Isn’t that a strange expression for the goddess of magic to quote?”


“It will keep you wondering, that is for sure.” She grinned. “Now though, I have humored you, but I came to the chaos of your mind for a reason. You will wake up soon, and I don’t expect you to decide now, but you must before it is too late. If you reach A-grade without a patron deity, then you risk the wrath of every god in existence.”


I knew there was something she wasn’t telling me, but I didn’t belabor the point. Truthfully, I just wanted to wake up and ensure my wives were okay. I felt Telmorra’s presence leave my mind.


I was grateful for that, but something was still off. It took me a second to realize that the weight of her presence had not been nearly as unbearable as in the past. She was still far beyond me—but not so much so that I couldn’t push back. And she’d even given me some interesting things to puzzle over.


Perhaps INDOMITABLE
 really did have something to offer me.


 


Chapter 17- Laying an Egg



I only thought about it for a second. Indomitable was exactly what I wanted to be. I clicked to accept it and then braced myself for pain, or something—really anything. I wasn’t sure what form it would take.


When nothing happened, I double checked but sure enough, I had accepted it. Hmm… wasn’t sure what that was about, but then I woke up. From the way the light was coming through my window, I knew it was fairly early in the morning. I was lying in my bed, but none of my wives were here. I would have expected at a minimum Lina to be present. She was always hyper vigilant about my health.


I spun my core and sent out my senses. Then I realized immediately what was happening. All my wives were up on the rooftop. I could almost get a sense of exactly what they were doing. My senses seemed even more acute than they had before.


In fact, I noticed that the aura of my ki extended beyond my body without me even trying. That was interesting. Gaining three more mini steps in B-grade came with more than just an impressive number of stats. I wanted to explore it further, but I could tell that Daria was laying our egg.


I jumped out of the bed only to catch myself. I was naked as the day I was born. Instead of taking the time to throw my armor on, I simply pulled on my trousers, boots, a shirt, and my belt with its spatial pouches. Then I ran.


I was even faster than before. Stat increases at this level were worth so much more than at the lower levels. I would guess that I was at least fifty percent stronger and faster than I had been yesterday morning. This was just sick. Mursha had earned herself a prize for pushing me with that bet.


When I reached the roof, I heard Lina saying, “One more push. There it is. It’s all the way out.”


All I got to see was an exhausted looking Daria collapse backward as an oblong egg about the size of a honey dew melon was nestled in a pile of blankets in front of her. Wow, that had to be quite the task to push out. Actually, on second thought, I didn’t want to let my mind dwell on that too much.


Instead, I streaked forward to take my exhausted hawkgirl into my arms. “You did it, my love.”


I kissed her cheek and forehead while holding her close to my chest. Then another thought occurred to me. We were bonded. My strength could be hers, at least for a limited time. I pushed with my ki, feeding it into her body.


Her eyes popped open like she had just guzzled two dozen shots of espresso at once. “Oh goddess, what did you do to me?”


“I fed a portion of my ki into your body. I can do that, since we are bonded, and Ki Infusion makes it easier. I thought it would wash away your exhaustion and help you heal.”


“That and more. I feel like I could stand up under Mursha’s gravity now.”


The orc didn’t say anything, but she did blush. They had probably given her a hard time for going all out against me.


I gave the blushing beauty a wink. “I don’t know about that. My wife, Mursha, is amazing. She nearly crushed me, but it pushed me forward so far in my development. I have a great deal to tell all of you about.”


This caused a buzz of appreciative murmurs and congratulations.


“But right now,” I continued, “this is all about another of my amazing wives, Daria. I know it’s different, because it’s an egg, but to my mind, you’ve given me another child.” I peered up at Lina. “Can we tell the gender yet?”


Lina shook her head. “The embryo is still developing inside the egg. It normally takes another year to grow to maturity, with the eggshell absorbing the ambient mana around it. So, the richer the sources of mana, the better it will be for the baby.”


Rava nodded. “That is exactly right. I didn’t know you knew so much about hawkkin and their eggs, Lina.”


Lina frowned, “As soon as it became clear that Rob was going to marry Daria, I learned everything I could about hawkkin.” She glanced around at the other women. “The same for each of the rest of you. I’m not always a silly bunny, you know.”


I shifted and prepared to set Daria down, so that I could comfort Lina, but Rava glided over to her with the natural grace all elves seemed to possess. She put her arms around the shorter woman and leaned in to kiss her full upon the lips.


“You are anything but a silly bunny, dear one. You are the heart of our family. Never forget it.”


Damn, I was never going to get tired of scenes like that. I had the best family and the best life. Of course, now I had to worry about upsetting the gods if I got too powerful, but that was a problem for another day. I would be completely happy to just enjoy my life as it currently was.


Daria shivered beside me. “I feel so charged up that I could go hunting.”


I laughed, “Soon, very soon, my Mistress of the Fields. Once Lina clears you, I will need you to start scouting. I want to take a hunting trip or two into the Untamed Lands before we go on our expedition. It would be better if we can deal with the monster waves far from town, than waiting for them to come to us.”


She looked like she wanted to protest but then closed her mouth. I turned and set my hand on the egg. I felt a pulse of life from within it, but that was about all I could sense. Now, I’d have to wait a year for the egg to hatch, unless we got lucky, and it hatched early. This was a hawkkin-human hybrid, though, so the normal rules might not apply.


That thought made me laugh as I realized if this kept up, I was going to be remembered as either the biggest whore of Olimero or the father to many new races. Honestly, I didn’t really care how the future remembered me. I was only concerned about taking care of my family. Well, my family, and my town.


Speaking of my town, I hadn’t checked in with Rozelle or reviewed the interface recently. Giving my town planner access to the interface turned out to be a boon. I now got notifications every time she spent any merits, like a text from your credit card company letting you know about a purchase.


It let me know that nothing was amiss, but honestly, I couldn’t remember seeing any notifications in days. I asked one of new clerks. After she got done blushing at speaking with me, she let me know that my city manager was upstairs on the second floor.


I made my way upstairs and found the small ratkin woman looking over the screen on the magical monitor. Before I could say anything, she reacted. “Oh good, I was just wondering if I needed to send for you.”


“Why’s that? Run out of merits?” I asked, trying to make it sound playful.


As always, the dour look she gave me dispelled any humor from the situation. Rozelle might be good at her job, but she had about as much humor in her as a proctology exam.


“Hardly,” she snorted, “we are building them up at an unprecedented rate. The population is increasing faster than I initially projected, thanks to Rava’s work. Word has spread to the surrounding towns, and more people are arriving every day.”


“Are we able to keep up with the necessary housing?”


“No, and before you ask, I could hire more builders to work on it, but instead we have shifted to building multi-family units for the near term. What we really need to work on, is expanding the defensive perimeter.”


“Okay, I assume you have some ideas about what needs to be done.”


“Of course I do. I always have a plan. That is what you hired me for, isn’t it? I may not be any good at hitting things super hard,” she poked me in the shoulder with her finger, “but I know what it is going to take to plan for the long-term expansion of Yonderton. Then again, we each have our own skills.”


This was often what it was like chatting with Rozelle. If my wives didn’t already keep me grounded, she definitely would. The elderly ratkin always followed orders, but never hesitated to give me grief about it.


“Very funny. Just remember that the next time a monster wave comes. I think you’ll be very grateful I can hit things ‘super hard’, as you put it.”


“Certainly.”


She just stared at me, as though challenging me to make more of it than I already had.


I could only shake my head and smile. “So, before you tell me your plan, what is the state of my city?”


“Interesting that you should phrase it that way. With the people now living in the camps outside the walls, we have crossed the threshold to be considered a city. That updated the interface.” She paused. “Oh bother, just let me show you.”


Her wizened hands moved with startling grace as they worked over the magical desk and pulled up a new image.


Congratulation! The town of Yonderton has officially reached the minimum population and building count to be deemed a city.

 

Monthly merit allotment is no longer based upon your survival as you have passed that stage and now it is a question of thriving. The influx of population has resulted in a drop of one stage in perceived satisfaction, but it is still exceptionally high for a new city.

 

Now you will receive: 1 merit per citizen per month at your current level of morale.

 

Current Population: 34,971

Current Merits: 34,765

 

Updates since last review:

+3,318 monthly allotment

+25,000 bonus for becoming a city

+450 for driving off the shadow knights

+300 for killing a daughter of Korkanis

+2,400 for introducing a new species to Olimero (50% now and 50% upon birth of the new hawkkin/human hybrid)

+1,194 for the influx of trade

 

Reward: 1 free magical building (less than epic quality) Available options:

Town Hall

Civic Center

Hospital


      


New Staff:

Maintenance: 50

Builders: 30

Clerks: 100

Deputies: 50

Militia: 200

 

With more power comes more responsibility. Lucky you.


I read it twice through before asking, “Why such a huge jump in staff? I had to hire and pay all the others before.”


“Keep it in your pants, boss. Most of those new clerks will be needed to work for me. That is, unless you want to take over the day to day running of the city? And honestly, we will still have to hire more than this. As to why now, in my prior positions, it was clear that Sativa rewards you Sheriffs with cumulatively greater rewards, the more stable your domain becomes.”


“Are there more stages after City?”


“Yes, but to do so you will not only have to build up Yonderton and increase the population. You will also have to stabilize the area for fifty miles in all directions. That will enable to you become a Key City. The population requirement for that is 100,000, I believe.”


“Okay, that will require us to expand nearly all the way out to the Untamed Lands.”


She nodded then added, “After that, comes District Capital, Regional Capital and finally—what no one has been able to reach—Continental Capital. The first two can be done by having lesser towns and cities which swear fealty to and are subservient to Yonderton. We can discuss the other requirements, if we ever get to that point.”


I was mildly curious, but not enough want to hear about them right now. “Okay. Well, just make sure you work through Lina to hire any new clerks.”


“You mean your little fuc…”


I chopped one hand into my other as I cut her off. “I’d be very careful before you finish that statement.”


Rozelle’s eyes grew wide and her skin paled. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but the shadows in the room seemed to have all gathered around me, and the very air in the room shimmered. I’d read about the concept of killing intent in some cultivation novels and, while I wasn’t the one on the receiving end, I had to think this was something like that.


It was something new, but was definitely interesting.


“Sorr… uhh…” She gulped. “Sorry, Sheriff. I meant no disrespect.”


“Just see that you remember to respect my wives just as much as you do me. Lina may be a gentle soul, but that is fine—she has me to be violent for her. Never forget that she is the mother of my son, and I will fight anyone who so much as makes her unhappy.”


Rozelle worked at smoothing her dress, avoiding my eyes as she replied, “I understand.”


We sat there in silence for a bit after that. Finally, I relaxed, and the room returned to normal. This was going to warrant more exploration and, honestly, I was far more interested in learning how to make this aura work for me than I was about city planning.


“You know what, Rozelle? This near misstep aside, you have done a great job. Regarding the militia, I am going to assign my deputy Denne to get that set up. He will coordinate with you. There is an out-of-work mercenary company here in town which might provide a good foundation to build from, but I will leave that up to him to decide. We only want loyal people who are committed to making their homes here.


“As for expanding the wall, draw up a proposal and then schedule a meeting—but not just with me. I want my Mistress of the Field and Mistress of the Wall there, that’d be Daria and Josie.”


Getting up, I started to walk for the door, but then stopped. Turning around, I added, “Oh, and probably should also include Denne and Rava as well. I’m going on a hunting expedition tomorrow or the day after that, so set it up for in a couple of weeks. That will give you enough time to finish your plans, correct?”


She nodded. Her voice still squeaked when she said, “Yes, Sheriff.”


I nodded and then walked out. I didn’t want to terrify those who worked for me, but what she had almost said set me off. Maybe this was a sign I needed to spend some time with Lina.


Actually… I smiled. I had another wife who needed breaking in. This might be a good chance to kill two birds with one stone. My smile grew as a plan started to form in my mind.


 


Chapter 18- Understanding



Mursha walked into our bedroom. She still had her own room, but some nights she slept with me. She hadn’t participated in any group intimacy since the night of our wedding. After working out my plan, I had spoken to Lina, asking her to shift my schedule around a bit. This turned out to be easier than I had expected, since it was Lina’s night. She was always more than happy to share and, even if it didn’t work out quite like I hoped, she was certain she could get me to make it up to her.


For now, I relaxed in a chair as my beautiful orc stepped into the room. As soon as she saw that I was the only one in the room, she lowered her head and said meekly, “I came as you ordered, Master.”


“Mursha, my love, we need to talk. I need to understand a few things, so that I can be the husband you deserve.”


Her head jerked up, her eyes wide, “Oh, you are already perfect, I never meant to imply…”


“Shh… kneel in front of me, pet. Look me in the eyes. I want us to be able to talk as husband and wife. I know this is as new to you, as it is to me, so we’ll both have to find our footing.”


She quickly obeyed, immediately dropping to her knees. It took a second longer for her to look up at me.


“Closer,” I commanded.


She wiggled forward on her knees a few inches, but was still a good six feet away.


“Scoot closer, dear one. I want you much closer to me.”


I would have been lying, if I said there wasn’t something empowering in this situation. I cared very much for my wives; their souls were bond with mine. But this felt like I was learning how best to take care of her. It was also enticing, the way her heavy breasts swayed both side to side and bounced up and down when she scooted forward on her knees.


When she finally stopped, she was less than two feet away. She had to look up to maintain eye contact with me, which somehow felt appropriate. All I needed to do, was lean forward in my chair and I could caress her face.


“I have some questions for you before we make any decisions,” I said.


“But you said…”


“Shh… it isn’t that simple. And, as you have proven on more than one occasion, you can argue with me if you want. I intend to honor my word to you, though. I’ll be the best orc husband I can, but I need to know more about what is expected of me. Try to remember, that this world is all new to me.”


“You do so well with your other wives, Master.”


“Ha! They might beg to differ. I didn’t know a thing about elven customs before Rava joined us, but now we have incorporated those positions into our family. They give each wife a role in the family—at least as best as they are able. I didn’t know much about the expectations of any of the other races, except that I do know they all have to be courted differently.”


“They have all told me that you are wonderful, Master.”


The master thing was going to get old, fast, but I didn’t say anything—for now. “I’m sure they have, but I’m equally sure they have said other things, too. Things that you should have picked up on. At least, you’d have picked up on them if you were listening. So?” I studied her for a moment. “Think back. Try to remember what they said about me, and not just the ‘perfect’ parts.”


“When I first came into your house as a clerk, I remember overhearing Josie and Lina talk about how big you are, Master.” She gave me a wicked grin before continuing. “I mean, how big your muscles are.”


I snorted. I knew what she was talking about.


“You had always been kind to me. I knew that if I married an orc, as my father wished, I would have to put away blacksmithing and tend house. With you, suddenly an appealing option presented itself which could both satisfy my father, and yet allow me a different life.”


I wanted to laugh. Mursha had a type for sure. She wanted to avoid an orc husband, yet still craved certain, shall we call them, physical characteristics. Thanks to all my training, I had muscles galore. Cultivation had only made my muscular body more ripped.


Body builders back home would have eaten their heart out to have had my definition, combined with my size. But the other part she was talking about, was the way that the Phoenix potions had increased my size down there each time I was brought back—something about making me my ‘best’ self.


“You still aren’t answering my question, love.”


She blushed and seemed to think about it for a minute. “Okay, if I’m being honest, Lina complained that you didn’t fuck her enough. Josie used to tease her about being insatiable, but I could tell that she wanted it more.” She paused, thinking. “Josie complained that you didn’t listen to her, although I think that has changed on both counts.”


“Exactly. I listened. I learned what they needed. I learned the best ways to love each of my wives.” She sat up straighter under my gaze. “And I won’t accept anything else from you. Do you understand, pet?”


I tried out that name for her. She definitely was going to need a nickname, but ‘pet’ just didn’t feel right for some reason.


She blushed and nodded. “I think I understand.”


“Then explain to me why you wanted an orc husband, despite the fact that you didn’t want to submit to your father’s plan for your life. You can leave out the part about you being a size queen. I already picked up on that. Essentially, tell me what you want and need from a husband.”


She bit her lower lip. It looked a bit odd with her two small tusks sticking up at the corners of her mouth, but it was obvious that this request caught her off guard. That was only fair though—as being pushed into this position had caught me off guard, too.


When she still seemed to be struggling to come up with an answer, I thought of a different way to ask it which might make the question easier for her to answer. “Tell me about orc husbands you have observed. Surely there are different types, correct? So tell me what you’ve seen—what you liked and what you didn’t like.”


That must have clicked with her, because she quickly nodded and said, “Yes, Master. As far as I can tell, there are four different types of orc husbands, at least in how they treat their orc wives. It is a bit different, I suppose, if they take on beastkin wives or in rare circumstances, elven wives.”


I nodded to show I was listening, all while maintaining eye contact.


“The most common type is probably what I will call the employee—or rather, that is how he treats his wives. His household or family is a business. Ofttimes, marriages between orc families are arranged, and while affection may develop, there is never love—or it is rare. That type of orc husband treats his wives like they work for him, and he is their boss.


“He orders them around, both inside and outside of the bedroom, in everything they do. Everything he orders them to do, is meant to improve the standing of the family. Even pleasuring him is just a job that they must perform.”


“That doesn’t sound very pleasant to me,” I interjected. “But I will admit that, of late, with all the business ventures we are involved in and the running of the town, I have felt like our family is some type of corporation. That isn’t what I want in a marriage, though. I feel too much love for each of you to accept that role.”


She smiled. “As you wish, Master.”


I shook my head. “No, we aren’t done yet. Besides, are you saying that you would have wanted me to treat you like an employee?”


She stared at me for a moment, but didn’t answer.


“You can speak freely, my precious.” I tried out another pet name for her, but that one was even worse. It gave me seriously creepy vibes, as I instinctively said the words a bit obsessively.


“It isn’t my place to choose, Master, but because you have ordered me to answer, I will.” She bowed her head slightly, still maintaining eye contact. “No. That is not what I would have wanted in a husband, Master.”


I nodded. “Go on, then.”


“The second most common type of orc husband is probably the ‘pet’. That is, to say, that is how he treats his wife. She is an orc wife who is valued by her husband and who receives affection from them. They treat their wives much as one might treat a pet.”


She tilted her head to the side, studying my reaction as she explained, “That means that even if your pet doesn’t want to take a bath, you still make them take a bath. Everything is done for the pet’s benefit, but the pet is there because of the emotional connection and the entertainment they provide the husband. In some ways, at least superficially, these orc husbands treat their wives the best—but their wives are also never treated as real people.”


“And is that how you want me to treat you, dumpling?” Ugh, no that one definitely did not fit.


“Speaking freely as you ordered, Master?”


I nodded.


“No, it would be far better than being treated as an employee than a pet, but neither is what I want. I do want to be treasured, but I also want to be used. I don’t want to be coddled.”


I nodded. “Good, because you are too valuable to be left to simply lie around. Now, what about the third type.”


“This type often starts out in a way which is very satisfying for the wife, but then ends up being the worst. The wife is treated as a toy. They are used primarily for the pleasure of their husband, which inevitably provides pleasure to the wife.


“You need to understand, that while orcs are a supremely fierce race, there is a deep-seated need which the goddess placed in us to obey those above us. This is most clear in the relationship between a husband and his wives, but also between a parent and their child, or a commander and their soldiers. That is why it was such a big deal for me to seek a different life.”


“That sounds something like what you keep asking me to do.”


“Yes, it is… in some ways.” A flash of longing flickered across her face as she eyed the collar and leash on the side table next to my chair. “But this type of husband always ends up being the worst. The mental process of turning a wife into a toy, into property, makes them a slave and strips them of their personhood—even more so than treating them as a pet. Many of these orc husbands become abusive, and it can get quite ugly.”


“You know I would never do that to you,” I said.


“I am soul-bonded to you, Master. I can feel the sincerity behind your words, but few start out intending to end up like that. I will accept it, if that is what happens.” She shuddered slightly, again eyeing the leash. “That is how great my need is to serve you.”


I sat back in my chair and scratched my cheek. That seemed incredibly unhealthy, but I needed to keep an open mind. If I was going to give her what she wanted—what she so obviously needed—then I was going to have to listen to her. That included taking her warnings seriously.


“Okay, wife. Tell me about the fourth and final type.” Nope, wife wasn’t the right term for her either. I used that term of endearment with all of my other wives, anyway. Mursha was going to want something that stuck out.


“The final type includes those who treat their wives as a tool. Now, you may think that sounds much the same as a toy, but it is very different, Master. At least, it is different to an orc. A toy is something for children, or spoiled and indulgent adults. It is meant to entertain and amuse, but can quickly fall out of favor. A tool, however, is different.


“To an orc, a tool is his life. The most common tool an orc uses is his weapon. You have seen how my brother treats his hammer. He oils it and smooths out any nick he finds in it. He almost spends more time with it than with his wives. And why shouldn’t he? He knows that his life depends upon that tool.


“My father is the same way with his forge. It isn’t a matter of life and death, of course, but it is a matter of his craft. No forge, means no blacksmith.”


I nodded in understanding. “I get that.”


“Master, to an orc, there is no greater treasure than their primary tool. It is with them for a lifetime and never replaced. They may go through other lesser tools, but once they find a true masterpiece, it stays with them forever—or until death or destruction cause their separation. In many ways, this tool is esteemed, valued, and cared for even above and before they care for themself.”


A light went off inside my head, as a conversation I had with Mactosh months ago came full circle. “Is that the type of orc husband you wish me to be, my sheath?”


She smiled, then looked confused at my wording, before her eyes got very wide as she realized the meaning of the pet name I had just given her. Oh, yeah, that pet name fit her perfectly.


Any woman I had ever dated back on Earth would have left in a heartbeat after slapping me, if I’d called them something like that, but it made Mursha sit up a bit straighter, rise up just a bit higher on her knees, and thrust her impressive chest out a bit more. Her bosom swelled as she took pride in the name.


Not daring to speak, she nodded her head.


“No, sheath, I want to hear you say it.”


“Yes, Master…”


I shook my finger at her. “Tsk tsk tsk. Master won’t do. A sheath has no purpose if it doesn’t have a blade to care for. So, what should you call me, my pretty little sheath?”


She whispered, “my Blade.”


“Louder. Be proud. A sheath is a tool of great value. Not only does it allow for a blade to be carried safely, but it protects the blade. They work together, and only together are they complete.”


“Yes, Blade, I want to be your sheath.” She was practically trembling as she spoke.


I nodded, sitting back in my chair. “Then you need to know a few things about what I will expect from you, my sheath. You also will need to have patience with me, as I learn how to be the best orc husband for you that I can. First, I want you to become my Mistress of Crafts.”


When I explained to her what that meant, she got teary eyed. She loved blacksmithing, but to be made responsible for building up multiple crafts in our family was a show of tremendous confidence in her, and made her feel valued. For most of what I told her, that I said I needed from her, she nodded along and kept calling me, Blade.


It was probably going to take me a bit not to think about Wesley Snipe’s movies, when I heard the name, but it already was creating a warm feeling inside of me.


“There is one more thing. I need you to give me a safe word.”


She looked at me with confusion, so I explained what that meant.


“Oh, but I would never ask you to stop, Blade. My trust is in you, and I am yours to use as you please. It isn’t even onerous, because I know you value and love me.”


“It is necessary, sheath, because I say it is—even if it is only for my own peace of mind. And you’ve already proven you have a willful streak in you, so I’m going to insist that you give come up with a safe word. Remember, it isn’t submission until you don’t want to do it.”


“Yes, Blade.” She paused, obviously thinking. “How about ‘rhubarb’?”


I chuckled. I had told them all a story about my mom going crazy making rhubarb pie, rhubarb bread, rhubarb jelly, and even rhubarb relish one summer. Since it wasn’t a plant indigenous to Olimero, it would never come up in normal conversation—that made for a perfect safe word.


“I approve. Now bring me that pretty little neck of yours.”


With a grin, I slipped the black leather collar around her neck and buckled it snugly against her green skin. It had a metal ring attached to the front, to which I clipped the short length of a matching, black leather leash.


With the leash wrapped twice around my fist, I pulled Mursha up on her knees to give her a firm kiss, pushing my tongue into her mouth. She gladly received it and we kissed for a long moment, until she had to pull back and gasp for air.


“For the next twenty-four hours,” I told her, “you are not to take off your collar. And only your Blade, or those I designate, may remove your leash.”


She smiled at that and then reached out a hand to set it on my knee. I gave her a bit of a wicked grin. “Oh, no, it’s time to see just how submissive you are, my sheath. Well, that, and I’d like to see how many ways I can sheath my sword.”


“Any way you like, husband, and in any part of me.”


 


Chapter 19- Submission



I grinned. “Just remember you asked for this.”


Then I telepathically called Lina. “Please come in now.”



She practically shouted back in my head, “Is she ready? Does she know I’m gonna be there?”



“Hopefully, no.”


“Sure you don’t want to tell her first?”


“She said she wants to submit. It isn’t submission if she only does things she wants to do. We are both learning, so we will take it one step at a time.”


“Okay, give me a minute to get there.”


“Why? I’ve heard you waiting outside the door for the last half an hour.”


“Darn it, I keep forgetting because your ears are so small.”


“I don’t believe that either. You wanted to get caught.”


I felt her blush come through telepathically, but then the door opened.


Mursha started to shift to look behind her, but I said, “Don’t move. Not even a little bit, sheath.”


Lina walked up right behind her and leaned in so she could kiss Mursha’s neck. She shuddered from the pleasure brought by unexpected warm breath and soft lips on her neck with just a touch of moisture.


“Look at me. Don’t break eye contact with me.”


Mursha stared forward.


“I will never share you. You are my sheath. You are meant to hold and protect my blade. But we are more than just a pair of individual parts. We are bonded, and not just with each other but with the other pieces of our shared soul.”


She gulped as Lina ran her fingers tantalizingly over her exposed stomach while working them slowly further up.


“You can make this stop anytime that you use your safe word, but it won’t stop if you don’t want it to. Watching this pleases me. It turns me on. It sharpens my blade making me desire you even more.”


“Yes my bla…” Her words cut off into a groan as Lina’s deft fingers reached her nipples. The bunny girl had slid her hands under the halter top pushing it up to expose the most gorgeous rack amongst any of my wives. Her areolas had been subtly darkening since she became pregnant. Her nipples stuck straight out, and Lina played them professionally.


Mursha’s squirming motions made it obvious that the buildup of emotion during our conversation, combined with the feeling that she was experiencing was already making her wet. The little bit that I understood about the submissive mind told me that she delighted in feeling a loss of control.


She would have never chosen to let Lina do this on her own, but now, forced as it were, it was causing torrid feelings of desire to rise within her. I expect that knowing she could make it stop anytime with just simple word, only made her feelings stronger. She was both helpless and supremely in control of what was happening.


As a true submissive, ultimately she was in control, but her internal need to prove herself as my tool, my lover, was stronger than any set of chains I could have put on her, stronger than the collar and leash she was now wearing. It wasn’t that I was opposed to tying her up. That would come in the future once she had experienced the delight of surrendering herself to me.


I knew from personal experience how easily Lina could drive a person crazy while kissing their neck and ears.


“Such a good girl. Our husband is lucky to have such a good girl for a wife. I’m lucky you’re part of our family now but I can’t help but wonder. You act as though you don’t want the other wives there with you, but just how wet does this have you.”


Then Lina’s hand slid quickly down leaving a trail of sensitive skin as she lightly grazed Mursha’s still muscular abs despite her pregnancy. Her hands slid into the orc’s shorts and a second later Mursha lifted up further on her knees.


“Oh, you are eager. So wet. I bet you want to feel your master ramming his cock into you, but you still can’t help enjoying my little bunny fingers can you?”


Mursha moaned and arched her back. With my senses enhanced, I could smell the scent of sex even through her shorts. I could imagine the slick sensation of Lina’s fingers sliding against her clit.


“She asked you a question, sheath. It’s rude not to answer.”


Mursha’s face grew red. Her eyes widened and her pupils dilated more. She was a proud woman. She didn’t want to admit it felt good, but she also wasn’t going to refuse me.


“Yes, yes, dammit. It feels so good. I’m tingly all over.”


“Now, now, don’t curse if it feels good. If it feels good you should show her your appreciation. You can look away from me if you kiss her back.”


Mursha paused. This would be but one of several moments of decision for her today. Letting Lina touch her was one thing, but kissing could be strangely intimate, and she had to know, Lina wouldn’t let it stop at a peck on the lips. If she made that choice it was no longer simply happening to her. She would become an active participant.


As though she were tearing her eyes away from me, Mursha turned her head. Lina’s kisses began to land on her cheeks, nose, lips.


“You have to show her you’re willing. Be a good sheath and open up.”


Mursha’s lips parted and Lina’s tongue immediately darted in. It took a second more for Mursha to relax into it but then they were kissing passionately. I could almost see the moment when the realization hit her. She was willingly kissing another girl. Along with the work Lina’s fingers were doing that pushed her over the edge.


Her hips bucked forward into Lina’s hand and her mouth opened even wider as she pushed her tongue into Lina’s mouth rather than simply accepting it. She was on edge as much from the emotion of the day as from the physical sensation.


“You don’t have to hold back. You can let go anytime you want. In fact, nothing will make me happier, but if you do, then that will mean you have to take things to the next step.”


Mursha shuddered. She knew exactly what I meant, but her body was taking over. She was so close to an orgasm that she was craving it. Lina chose that moment to plunge her fingers into what I could only assume was Mursha’s sopping wet pussy. Even that small penetration was enough to push her over the edge.


She let out low, throaty groans. Lina shifted to kissing her neck again which only drove her crazier. The bunnygirl was an expert and knew how to keep the orgasm going as long as possible. Gone was the rigid back. Mursha’s posture had gone to crap as her muscles likely felt like jelly now.


“It’s okay you can lie down, but first you need to focus enough to free my sword.”


Mursha looked at me with her eyes partially glossed over in post-orgasmic bliss, but then the need to serve surged back to the forefront. She crawled to me, not because I ordered her to, but because it was the most motion she could muster.


Her hands fumbled with my pants. She slowly got them undone and I lifted my ass up off the chair to make it possible for her to slid them down. Lina had already yanked my boots off, so the orc was able to finish pulling both my pants and underwear off entirely. My cock was fully at attention, sticking straight out. Watching the two of them had me so riled up that there was a drop of precum on my tip.


Mursha leaned in to put her mouth on me, but I waved her off. “Not yet. All in due time.”


Instead, Lina used her finger to scoop up that single drop and then spread it onto her lips. Then she draped her arms around Mursha’s neck and pulled her close as they shared another kiss. The orc licking bunny lips to taste that tiny bit of my pre-cum.


Their kissing took on a passion of its own and before Mursha knew it, Lina had guided her onto her back. The bunny girl was sprawled out over her while they laid at my feet. The kissing continued for another few seconds until Lina started working her way downward.


She took her time kissing her neck, clavicle, and then finally made it to her breasts. When she took the first nipple into her mouth, Mursha moaned. She played with them just long enough to get her even more worked up before she began working further down.


Her kisses landed on Mursha’s stomach. Then Lina purred, “I love that Rob’s baby is growing inside here.”


Lina continued down, while tugging Mursha’s shorts down. The naughty orc had nothing on under them which was just delightful to me. I loved seeing her exposed womanhood. Her labia glistened with the wetness from her previous orgasm, while Lina began to slowly tease her.


Her mouth knew just how to work the orc to elicit the best reactions. Before long the orc’s mound was being pushed up into Lina’s face.


“Do you like that? If you do, you should tell her what you want.”


Mursha didn’t have to be told again.


“Oh god, please, please. I’m so close. Don’t stop licking me.”


Lina’s tongue split the meaty lips and found Mursha’s engorged clit. She stroked it with her tongue, sucked it in and then released it. All this caused Mursha to shudder. This went on for the next couple of minutes. It was everything I could do not to jump in, but I had a plan. The show they were putting on was intense, but patience bore a sweeter fruit.


I watched on as Lina drove her orc counterpart to the edge and then past. Mursha’s cries echoed all throughout the chamber. Getting this room soundproofed had definitely been a good use of merits.


Then, as she lay there shuddering, Lina pushed up against Mursha so that her feet went down and her ass went up. Then her probing tongue crossed down into the no man’s land of the taint before darting up against her tightly puckered ass.


I thought that Mursha was going to leap up to the ceiling as Lina began to rim her. This was definitely not my cup of tea, but Lina got off on anything which seemed to excite anyone else and even more so if it seemed naughty.


Mursha looked at me as though uncertain how to react.


I gave a short tug on the leash just to remind her it was there. “You said all of you. You said anytime.”


She swallowed visibly, bracing herself as she let the bunnygirl’s talented tongue probe her in a way she had never been touched. It was likely a way she had never expected to be touched.


Still, she was so sensitive that her shuddering continued. She moaned and I watched as one of her hands slid down and she began to pleasure herself in time with the way Lina worked her.


When she was close again, Lina pulled back and then sat up on her knees. She began to peel her own clothes off. Mursha stared in wonder with an occasional glance at me to see that I was still pleased with this set up.

 

Soon both of the girls were naked except for Mursha’s halter top which had been pushed up so far it didn’t cover anything. Lina slid over top of the orc. Their flesh rubbed against one another. Then their mouths locked as their nipples touched. It was poetry in motion.


But Lina didn’t stop there. A few seconds later she had slid further up and was feeding her nipples to an initially reluctant Mursha. My orc wife to her credit figured this one out without more than a quick glance at me. To the best of her ability she began to imitate what Lina had done to her.


She even drew milk from those breasts, the same milk which fed my son. Lina reveled in it and writhed atop her only to then pull her breasts back. Mursha’s hungry mouth wasn’t left empty for long though as Lina slid all the way up to straddle her face.


I didn’t wait for Mursha to express any doubt but moved to the floor in a flash. I knelt and leaned forward to whisper into her ear. “Do a good job. Take care of her like she did you. Pleasure her because it pleases me.”


The orc wasn’t experienced at this, but she was a quick study and soon had the ever-horny bunny girl moaning. Lina started releasing that pheromone that she couldn’t control when she got super excited. Her orgasms rolled out of her, and the scent drove me to distraction. I almost forgot what I had in mind.


To focus myself, I growled, “Turn around.”


Lina knew what I meant even if Mursha didn’t. She quickly spun her body so that she was in a 69 with the orc.


“That’s it. Good girls. Share your love with each other. We are all bound together, and I want to see how well you can take care of one another.”


Mursha’s hesitation was lost. She was eagerly lapping away at Lina’s womanhood. The sight was intoxicating as I sat inches away. Now was my time.


I moved behind Lina’s upturned hips and slide my cock up between her labia. Mursha immediately began to try and suck me in, but I said, “Not this time. I have something else in mind. Let’s try to break this bunnygirl’s mind between us.”


Then I thrust into Lina. It was almost as tight as that first time. Her inner muscles, the ones which made it clear she wasn’t human just as much as her floppy ears did. They went into overdrive squeezing on me.


I lost myself in the thrusting. Only occasionally did I stop down to look and see Mursha’s beautiful face down there. The bunnygirl was lost in almost constant orgasms but was still talented enough that she pushed Mursha over the edge more than once while I was thrusting.


There was no need to count. Only the moment mattered. I was lost inside her body, but our souls were intertwined, and we could feel each other’s passion. It was then that I erupted. At that precise moment when it felt like our connection couldn’t get any closer.


My cum sprayed into Lina and I didn’t pull out till my cock had finished spasming. As I did, I said, “Roll her over my sheath.”


Even lost in passion, Mursha maintained enough presence of mind. When she heard the command in my voice she pushed her over and assumed the top position. I put my hand down and grabbed her chin with one hand and the leash with the other to pull her face up so that we could stare into one another’s eyes.


“Are you pleased, sheath?”


“Yes, my blade, but I want you in me. If that isn’t too presumptuous.”


“It isn’t presumptuous at all. What else is a sheath made for but to hold the blade. We are only made complete together. But I need to know something. And it’s okay if you want to say no. I need to know if you meant it.”


Her eyebrow asked with confusion, expressing her unspoken question.


“Is all of you a sheath for me? I treasure you. I treasure the obvious beauties you have and the hidden ones as well. Are you willing to let me treasure every part of you?”


She gulped. Good girl. I had been worried that I was throwing too much at her. I knew she had her preferences and yet she had thrown them aside tonight for me. She had done so well.


Then she nodded, “Yes, my blade. All of me is yours.”


“Very good. Now clean up the mess I left in her and don’t miss even a single drop. Don’t move, but let yourself be filled like a sheath. Take my sword deep into you.”


I moved around behind her. Her hips were thick and powerful. I was absolutely certain she could have crushed the skull of a normal human between those gorgeous thighs. I used a hand to pull moisture from her sopping wet pussy and smeared it all over my cock.


Then I grabbed her hips like the perfectly crafted handles they were and lined my cock up with that tiny, puckered ass of hers. I felt her suck in her air and pause in her quest to lap up every drop out of Lina.


I slapped her ass hard and didn’t thrust yet. I didn’t want her to be bracing for it. It had to come to her without any control or preparation on her part. The slap must have stung. I hit her hard enough to leave my handprint even on her tough orcish skin but not hard enough to cause any injury.


It was enough to make her gasp. That was when I thrust. My cock filled her nether regions and split her wide open. She didn’t even have air in her lungs to groan as her body shuddered trying to adapt to me. I didn’t want to hurt her, but orcs are naturally far more durable than the other races. She could take it and I needed to prove my commitment to this path. She took it seriously and I couldn’t do anything less.


That was where it started but after that, her tight ass drove any thought but desire from my head. I was claiming the last part of her which I hadn’t yet. Our souls had bonded. She willingly gave me her mind and loyalty. Her mouth and pussy had both been filled by me. This was all that remained. Now she was truly all mine. I had sheathed myself in her in every way possible.


I felt satisfied but the need for more pushed me to keep thrusting. I thrust until I couldn’t hold back and then let it rocket into her bowels. After the last drop squirted out, I fell to my side and pulled her over with me. We were all bundles of nerves and passion.


The three of us laid there for an unknown amount of time. It didn’t matter. We were all in bliss. I almost thought we were going to fall asleep tangled up together when I felt Lina moving around.


She shrugged. “Can’t let a good mess go to waste.” Then she pushed her head down between Mursha’s thick thighs.


Stars above, I had some kinky wives.




Chapter 20- Planning



The next couple of days were instructive. Well, the rest of that day, as well as the next, was certainly an interesting time—to say the least. I’m not sure who learned more, but I felt we were starting to find our rhythm.


This morning, Daria returned with news. She had been eager to go out and scout, and my infusion of ki into her had erased any limitations the delivery may have caused her. It still felt weird, knowing that there was an egg with my child developing inside it, but I would adapt.


The first thing Daria did when she got back, was to check on the egg in the mana chamber. We had decided that was the best place for it, as the mana was much denser there. I even splurged and paid for an upgrade to the mana chamber which caused it to double the already higher mana density.


Now, the magic inside the mana chamber was at least twenty times denser than the ambient mana. The only time the egg needed to be moved, was when I was meditating in there, but I hadn’t done so over the past couple of days. I had mostly focused on my relationships and saying goodbye to the wives who wouldn’t be coming with us.


After checking on the egg, Daria reported a generalized migration of monsters towards the border. She had obeyed my orders and not engaged any of them. With that in mind, we were going to keep the originally planned party of five. Daria would serve as our scout, I would be the primary tank or front-line fighter, while Denne would be my back up and could provide ranged damage with the rifle his father had crafted. He had become quite the crack shot. He was also quite deadly with the new hammer his sister had crafted for him.


Josie would provide literal firepower. I hadn’t been pleased when she’d insisted on coming with me, at least not at first. My argument had been that she could keep practicing her swordsmanship for the tournament while ensuring our family was protected. Of course, that only led to a heated discussion about why I didn’t think she was good enough. Even as ruler of everything I could see, that still didn’t exempt me from losing arguments with my fiery wife.


Rounding out our party was Melossi, Denne’s wife. She was an ice mage and would provide a powerful form of crowd control. We discussed bringing some of the new deputies, but I simply didn’t know or trust any of them well enough to take them into the Untamed Lands.


If we ended up facing hundreds of monsters, I wanted not only to know that I could trust those with me, but also that they would be able to escape on their own. Lina tried to force us to take a healer with us, after I absolutely refused to take her along. The other healers in town, however, just weren’t the type to go adventuring. So, we were going to rely upon healing potions, but we took a large supply of them. And now that Mursha had removed the mana crystals out of the training equipment for our bet, we put those to use, too.


Lina wasn’t happy, but she couldn’t argue against my logic. As much as she wanted to go with me, she was needed here. She was a mother now and, as much as possible, I would ensure that little Robbie didn’t become an orphan. He was already growing far faster than any human child should, but that didn’t mean he didn’t still need his mother.


We worked to store condensed Healing Mana in half a dozen of the crystals, and I took those with me. I was the most likely to take damage, so if I could boost my regeneration rate, that would only help. The last thing I did before we headed out, was to top off my supply of Gravity Mana. The byproduct from that was still the most useful, as it expanded my perception in almost a time-dilation—although I kept a little bit of everything in me.


Then, with some kisses and hugs, even an endearing little hug from my son, we headed out. The others were all riding horsing, while I had summoned Rock to carry me. He didn’t seem to mind carrying my large frame, and his back even shifted to fit me better. We had a little over fifty miles to cover to reach the untamed lands, so we allotted two days to get there, rather than wearing the horses out.


They likely could have done it in one day—Rock surely could have—but there was no reason to push them. I’d rather they were fresh if we encountered trouble and they needed to run. Since this was Olimero, it wasn’t a matter of if
 we ran into trouble but more a question of when
 .


Even Daria rode now, so that she would be rested later when we needed her eyes up in the air. The rest of us each had two potions of flight, but they were mostly for a rapid escape, if necessary. They were costly to make, as I was reminded by the long list of ingredients which Rava had given me. She had high expectations for what I could find for her.


Most of the time, we rode in silence. The first part of the ride would be safe, and I was anxious to get past the ranches and farms. It was good to be seen by the few people we ran into, though. I wanted them to know the Sheriff was taking care of business—but mostly, I wanted to meditate.


I could feel the flow of ki as it cycled through Rock. It seemed almost like it wanted to connect with me. I got the crazy idea to try and match the pace of my ki with his. I sped my core up, and when it felt like it was a bit too fast, slowed it back down again.


It was actually much harder to do than I’d initially thought it would be, to match it exactly. After two hours, I was about to give up when another thought popped into my head. Why was I always trying to do everything myself? Sometimes, I needed to ask for help.


I reached out to Rock through our bond. It was once again communicating more through images, impressions, and feelings, than actual words. With difficulty, I conveyed the image of our ki channels not merging, but connecting so that a flow of ki ran through both of us.


He immediately began shifting his flow to match mine. I’ll claim that I loosened the lid on the jar for him by getting us pretty close together, but whatever. He made it seem easy. Once again, I realized that his instinctual ability to cultivate was far greater than mine—there was definitely something there for me to learn.


As soon as we were synced, I immediately felt the flow of power go through us. Both our cores spun and cycled. He was already at B-grade. Of course, he had probably been pushed into it when we bonded. Rock was already a magical construct, having formed this body to house his elemental self. His native plane of existence wasn’t Olimero; he wasn’t bound by the rules here.


Then, I realized that just as I had, he had started to adapt to a universal concept. In fact, if I were to guess at his progress, he was much further along in his progression than me. His concept wasn’t completely apparent to me, but it had something to do with being unchanging.


Where he lagged behind me, though, was in forming a mind core. It didn’t seem like he had made any progress in that direction at all. I wondered if I could help him—but of course, I was hardly an expert myself. Like many things, I kept striving and pushing myself forward, but I had also gotten lucky.


The thing that I did do, was to take advantage of this shared ki cycling. Our combined cores pushed more ki through each of us than I had experienced at any point before. The benefits were incremental, but I could feel it happening. There were no notifications, which was frustrating; no stat increases or any of that. But, I had lived my entire life—up to the past year, that is— without notifications.


If I couldn’t manage to work without a notification to prop up my motivation, then I was pretty weak willed. Back in the gym on Earth, I knew when I was making progress or not, even without numbers popping up to remind me. It was possible to feel the improvements. The same thing was happening here. My channels were becoming stronger and wider. My core was adapting to spinning more ki.


Then, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It broke my concentration and the shared cycle broke. I turned to look who it was, and saw Josie staring at me with worry in her eyes.


“There you are. We were all getting worried about you.”


The expression on my face must have conveyed the confusion I felt, because she continued. “Oh, didn’t you realize…? We’ve been riding for hours. It’s almost dark, and we need to make camp or find a farmstead to camp at.”


I looked around and realized she was right. The sun was a sliver on the horizon. We likely should have found a place to camp about an hour ago, as now were going to be setting up tents in the dark. Actually, it probably wasn’t that big of a deal. My companions all had better vision at night than normal humans, and my enhanced senses would help me.


“Sorry, I discovered something new.” I shook my head. “I thought only minutes had passed, but I guess it was hours.”


Josie’s ears twitched in that way that told me my answer was less than pleasing. “Maybe warn us next time? We’ve all gotten used to you becoming crazy focused while training at home, but we are exposed out here. You weren’t responding and I worried that if we were attacked, you’d be dead before you knew what was happening.”


“Okay,” I nodded. As usual, she was right. “I won’t do it again unless we are in a safe spot.”


I saw Denne riding off to the side a bit. The low light partially hid his expression, but I could have sworn he wore a smirk, evidence of his amusement at me getting badgered by my wife. Of course, I’d seen the same thing happen to him after a night of drinking, so I understood how he could appreciate the common bond we shared.


I started to suggest we camp at the next clearing we found, but then realized that would be stepping on my wives’ domain. Daria was our scout and my Mistress of the Fields, and it was her responsibility to determine the best place to camp, while Josie as my Mistress of the Wall would be concerned about security.


Apparently, I could learn, even if it was slowly—painfully slow.


They both appreciated when I deferred to them. Camp got set up quickly, and we ate the rations that Lina had lovingly packed for us. Then, after a brief discussion about the day and our plans for tomorrow, we retired to the two tents which had been set up. The appreciation that Daria and Jo-Jo showed me when we were alone, drove home the importance of respecting their positions and how that made them feel valued.


 


Chapter 21- Lucky? Really…



When I got up the next morning, I enjoyed one of the simple perks of cultivation—I wasn’t sore in the least after sleeping on the ground. I no longer had the normal aches and pains that came with roughing it in the wild. Such things might seem simple, but after sleeping on the ground for a night, even my physically powerful wives had to stretch to work out the kinks.


Josie noticed how I jumped right up without any trouble. “That is so unfair,” she complained.


Daria chimed in. “I gave up complaining about it when we travelled together last time. He’s just lucky.”


“Lucky?” I couldn’t help but grin. “Don’t you mean good?”


“Well, that too, but anyone who wakes up in the morning after sleeping on the ground with a smile as big as you have on your face is just plain lucky,” the hawkgirl replied.


I shrugged. There was no winning this argument, so I let them grumble and didn’t bring up the point that I hadn’t actually slept. I’d just mediated a bit, to clear my mind.


Josie heated up some of the smoked bacon and we ate it for breakfast, along with some trail bread. It was nice to have our own portable heat source. While the rest of us packed up camp, Daria took off to scout. From talking with the others last night, I’d learned we were past all the smaller farms, and there was one large ranch that we were essentially crossing now.


The border with the Untamed Lands was less than ten miles away, so we should reach it before lunch. Apparently, while I was out of it, we had been approached a couple of times by various monsters—but each time they had been put down. Individual monsters didn’t pose much of a threat to group like ours, even if I was out of it. The only problem was that I had missed out on some opportunities to harvest useful alchemy ingredients.


By the time we had our campsite cleaned up, Daria was circling in to land.


“Did you all know there was a town in the untamed lands?” she asked me, once she had her talons back on the ground.


“What I don’t know about Olimero includes pretty much everything.”


The others all indicated that they hadn’t known about it either.


Josie asked, “How far away and how large is it?”


“Wait, how is there a town there at all? I thought Yonderton was the western-most city,” I said.


Daria shrugged. “I knew there were some small settlements out this way. My father’s aerie traded with them. I just didn’t know there was a city this size. It was hard to say how big it was, because of how the city was built, but there was room for a couple thousand people.”


Denne asked, “What do you mean ‘how it was built’?”


Melossi added, “Wouldn’t any town that large be overrun by monster hordes?”


“I can only report what I saw,” Daria replied with a shake of her feathered head. “The town was about five miles beyond the border. All of the buildings, from houses to what was obviously a tavern, were built on massive stone columns that reach high above the ground. Beneath them, in a wide valley, is a series of canyons which would likely divert any monster swarm away from the town, unless the creatures flew.”


I scratched my head. “Like houses on stilts?”


“Not at all. The stone columns were like tall plateaus, each large enough for several houses and buildings—I’d say a couple hundred feet across, at least. They had relatively flat tops, but the sides were rough. So, it must as least be partially natural. If I had to guess, water started the process and then earth mages worked to continue digging out the canyons beneath them. The various columns are connected by rope and wooden bridges, but nothing that seemed truly permanent.”


“I can’t wait to see this. Once they know the Sheriff is here, maybe they will be able to give us some tips about protecting Yonderton,” I said.


“Umm… about that…,” Daria began.


When I looked at her, she scowled, but continued, “I don’t mean to upset you, Rob, but you shouldn’t show your face there. The little I know about the settlements inside the Untamed Lands, is that they are hostile to Sativa’s order, and don’t consider themselves part of your domain at all. That, and they are often made up of those who can’t get along well in normal society.”


Denne chimed in, “I could see many orc second sons who might find that kind of life more desirable than the options available to them in the more civilized parts of the world.”


I thought about it for a minute. “Finding out about the monster hordes, as well as getting the alchemy ingredients which Rava needs, are both too important. Surely they would be open to trade. I can’t imagine that the aerie provides everything they need.”


“Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean you should go into a town where people actively hate what you represent,” Josie said.


“I will take appropriate precautions, but I’m not going to be stopped from going where I want to go. If you like, we can send a scout ahead once we get closer.”


That didn’t sit well with my Mistress of the Wall, but she nodded. She must have recognized from my tone that I wasn’t going to be swayed on this. We discussed the dynamics a bit further and then began riding. This untamed town was still a good fifteen miles away, so there was no reason for us not to get going.


The closer we got to the untamed lands, the wilder the very land became. The terrain was a lot of scrub brush, with the occasional copse of trees and tracts of grass. Gone was any evidence of farms or worked fields. This area would only be useful for some light grazing, at best.


We also began to see more evidence of monster activity. Whether through my tremor sense, or through Rock’s innate abilities, I sensed something moving beneath the ground. I shouted out a warning and everyone dismounted. It wasn’t clear if it was going to attack, but no one wanted to be on the back of a horse when the ground exploded underneath them.


I set my hand to the ground and then stretched out with my senses. I had gained tremor sense when the earth golem had killed me, and the phoenix potion gave me new life. It just wasn’t something I used all that often. It stood to reason, though, that I should be able to enhance it the same as I could any of my other senses.


I fed ki into my brain meridian to expand my perception. I could feel my partially formed Mind Core trying to respond, but it wasn’t whole, so it couldn’t yet absorb the ki. The important thing was that it worked. My senses expanded deeper underground.


That was where the good news ended, though. It wasn’t one monster moving underground that I sensed, there had to be dozens of them. They were all generally headed in the direction we had just come from.


When I explained to the others they all understood the danger. If an underground monster horde was headed for Yonderton, they wouldn’t be prepared for it, especially without the five of us.


I immediately reached out with my telepathy to warn my other wives, but the range was too great. Maybe when that skill had leveled up a few more times, I would be able to reach them, but for now, I couldn’t.


I turned to my hawkkin wife. “Daria, you need to fly back to Yonderton and warn them.”


“No,” she protested, “I’m not leaving you.”


“Absolutely not. I’m not letting one of your guards leave you after learning there might be a monster horde beneath our feet,” Josie said almost on top of Daria.


“Fine,” I grumbled, “but then we are going to have to pop this pimple.”


None of them caught my meaning at first, but when she did, Josie began to violently protest.


“They aren’t nearly as many as the other horde. Give me a sec, and I’ll try to give you an exact count.” Kneeling down, I again pressed my hand to the soil and sent out my tremor sense.


The timing was fortuitous, as several of the creatures seemed to have stopped moving east and were swirling around beneath us. It took me a second to realize what they were doing, but as soon as I did I yelled, “Scatter!”


Daria took to the air, while I grabbed Josie in my arms and streaked forward at my maximum ki empowered rate. It almost wasn’t enough. The ground where I had just been standing sank into an earth-based whirlwind.



The only reason that Melossi made it, was that she had been tying the horses up to a tree a couple hundred yards away. Denne, likewise, was almost caught in the trap, but at the last second just as he was being sucked into the swirling vortex of dirt and stone, he teleported away. Space Mana definitely came in handy in a situation like this.


A second later, the ground exploded upward, as half a dozen blocky figures stood up. They each might as well have been a character from Minecraft, because while they were generally humanoid, they were definitely more square than round. They weren’t small, each blocky form being between ten and twelve feet tall. Their skin was a combination of sand mixed with bits of what looked like obsidian.


Earth Mana swirled around them. My sensitivity to such things had increased, both as my cultivation increased, and because of with my bond with Rock. I sensed an image from him. These were Sunken Dao, monsters from the same elemental plane which had been his home, but which had somehow taken up residence in the Untamed Lands.


His impressions of them confirmed what I had just witnessed. They hunted by creating cavernous openings in the ground beneath their prey, until the ground collapsed, sucking their target down. That enabled them to crush their foes beneath the weight of tons of dirt and rock. Above ground, they were still strong—but not nearly as deadly.


More importantly, at least to me, they were each worth seven merits, and Rava had requested ground dao cores, as they were an ingredient in a number of her recipes. Bargon’s Slice was in my hand before I even realized what I was doing. I also pulled my new shield from my spatial bag. I wasn’t accustomed to fighting with A Wife’s Price, but its ability to manipulate gravity would be very useful.


“Daria and Josie, combine your powers. Stay well back from them and you should be safe, but try to pull one or two of them away. Denne, if you can lead off another couple I will be fine against two of them. Melossi can weaken the foes of anyone who needs help, if she creates ice under them to break their connection with the ground.”


Even as I shouted out my orders, I didn’t actually know if I could handle two of them on my own—but I assumed it was a safe bet. The djinn we had fought had been a tough nut to crack, and these things were likely stronger than that, based upon their increased merit value—but I was not even close to the same man I had been before.


B-grade was a world apart from C-grade and I was nearly three mini steps towards A-grade. That, and the lingering aspect of my universal concept, fortified my confidence. I wasn’t going to back away from fighting these things.


Hopefully, the others would follow my orders. But either way, I streaked forward into battle. As I did, I allowed ki to flow into my blade. My increased sensitivity made me aware of the almost sentient hunger within the sword. It lived to kill. Apparently, the earth elemental creatures were magical enough to set off its hunger. They couldn’t keep up with me and my blade sheared an arm off the first dao before either of my two opponents took a swing at me.


I spun around, pushing ki out of my body to reverse my momentum as I moved like I had just bounced off a wall. That allowed me to drive straight into the back of the dao I had just disarmed. It couldn’t possibly react quickly enough, and the spatial edge of my sword took off its head.


Going with the momentum this time, I ran up its back and then launched myself at the second dao. The massive stone hammer which it wielded began to rise up, but the thing was moving much too slowly. I came down on top of it and removed an arm before flipping away as my back stroke took its leg off at the knee.


I grinned as I looked around to see a tornado of flame scorching two of the dao. The sand in their bodies had turned into liquid glass, while the obsidian chunks fell through the viscous liquid.


On the other side, Denne was utilizing his new hammer’s spatial aspects. He flung it with more force than even his prodigious strength could muster. It streaked out, blasting right through his foe’s head. The creature couldn’t even retaliate, because both it and another monster were encased in his wife’s ice up to their waist.


This was going to be easier than I’d anticipated. Of course, that was when the ground began trembling again.


 


Chapter 22- Earth Dao



Daria shouted, “More are coming.”


I glanced in the direction she was looking. Sure enough, the surface of the ground rippled upwards, as a wave of monsters headed right for me.


“Stay back!” That was all I had time to shout.


Then I dug deep. My potential had increased significantly since I had first used it, so this shouldn’t knock me out. My core spun and ki surged up my arms and then out in an arc shaped blast, cutting right into that wave of monsters.


Ki Slice +1


I ignored the notification as I let my senses reach out all around me. The ki wave was stronger than the one I had first used, but I didn’t lose consciousness. All that hit me was a wave of nausea, and it felt like my stomach was doing somersaults.


I couldn’t allow it to affect me, though. I pulled hard at all the mana around me. A flood of magic began to fill me. Most of it was Earth Mana—not that this was a surprise. That stabilized me, as I turned it to ki in my core and focused on the creatures which might have survived my blast.


Within seconds, I was confident that I had just destroyed more than seven dozen of the dao. Josie and Daria had already finished their foes and, a second later, Denne crushed the head of his second opponent.


They all came towards me and Denne laughed. “Don’t let me ever get on your bad side. Daria described what you did before, but… well, that was just beyond anything I expected.”


The hawkgirl in turn lay her hand on my forehead. “Are you feeling okay? Last time, using that skill really took it out of you.”


“Yeah, I’m fine. I won’t be passing out for five days this time.”


As I answered Daria, Josie came sauntering up to me. She was still smoking hot, even when I knew she was upset with me. Actually, she was quite literally smoking, so hot that the air was distorted all around her by the intensity of the Fire mana still pouring out of her.


She poked a finger into my chest, hard. “Don’t you ever do that again. I obeyed your orders, but you aren’t supposed to take the brunt of the enemy’s attack like that. How can I protect you if you keep on doing stupid things?”


I shrugged and leaned forward to kiss her forehead. My lips dried out against the scalding warmth of her skin but were able to handle it. Pulling back, I gave her a winning smile.


“Jo-Jo, I love you, and I respect you. And I’m letting you be responsible for my safety—but I’m the one best suited to be our tank… err, our frontline fighter, if you will. Even without armor, I’m more durable than any of you. So, Mistress of the Wall or not, I won’t let you take a blow that might kill you, when I know it’s going to bounce off of me.”


“But I…”


I held up a hand to stop her. “What I will do, is consent to some testing. When we get back, you can test me to determine what my capabilities are. That will allow you to have a better idea what you need to safeguard me from, and what need not be worried about.”


“Don’t think a kiss is going to get you out of trouble,” Josie snapped back. But then I watched as she bit her tongue, going quiet for several seconds. “Fine, I’ll accept your proposal, but you should have figured out by now, that thing I’m trying to protect you from, is the unexpected.”


She started to say more, but I held a finger to her lips. “Shh… I think you jinxed us.”


The ground around us was moving. I hadn’t felt it at first, because I had been focused on Josie, but I sensed it now. The bodies of the dao were reforming. I could feel the concentrated mana from their cores pulling new bodies together. This time, however, they were much smaller—seemingly comprised only of the pure black obsidian.


None of them stood more than four feet tall, but with something like eighty of them surrounding us, we had no option but to fight back-to-back. I yelled for the girls to go airborne, but they ignored me this time as we formed an outward facing circle.


Weapons were out all around, from Denne’s hammer to Josie’s swords, Daria’s spear, and Melossi’s staff. The creatures had gathered together in clumps spread all around us. Once formed, they maintained a distance about twenty feet away from us.


It would have been simplicity itself to surge forward into their midst and start cutting them down. They had been so slow before, that they could hardly even react. This time, however, I sensed something different about them. Their new forms were built more for speed and durability rather than the raw power they’d had before.


Gone were the hammers, but not each of their hands were tipped with jagged claws of pure obsidian. Observing the way they shifted around told me their movements would be much more fluid and a whole lot faster. The fact that they had shed everything but the obsidian, made it clear to me that they had focused on retaining only the hardest parts of their bodies.


Josie said, “Daria and I can create a flame tornado around us if Melossi’s ice can keep her and Denne safe.”


“That won’t work this time. I don’t know what the obsidian looking parts of their bodies are, but they didn’t melt in your flames before—even when the sand and dirty did.”


Daria laughed and said, “We can do it. We are much stronger than when the previous wave hit. Fire fox here will just have to increase the temperature on them.”


“No. Even if you can, the rest of the team won’t survive that.”


“Then what is your idea?” Josie asked.


Before I could respond, one of the dao stepped forward. Its mouth opened and sounds came out. I just stared at the inarticulate noises it was making until I finally began to recognize bits and pieces of words. The noise was becoming sounds, and the sounds were becoming words.


“He only wants you. The others may leave if you come with us.”


That caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected monsters who could speak and the ‘he’ that it referred to must have been Mensor, the god of monsters.


“What does he want with me?”


“It doesn’t matter,” Josie snapped. “He can’t have you.”


“Love, give me a second here.”


The monster replied, “He wants your death, but the others are free to go. You have five minutes to decide, or we will focus entirely on killing them first, beginning with your females. You may destroy all of us, but even if you do, at least some of you will die.”


Then it moved back amongst the others of its kind. They all stared at us, but didn’t make a move to attack. While they remained still, my mind was racing. I knew my wives weren’t going to like this, but I still thought there was a chance I could fight my way free. It was much more important to me that they were all safe.


“You should all fly out of here. Use the potions that Rava gave you—well, other than Daria,” I ordered.


“Not gonna happen.” Both my wives spoke almost on top of one another.


That was followed my Denne saying, “I can’t abandon my commander and friend. And if I did, Mursha would kill me when I got back to Yonderton.”


I laughed at the last part. He wasn’t wrong. I’d known better than to even say it, but it still had to be said. My mind raced trying to think of options. I could cut loose far more if they weren’t around me, but things were, I wasn’t confident that I could keep them all alive.


If we all flew past these dao to the town which was now only a couple miles away, they would either follow us or, even worse, turn on Yonderton. Either way, innocents would pay for whatever beef the god of monsters had with me.


Telmorra’s words came back to me. Perhaps it was that Mensor saw the potential in my cultivation and feared I might become a god—at least in the same sense that they were gods. I wasn’t so sure, but I also didn’t discount the possibility. That might have been enough to upset them.


I tried to come up with a way to combine our powers. I could condense their mana, but we were on a time limit, and I wasn’t sure if that would be enough. The more I thought it over, the more this looked like it was coming down to a melee brawl. I loved a good brawl, but I didn’t like being forced into a corner.


I didn’t want the enemy to hear us, so I spoke telepathically to the group. “Would you be willing to all fly up and only attack from a distance? You could thin out the enemy for me while at the same time taking yourself out of harm’s way. I also wouldn’t have to hold back for fear of hurting you.”



Melossi agreed right away. It wasn’t that she was a bad deputy, it was just that what I proposed made sense. Denne was more reluctant, but the ability to hurl his hammer now using Space Mana and the innate gravity within it made that his most powerful attack. Being able to call the hammer back to his hand made it a viable ranged attack. He was still missing the golden locks, but we might just turn him into a thunder god yet.


It was Josie and Daria I had to argue with the most, but I spent that time refining as much of their mana as possible and feeding it back to them in a condensed form. I wish I could have effectively done the same for Denne and Melossi, but our soul bond made my wives and I into one flesh. And as a body cultivator, that made everything so much easier.


I think it was the swelling in their power level, as I fed them mana which was far more condensed that what I had been able to give them before, that swayed them. They would effectively have between seven and ten times the power they’d previously possessed—at least until the condensed mana ran out.


That raised another idea, as I wondered what would happen if I tried infusing them with mana. Would I be able to strengthen them even further? Could I make it permanent? For now, it was enough that they accepted the power and then took to the air before our time ran out.

 

The dao stood still, other than their spokesman, who came forward when everyone leaped into the air.


“You have made a wise decision,” he said.


I wanted to taunt him. I wanted to spout off a pithy comeback, but it would have wasted our element of surprise. He thought I had decided to fight them by myself. I didn’t have to, though. I had family and friends. On Olimero, someone always had my back these days.


The pre-arranged signal was for me to lash out with a ki slice. It had to be smaller than the last one, because I couldn’t risk a bout of weakness leaving me vulnerable. I sent out a concentrated slice that was only five feet wide.


The dao spokesman didn’t have a chance to react as he shattered under the power of my attack. Five more of his kind suffered the same fate, but then the rest were simply knocked back. They truly were much stronger than before.


From up above, bolts of super-heated plasma rained down to my left. While to my right, miniature tornados appeared sucking up the monsters and flinging them hundreds of yards. Behind me, Denne’s hammer slammed into the one of the monsters, shattering it with the force of a thunderbolt, while a wall of ice formed up to protect my flanks and limit the area I had to cover.


The rest of the monsters in front of me raced forward as I let ki flow into my blade. Normally, a sword made for an awful choice of weapon against creatures made of stone. Not so this time. The spatial edge on my blade made it capable of cutting through virtually anything.


I pushed the ki in my body to extend just an inch beyond my skin. Even though I was forming it for the first time, I thought of this as my superman aura. The purpose was to create a small barrier between my enemies and my skin, which would weaken any attack before it contacted my body.


Then, I was moving. I was still faster than my enemy, but they were nowhere near as slow as before. I would say that they were now moving as fast as Josie had done that first day when I’d arrived in Yonderton. The difference was startling, and made me immediately change strategies—I could only avoid so many attacks at that speed.

 


Chapter 23- Multiplying Enemies



One of the smaller monsters pounced right for where I was. I bashed it to my left, and then slid into the space I’d created. This caused the monster to strike the ground where I had been standing. Its claws ripped into the ground, tearing through dirt and rock alike—not that any of that mattered, as my sword came down right behind it, removing its head guillotine style.


Patterns like that repeated time and again. I leveraged my mobility and the nearly unstoppable strength of my ki driven body. The shield which Mursha gifted me saved me more than once, as claws, punches, and kicks slid off its surface. The dao were elemental creatures and thus infused with large amounts of Earth Mana.


If that weren’t the case, I might have run out of juice a few minutes into the fight. I had to maintain my shield, pump ki into both my arms and legs, activate my sword’s spatial edge, and even send out small ki slices to keep the enemy off my back. As it was, my core was working overtime to absorb the mana they lost and convert it to ki.


There were level up notifications, but I pushed them to the back of my mind. My ability to refine the mana around me was growing stronger all the time. Even then, it wouldn’t have been enough to keep me alive, but for my team.


Every time the monsters got around one ice wall, Denne would use a thunderous Gravity and Space Mana fueled throw of his hammer to clear out a space. That was always my cue to move. I would slide over into that space while Melossi created another wall to protect my flank.


Fighting eighty monsters is entirely different from fighting one stronger foe. I couldn’t afford any mistakes, and often had to take small cuts or shots to my body. Losing my balance and going to the ground was the worst thing that could happen. I would have been swarmed in a moment.


If that had happened, Josie and Daria would have largely been forced to stop their attacks, since they would have risked hurting me as much as the dao. As long as I stayed relatively clear of the larger clumps of the little monsters, and shifted the field of battle every now and then, they could keep raining down death and destruction on the monsters.


In a battle of attrition like this, resource management was everything. I relied upon some of the mana byproducts inside of me in order to slow my perception of time or to lift me up into the air with a burst of speed, even to step through a wall of foes into a newly opened space. I simply had to be careful not to overuse any of them.


The same resource concerns plagued my allies. But they couldn’t recharge themselves nearly as quickly as I could. My soul bonded were stronger than their natural limits, but both Denne and his wife were very much subject to those limits.


After fighting for more than ten minutes, something occurred to me. My mind had been processing it for a while, but I hadn’t realized it initially. Something was very wrong. I had only a few small cuts, but I had to have put down more than a hundred of the dao.


That was many more dao than there were at the outset of this fight. I extended my senses again to try and figure out the problem. The cost for my splitting my attention even further was a spear of stone being driven through my gut. The pain was excruciating, but nothing could stop my focus.


It was like I had gained a new level of intensity. I drove my elbow down and shattered the creature’s arm which had become the spear stuck into my gut. Then a wave of fury built in me that took form as a circular blast of ki. The dao which successfully attacked me bore the brunt of the attack.


Its body was blasted to dust by the concentrated power of my ki. But my rage still wasn’t sated, and I kept pushing with my power outwards. This monster and his friends wanted to skewer me, and I would do the same to them. I felt something inside of it break and a rush of power filled me.


I was indomitable, and its power was going to be mine. My body grew stronger, as the presence of that monster faded away. I was still missing something, though, so I activated my shield and lowered gravity’s pull on my body. With a massive ki powered leap, I shot up like a rocket.


I quickly passed the height that the others were at, flying above the battlefield. Looking down, I allowed my senses to focus on the mass of creatures below. I saw some of the monsters reforming, even after I had shattered their bodies. But they all cleared away from the spot where that last attack had been.


It became a five-foot barren circle, within a field veritably covered by my foes. I honed my attention on that spot and then realized what had happened. I was stupid not to have thought of it, but fighting the monsters was easy and I had been overly confident. They were like the storm djinn.


Each of the elementals had a core. Only by shattering those cores, could I destroy them. The thought sunk in, and I processed what was happening and what I needed to do next. My upward motion came to a stop, and I began to slowly fall downward drifting like a feather as A Wife’s Price kept my personal gravity but a fraction of normal.


The energy from a shattered core could be absorbed. But why from them, I wondered, and not from the storm djinn? Was it my bond with Rock? That made perfect sense. That, and maybe that the nature of the earthen creatures was much closer to my universal concept.


Thinking about Rock confused me for a moment. He had not come to help me in this battle. I hadn’t had time to worry about that, until now, but I came up with the answer on my own. He was a remade earth elemental. Like these dao, he too must have a core—and something about the energy from a shattered core was anathema to him.


Continuing to fall, I relayed my conclusions to the others. Melossi was key to my new plan. I needed her to create a layer of ice just thick enough to trap as many of the creature’s feet as possible. Her reply was weary, but I knew she would give me her all. I ordered Denne to hold her just in case she pushed herself too hard and lost consciousness. With his love for his wife, it likely wasn’t necessary to order him to do it, but I wanted them to know I was aware of what I was asking of her.


I watched as frost sprayed out from the monkeykin’s hands to form a six-inch-thick sheet of ice. She caught the feet of more than forty of the creatures in her magic. I let gravity return to normal and then even burned another charge to briefly increase my gravity, turning myself into a meteor as I crashed into a group of unrestrained dao. They were sent flying all around from where I impacted the ground.


I heard the ice already starting to crack. I knew I didn’t have much time, so I surged forward. Each step shattered the ground beneath me, but I made rapid thrusting attacks, driving Bargon’s Slice into the chest of the struggling dao, time and time again.


With each attack, I felt a strange power that was part Earth Mana and part soul energy wash over me. Stealing this energy seemed to burn the dao, as their normal stoic silence was broken by screams and laments. Perhaps it was because, as elementals, they were unending—and to feel their brethren die like that was scarring.


Bargon’s Slice hummed in my hand as it, too, soaked up that energy. I felt it growing and a wave of hunger washed over me. The clumped groups of dao broke and those that I hadn’t already slain began to run away, but I thirsted for that power and started after them.


No, that wasn’t me. That was my weapon, craving this new power. I chased a handful of them down, but then stopped when I heard Josie calling out to me.


Driving my foes before me was vital. Empowering my weapon was beneficia. But I was spent, and there was no need. This enemy was broken.


After the battle, I sucked down a couple of healing potions. They quickly began to knit my bruised and battered body together, while the others all rested and caught their breath. I let the notifications come through then, noting several gains.


Strength: +1

Agility: +1

Durability: +1


The stat increases weren’t anything big, but as high as they already were, that was to be expected. My stat levels were already so much higher than anyone else around me, that my growth had to plateau at some point. The skill gains were surprising, though, for a couple of reasons.


Melee Combat: +4      


Mana Fusion: +8

Ki Slice: +3


Ki Slice was growing slowly, but this represented a sizeable leap for a single battle. Mana Fusion was the skill which controlled how well I could refine mana, as well as condense it. Apparently, absorbing mana non-stop through the battle and refining it with as few impurities and byproducts as possible on the fly was beneficial. That skill nearly doubled during this single battle.


Similar things regarding explosive growth could be said for Melee Combat. That skill has stagnated for a while. Training hardly improved it, but the threat presented by combat was what really pushed it up. In order to continue to grow, I was going to have to seek out ever greater challenges. These monsters hadn’t been a threat individually, but together, they had presented more of a challenge than I had faced in a long time.


It probably also helped that I’d used my ki non-stop in multiple ways, tracking the battlefield, moving, fighting, and striking with ki attacks. All those things pushed me in new ways, and it paid off with skill increases. I knew that stats and skills all got more powerful the closer they got to a hundred, and that beyond the century mark, the growth was even more dramatic.


Rava would complain that I didn’t understand anything, because this all came so easy for me, but I would disagree. Perhaps she would, too—at her core, she knew how hard I worked. It was just that I had several advantages which no one else enjoyed.


The final notification was an interesting one.


You have been bathed in the soul essence of creatures native to the elemental plane of earth. Thanks to your soul bond with Rock, your elemental steed, you have gained a portion of their strength as your own.

 

Be wary. The path of a soul consumer is a powerful one, but also one fraught with dangers—both seen and unseen.

 

Benefits:

Metallic Body: +7

Bond with Rock has increased by 16%. Rock has also gained a greater ability to communicate.

 

New skill gained: Soul Eater.

 

Soul Eater: The intangible essence of sentient beings can serve as food for your growth. Your own soul can grow stronger by consuming the souls of others. The greater the soul the greater the benefit. The souls of normal beasts will provide no benefit as they are not elevated enough. The gains can be hard to quantify but you will experience them all the same. Just be sure it is what you want.

 

Hidden Stat Revealed: Soul (+4)

 

Formation of a soul core cannot begin at this time, due to inadequate framework.


The weight of that notification settled on me. My body shuddered as this hidden stat activated, but the real change was inside me. I didn’t know how to describe it exactly, but my connection to the world became… real. In the back of my mind, I heard the echoing sound of laughter, and it made me more uneasy than I had felt since first waking up on Olimero.


 


Chapter 24 - Stats Review 2



Stats:

Strength: 216

Agility: 160

Durability: 198

Magic: 198

Soul: 4



Cultivation Grade: B6

 

Skills:

Alchemy 67

Ranged Combat: 58

Melee Combat: 63

Telepathy: 18       


Mana Fusion: 17

Metallic Body: 20

Ki Slice: 6

Toxic Resistance: 1

Ki Infusion: 7

 

Bondings (Wives):

 

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

 

Rava— Alchemy skill will increase 25% faster. Access to shadow aspect for body cultivation.

 

Lina—Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing effects further all act to increase base healing rate for a limited time after the healing is concluded.

 

Daria— Ranged melee combat skill will increase 25% faster.

 

Mursha— Attunement to Olimero increased by 25% The meaning of this will reveal itself over time.


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


 

Sentient Gear: Bargon’s Slice- sapience: 8%

Companion/Pet: Stone Horse- bond upgraded by 16%

 

B-Rank Body Fortification: 35%

Mind Core Formation: 28%

By-Product Manipulation: 88%

 

Gear:

Armored Vest of Protection

Helm of Protection

Short sword of Accuracy

Bow of Adaptive Power

Quiver with 30 explosive arrows (replenishes)

Stone Horse Talisman

High Quality Fighting Stick

Shocking Dagger

Spatial storage belt

Gloves of Dual Need

Spatial Bag

Bargon’s Slice

Taunting Whistle

Mana Well: 0/500


Mactosh Rifle (200 rounds)


Mactosh Shotgun (200 mixed shells)

Shield: Wife’s Price


 


Chapter 25- Next Steps



After resting, we gathered all the shattered cores. They were important alchemical ingredients. In the end I had permanently slain only twenty-eight of the dao but it was still more than Rava had expected us to obtain. I also got merits for all of the dao, which added up to 560. It was a small reward compared to some of the boosts I’d gotten lately, but not nothing.


I could feel that I had made progress on the quest, Monster Wave III, but I couldn’t complete it yet. I had to survive for one year. There were still eleven more months for that period to have passed. In the meantime, I still needed to hunt down at least one of each of the remaining targets on the list:


Basilisk (3 merits)

Phoenix (5 merits)

Vapor Specter (8 merits)

Sand Dragon (12 merits)


The question was whether or not we should immediately go after those other monster types. The quest did say that I needed to become the hunter and not the hunted. Then again, there was a town in the Untamed Lands, and it was only a few miles away. The team convinced me that it would be best to let Denne go into town first and feel things out.


A wandering orc mercenary shouldn’t raise any suspicions, but a human would cause an uproar. They conceded that I could take care of myself, at least with them to support me, but Josie wanted to take the extra pre-caution—especially if they were hostile to Sativa and her representatives.


Now, I just had to kill a few hours while we waited for Denne to report back. If we were back home, that would have meant training, or mediating to work on my cultivation. Training out here wasn’t something I wanted to do, as I needed to remain at my peak, physically. Besides, I also needed to soak up more ambient mana and focus on restoring my ki.


Both Daria and Josie suggested some enticing ways to pass the time—Lina was definitely rubbing off on them. I just felt that there were too many things I hadn’t covered lately. All this growth, and I didn’t understand what it meant or how best to apply it. I was still coming to grips with my B-grade body, and now I had a new stat to learn about, as well as new abilities.


Mediation began to sound more and more like a good idea. I announced my intentions to my wives.


Even Josie pouted a bit. “Don’t tell me you’re turning into a guy who’d rather think deep thoughts than fuck his women.”


She usually wasn’t so direct, and it caught me a bit off guard. “Not by a long shot. But I need to be as strong as possible, and to understand my new abilities if I’m to make it easier for you to protect me.”


She growled at me. “I hate it when you use my own words against me. Fine, but I get to ride you for a long as I want tonight, while you be a good husband and enjoy it.”


I laughed. “Hard to argue with that suggestion.”


She looked at my crotch. “Literally hard, I see.”


“What can I say, I’m a weak man and you are my kryptonite.”


“Kryto… what? Never mind, it’s too late, now. You wanted to meditate... well, now you can mediate on what else you could have been doing and just wait for tonight. I hope that you still have enough blood left in your big head to think clearly.”


She didn’t wait for me to respond, but instead sauntered off a safe distance to where she could keep watch. Her hips and tail swayed a bit more than normal, drawing my attention to one of her best features. Overhead, I heard Daria’s laughter, so she must have been listening in.


I was definitely in deep trouble with my wives, but I couldn’t think of a better life. Now, though, I had to reign in my raging libido and focus. I had gotten better at meditating but was far from an expert. It had never been my thing.


I tried not to think about it as mediation as much as self-examination.


I looked inward to see how my ki channels were doing, and to examine my core. It took me quite a while to see any difference, but there were small streaks throughout my core, which I believed were from the soul energy that I had absorbed. They were taking longer to refine than simple mana did.


Tracking what happened to them helped me pass an hour, as I noted that the streaks didn’t provide me with ki or any byproduct, but they did seem to thicken the walls of my core and the walls of ki channels. A portion of the energy also flowed up towards my mind core.


It might have been my imagination, but it felt like my mind core, while far from complete, seemed a bit more solid and less translucent to my internal sight. Clearly, there was something beneficial happening, even if I didn’t know the exact details. Thinking about my mind core gave me an idea.


Well, truthfully, it was a stupid idea—but that seemed to be my brand. I still had six more points of super condensed Aura Mana. Each one did wonders for pumping up the progress of my mind core. I had been cautioned by the goddess of magic to take it slow, but it had been more than a day since I put the last point in. Surely that was long enough to wait, right?


I couldn’t help but laugh at my own impatience, but I knew this was gonna happen. It just had to. I did that thing… like when a kid looks around to see if their parent is about to stop them from doing something they know they probably shouldn’t do. Josie was still walking a slow circle around me, and Daria was far overhead, flying in even wider circles, keeping a look out for enemies.


At least I had the presence of thought to activate tremor sense and feel down beneath us in the ground. I sensed nothing below us but a small underground stream and various harmless bugs and tiny creatures. Yeah, we were safe. So, before I could talk myself out of it, I pushed a single point of Aura Mana into my mind core.


An explosion went off in my head as my mind core soaked up the power, wobbling around in an incomplete cycle. The energy expanded inside me, and I felt my mind core swelling. Pain ripped through my head, but I could also sense the increased power inside of me. My mind core was growing stronger.


The thing is that almost none of my growth ever came through the slow and steady progress. The past year had taught me that it was mostly feast or famine for me. I grew in fits and spurts—and had to push myself to the breaking point for the greatest gains. So, in a style shared by me and kamikaze pilots, I pushed a second point of Aura Mana into my nascent mind core.


The pain throbbing in my skull blossomed into a living creature which was trying to rip my brain out of my skull, so it could stomp on it in front of me. A low groan escaped my lips and the outside world wavered, even as my inner world swelled.


Then it was all gone. The pain, the feeling of the sun beating down on me, even the sense of my bonds, it all disappeared. Looking around, I found myself in a grove of trees. They grew so thickly overhead as to blot out the sun, except a few diffuse rays which filtered down to the forest floor.


It was dark, but in a warm and pleasant way that reminded me of hiking trips when I was kid. There were shadows everywhere, but these shadows were free of any sinister intent. All around me was the vibrancy of nature.


My mind felt the tug of a presence. Looking up, just ten feet away, sitting on a moss-covered rock, I saw a divinely beautiful creature. I had met Sativa a little over a year ago, back on Earth. She had been enchanting then, but the oddness of the situation had stopped me from truly appreciating her beauty.


This wasn’t like when she came to visit me in my head. She was so much more solid, her. So much more… real.


“Very good.” The goddess of nature nodded. “Yes, I’ve pulled you into a pocket dimension from which I observe Olimero. This place is all me, so as your bunnygirl wife might point out, you are inside of me, now.”


“Ha ha.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes—that sounded exactly what Lina might say. “Somehow, I don’t think you brought me here to tease me. I thought you gods weren’t supposed to directly interfere with me while I am deciding which of you to become a herald for?”


“But Rob, you are already my herald—or at least my chosen. I brought you to Olimero. The others have left their mark on my world, but never doubt that I am its prime architect. What could possibly be wrong with a goddess speaking to one of her chosen servants?”


I snorted. “You know I had no idea what you were peddling me when I accepted your initial offer.”


“Of course not. Otherwise, you’d already be my herald.” She tilted her head to the side, regarding me solemnly. “I am also willing to admit that I didn’t know what I was getting into. Old Scratch hid a great deal inside of you. But who better than a goddess of nature to help you understand what is growing within you?”


“You make it sound like I’m passive in all of this, like the power in me grows independent from my own efforts."


It was her turn to laugh, then. "Oh, you mortals are so amusing sometimes. You still think life is a wide-open field, where every direction is open to you. When in reality, each step you take along your destiny narrows your available paths until you no longer do that which you wish, but only that which you must.”


“And is it any different for gods?” I tried to make sure the small ‘g’ was evident in how I pronounced the word.


She shrugged. “Somewhat. We at least better understand the currents of destiny. Some of us, like Korkanis, still believe that large scale changes are possible. He dreams of reforming universe after universe to fit his image. I, on the other hand, realize that I represent only a single aspect. You could be such an aspect, too.”


“So… you are offering to make me a god?”


“No one can make you a god,” she answered.


“What about Old Scratch?”


“Not even Old Scratch can raise you to divinity.” She tapped one finger on her chin. “Perhaps the Prime Impulse can, if it even knows you exist… or if it cared, but all the dark god of Earth has accomplished, is to set in motion an accelerated option for natural evolution. I know that my viewpoint is likely skewed, but I see it as no different than planting a seed. A seed still requires rain, sun, food, and to be free from pests and weeds for it to grow—no matter how fast that growth might be.”


She slowly ran her eyes up and then down my figure. “For all that destiny guides us all,” she continued, “there are choices. That is the great wonder of existence. We each do what we have to do, but yet make choices in the doing. Gods more inclined to introspection than myself have spent millennia trying to understand such things.”


Her words were making my head spin. Or maybe that was just the pain in my head from my still forming mind core being translated through to this place. “If you’ve been watching me, then you know I’m not all that much of a big thinker. I’m more of a doer—a kick ass and take names kinda guy.”


“Fair enough.” She laughed, but this time it was more that feminine laugh which some women used when they were flirting. “I’m upping my offer to you. With my direct guidance, you can not only reach A-grade but beyond it to S-grade. To reach that stage, however, you will need to become immortal.”


“I thought you said you couldn’t make me a god?”


“Just to be clear,” she held up a finger, “this is the type of immortal which can still be killed, but which will otherwise live forever—or at least as long as they wish.”


“And why would you do that? Telmorra intimated that if I reached even A-grade, that the new gods—and perhaps even the old gods—would see it as a threat.”


“Bah, the old gods are either dead or so inactive that they might as well be gone. This is the era of the new gods. And, yes, there would be some… no, make that many… who would see you as a threat. You will need a patron to protect you.”


She walked a full circle around me, trailing her fingertips across my shoulders. “Old Scratch wants your soul. Korkanis wants to use you as a weapon in his vision of multi-versal transformation, and Telmorra wants to study you—to see how to combine your path of development with her own.”


“That still doesn’t explain why you want to help me. Simply put, what do you get out of this?”


She smiled. “Why you, of course. I have come to realize why you won’t agree to be any of our heralds. You are not the type to serve. Any of us could squash you now, but the others maintain a delicate balance. Eventually, they will realize that you will never bend the knee, and then they will become like Mensor—seeking only your destruction.”


She shrugged, which did delightful things to the green skin under the few vines covering portions of her chest. “I won’t be able to hold them all at bay for long unless we can get you elevated. By my estimation you only have eleven months left maybe a little longer.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose. I wasn’t sure that I was actually here, at least not physically, but it still helped relieve the massive headache I felt throbbing behind my eyelids. This time I spoke slowly, enunciating each word. “And what do you get out of this?”


“A consort.”


I understood the meaning of the word, but didn’t think it could possibly be that this goddess—no matter how flighty and gullible she had proven to be in the past—was really offering to protect me, just for a booty call.


“You’re going to have to explain what you mean by that.”


“Simple, you can stay with your wives. I don’t mean to intrude on that. Even after you reach S-grade, something which I now firmly believe you can, that is only the beginning of immortality. It is ever a long and painful process to shed your mortal attachments. You will live forever, but even the longest lived of your wives will fade before your eyes.


“During that time, you will be my consort, but I won’t interfere with you spending the majority of your time in the mortal realm. It will likely even be good for Olimero, and you might still get some attention from Telmorra, as she seeks to learn more about you. You will simply have to stay faithful to me. Play with all the mortals that you like, but I will be your divine wife, if you will.” She frowned. “Although we don’t normally think in such terms.”


Some things still didn’t make sense, but I had to admit this was a better deal than anything that I had been offered so far. Sativa was definitely easy on the eyes, with the beauty of an elf and more, combined with the dryad part-tree or par-plant thing she had going on.


“I will need some time to think about it.”


“Of course. You can have up to a year, although you may be in severe danger if you manage to reach A-grade on your own before then. It will be astounding if you do, but having watched you, I believe you are capable of it. In some ways it will be better if you do so without my direct aid, because it will make us equals in the eyes of eternity.



“Hmm… tell you what. I will even offer you a gift
 , to show my sincerity. I can’t directly modify your soul and without breaking my agreement with the others, and I don’t think you’re ready for the kind of changes I would need to make to your body.” Her frown reappeared. “For that matter, I worry that anything I did to your body would alter your path of cultivation. What I can do, is explain to you how to use a treasure you have had for some time now, but not used.”


That piqued my curiosity. I didn’t say anything, but was certain the goddess could at least read my surface thoughts.


She smiled. “You have in your possession something called a Trait, correct?”


I nodded. “Yes, but it’s only C-grade.”


She chuckled in a way which conveyed to me that I was a child, speaking about things I didn’t understand. “Yes, C-grade for a trait—but even an F-grade Trait is useful, while a B-grade trait is a gift worthy of an immortal.”


I went to pull the Trait sphere out of my spatial bag, but then realized I didn’t have it. That confirmed it. If I was here physically, it was in a body which Sativa had manifested for me.


“You don’t need to look at it now. Simply know that you can absorb that trait into your core. It will be much like cultivating from a supply of mana. What is inside it, however, is neither mana nor soul energy. What lies withing it is simply a fragment of a universal concept.”


I protested, “but ‘Swarm’ isn’t my universal concept.”


“While deities build their immortality around a single concept, that doesn’t mean we can’t use others. If you manage to absorb the energy, it will give you a powerful new ability. How it may manifest is based upon the trait in question, but also upon your own personal path.”


I thought about her words before nodding and saying, “Thank you.”


“Of course. If you were to accept my offer now, though, I could give you soooo much more.”


Damn if she didn’t sound like my wives just then. “I still need time to think about it.”


“That is your right, but since you have made that decision, I will call upon you to perform the one task set forth by the Triune quest.”


I frowned. I should have known better than to think this was only going to be a one-way street. “What is it that you want?”


“Simple, I want you either to conquer or to destroy the settlement of deviants which you sent your orc friend to check out.”


She spoke with such finality. Part of me wanted to ask her reasoning, but I knew it already. From what we had learned, the people in the Untamed Lands denied the natural order which Sativa had put in place. I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but I let it go—for now.


I really had no choice.


If I refused the one task any of the three gods could ask me to perform for them, then I lost their protection. Even if one of them didn’t come after me, Mensor could then come after me directly—rather than being limited to attacking via monster waves. I had no illusions about being ready to fight a god, even if it seemed that I might be able to become one of them, somehow, on my own.


“Very well, but it may take time.”


“As long as you continue to make progress towards that end, it is acceptable. Now, can I have a kiss?”


“Pretty sure my wives would frown on that, but I’ll ask them about it. Maybe next time we chat.”


Sativa laughed, and then the forest faded and I woke up on my back, staring up at the stars. The moon was high in the sky. A fire burned next to me, and both Josie and Daria were sitting nearby.


I felt a rush of notifications.


Mind Core Formation: +22% (now at 50%)

 

You have reached level B5 in your cultivation.

 

Strength: +5

Agility: +5

Durability: +5

Magic: +5

Soul: +5

 

You have resisted the wiles of a goddess. Adaptation of your universal concept has slightly increased.


I felt the extra power inside, as well as a thrill, knowing that my Soul stat was going to be affected by gaining levels of cultivation. That was great news, since I had absolutely no idea how to train it, otherwise.


Daria said, “I think he’s finally awake.”


Josie said, “I know. He’s been awake for a couple of minutes, but probably decided to read his notifications before letting us know he is okay.” There was a simmering anger in her voice.


I groaned. Now was when I got a lecture. Oh well, better to ask forgiveness than permission, as the old saying went. I’d already reaped the benefits of my reckless decision. Now, I simply needed to ask for forgiveness. Well… that, and I should probably tell them that a goddess asked me for a kiss.


“Look, I’m sorry. I was just trying to…”


Josie cut me off. “Save it. We already know who we are married to. I could be mad, but I choose not to be. Now, though, I think you owe me a very long, very hard ride.”


Hmm… I guess telling them about Sativa’s offer could wait till the morning.


 

 


Chapter 26- Monster’s Run



Morning came and Denne still hadn’t returned. Melossi was understandably getting worried. He hadn’t responded to telepathic communication the previous night, but this morning he apologized, saying he was simply caught up in exploring the town. He expected to be back to our campsite by mid-day.


That worked for me since I wanted to test out the trait stone. When I pulled it out of my storage and held it in my hand, it seemed oddly alive. It was different, somehow, from what I had noticed before. Then again, I now had a Soul stat—so maybe it was me and my perceptions which had altered.


I focused on the trait stone, just as Sativa had said to do, and began trying to suck the energy inside it into me. I was astounded by how easily it flowed into my core. Unlike when I absorbed mana, there was absolutely no resistance. This energy wanted
 to be inside of me. Well, it wanted to be in a person.


That caused me a moment of doubt, as I wondered if this was some type of Trojan horse, but then the notifications started popping up.


You have absorbed the energy of a trait stone. This stone contained a sliver of Swarm. Do you wish to adopt this Trait?


I clicked ‘yes’ without hesitation, and then felt a shudder run through my body. This was astounding. My body ached, but it was somewhere deeper inside that I truly felt the change. Looking inward, what I saw was like the streaks from the soul energy I had absorbed, but instead of streaking my core, these streaks of energy were all centered down in one of my ki channels.


The energy streaks just hovered there, a couple inches above my groin. Then the streaks began to fade as they were absorbed by my groin meridian. There was a sudden burning sensation, as if I was being tattooed, but inside my body.


Congratulations! Success. You have gained the Trait, Swarm. This is a C-grade Trait.

 

Manifestation: Doppelganger variant.

 

Description: Create a duplicate of yourself, which has 100% of your current abilities—including skills, stats, ki reserve, and such.

 

Duration: One second per level of Soul stat.

 

Maximum number of doppelgangers” One per ten levels of Soul stat.

 

Cool-down: Twelve hours per number of doppelgangers activated. You will absorb all knowledge and experiences gained by the doppelgangers at the end of the specified duration, but not any of their stat or skill improvements.


I laughed. I was always saying there was too much to be done. It would have been too easy if I could make a bunch of clones and then train. I mean, not that a nine second duration was going to accomplish very much training. But at the speeds I could move, nine seconds was an eternity in combat. I could definitely see applications for this—especially once I leveled up my Soul stat.


When I told the girls about the trait I got, and how it manifested, they wanted me to try it out right away—until I told them about the cool-down. They agreed it should be saved for a time when it was needed.


Daria got a wicked grin on her face, one that told me she was thinking about kinky applications for this skill. Then she frowned and mumbled, “Need to level up that Soul stat, because as it is, this gives new meaning to the expression, ‘five pump chump’.”


Josie laughed but then got a very serious expression on her face. “All kidding aside, I can’t tell you to lie to one of your wives—but you may want to think twice before you tell Lina about this trait. I can guarantee her mind will only think of one application for it, and she will definitely become hyper-focused on trying to figure out how to increase your Soul stat. Even a single minute of little Rob filling each of her holes would drive her crazy.”


I laughed with them, before getting serious again. “There is one other thing I need to tell you about.”


Then I explained about Sativa’s version of an indecent proposal.


Both women looked pensive at that point.


Daria grumbled, “I’m faithful to Sativa, but I will admit I don’t like the idea of being pushed off to the side.”


Josie nodded. “You most definitely should not tell Lina about Sativa’s offer. She is more committed to the goddess than any of us—and I consider myself to be fairly devout.”


She paused. “I think you should accept the offer. Then again, I would have wanted you to become her herald when first she asked you to... and this is even better than that.” The foxkin closed her eyes and blew out a big breath. “But Lina will absolutely lose her mind over this. She won’t be able to stop thinking about how to convince you to add a literal goddess to your harem.”


We talked about it a bit more. I didn’t commit to keeping any secrets from Lina, but I did promise to think long and hard about it before revealing either piece of news to her. Then, we ate some breakfast, packed up camp and sat down to wait for Denne to return. I spoke with him telepathically and learned he would be here in less than half-an-hour.


When he did make it back, he told us about how lawless Monster’s Run was. The town was named for the way monsters would run through the canyons below the town, while the people above were safe. From what Denne had been able to learn, the town was openly hostile to Sativa—and by extension, to the Sheriff—or any of her representatives.


On the positive side, though, there were many guides and groups which hunted monsters. It should be possible for us to hire a guide, or perhaps even join a larger hunting expedition. The only thing was, I would need to wear a mask and hood.


Melossi set to altering one of Denne’s capes right away. Who would have thought that sewing was a tactical field skill I’d need to rely on?


By midafternoon, she had the cape modified into a mask and a hood, and we headed towards Monster’s Run. Interestingly, I had to get about half a mile away from where I had shattered the cores of those dao before Rock would respond to my summons. When he did, I got the impression that the entire business made him uneasy, but at least the communication between us was noticeably smoother.


The ride didn’t take long, even though the terrain grew rocky. I wouldn’t say it was mountainous, but it was definitely similar to the rolling hills of Wisconsin where we used to visit my dad’s sister. Fond memories of Janesville, Wisconsin, came to mind. The main difference, here, was that the ratio of rock to grass greatly favored rocks.


The town remained obscured by the rolling hills, so that we didn’t see Monster’s Run until we were almost upon it. It suddenly was just there when we topped a long ridge. It rose up from a depression to fill a large valley with a series of canyons that had wide rocky columns rising up out of them. At first glance, the wider buttes might have been natural—and maybe some of the foundations of them had been—but upon closer examination, I noted smooth spots where magic had been used to work the stone.


Outside of the city itself, there was a plateau which rose about thirty feet above the ground. Only a very steep and narrow trail led up to it. The stone formation was shaped like a mushroom, so scaling its walls brought you to the underside of the plateau, forcing whoever tried to do so to climb upside down and then up over the side.


It also had a tall wall, right at the edge of the trail. Again, the wall had been worked with magic to slant outward and was topped with spikes.


“That is where we leave the horses?” I asked, seeking confirmation of what Denne had told us to expect.


“Yeah. There isn’t room for them on the platforms, as they call them.”


I unsummoned Rock and Daria took to the air so that I could ride her horse the rest of the way. The fewer oddities about us, the better. The plan was that I was going to be presented as a deformed elf. We had thought about going with an orc with a strange skin affliction, but anyone who saw the color of my skin wouldn’t believe it. So, our story was that I was pretty much the only ugly elf in the world.


That was an exaggeration, but there couldn’t be many of them. I was definitely not built like an elf, but I wasn’t as bulky as most orcs—and at least a few elves tended to be as tall as I was. It wasn’t much of a cover story; the mask and hood would have to suffice.


I would have complained that it was far too hot to wear, but honestly, high or low temperatures hardly bothered me at all since reaching B-grade—at least not anything within normal ranges.


We were forced to ride single file up to the gate. Denne was our designated spokesman.


The guard called out, “Back already, I see, Denne.”


“Turns out this place is just what we were looking for. We need a base of operations to hunt from.”


“Ain’t none of my business, just remember it’s a silver per week to leave your horses here. The boys’ll feed ’em and such. Less than a week, and it’s still a full silver.”


Denne nodded and pulled out four shiny coins to pay the man. I’d have to pay him back, but it wasn’t a significant expense.


“Know of any inns we can stay at?”


“I thought you said there were five in your party,” the guard came back with, rather than answer his question.


Denne pointed upwards to where Daria was circling around.


“Ah, a hawkkin. Well, he’ll have to land and come in on foot, like everyone else. Later, he can fly from platform to platform, but I’m sure you know that most orcs don’t care for the birdies. They don’t usually come here unless they are a force from the aerie.”


Denne nodded. “Understood. Just don’t call her a him, or she’ll skewer you on her spear.”


The wolfkin guard laughed at that.


Denne filed past the guard, who waited as Melossi came up. The guard said, “This must be the wife you told me about. The one your father didn’t want you to marry.”


“Yeah, I’m not a man to be bound by what others expect of me.”


“Amen, that’s the untamed way. How about these others? Looks like you got yourself a fair number of biddies.”


“Nah, don’t be saddling me with that one. Her and the hawkkin are with my man, Jasper.” Denne shook his head. “How someone as ugly as him snared two beauties like them is beyond me, but he’s good in a fight—and ultimately, that’s their business.”


“It’s because he’s got a huge cock,” Josie blurted out, defiantly.


The guard laughed even harder after that and watched as we all entered the stockade. Daria came last, landing and walking in behind me. We made sure the horses were tended to before heading for a single rope bridge that extended to another tall plateau.


Once again, there were two guards stationed at the bridge. None of them wore any official type of insignia, but from what Denne had said, they worked for whoever ran this stable. Monster’s Run didn’t have an official town guard or such. They only really had one law: might makes right. They refused to call it the Law of Strength. A hostility towards all things Sativa was about all they could agree on—well, that, and a general disdain for ‘civilized’ society.



It didn’t take us long to see that Denne’s description of the place as lawless was dead on. There were shops, but each had their own guards. Leather workers, armorers, weaponsmiths, general blacksmiths, tanners, brewers, a healer, an alchemist, and many others. They had definitely gathered together an eclectic assembly of people.


I saw all the races I was aware of, and more. This was when I learned about the rare beastkin races and dark elves. The latter were built just like their light skinned cousins and shared the same otherworldly beauty. Josie had warned me that they tended to be assassins and such, who worshiped Mensor the god of monsters.


As for the rare beastkin, I saw a molekin, a tigerkin, a rhinokin, and a few others. Apparently, they were very rare deviations—so rare, that there were usually only a few dozen of each on Olimero at any given time. We decided to find lodging for the night. I needed to get a better feel for the place.


A couple of small scuffles had already broken out since we’d arrived, but there had to be more to this place than anarchy. No place this big could thrive in absolute chaos. It soon became clear who was thought of as strong. A squad of orcs in matching armor were given a wide berth in the streets, as was a pair of rhinokin who towered above even my height, with dimensions that dwarfed a cowkin.


The world had gotten bigger, right before my eyes. Still, I found myself instinctively sizing up everyone as a potential opponent. Surprisingly, none of them gave me pause.


Then, as so many good stories—and just as many bad jokes—began, we walked into a bar.



 


Chapter 27- Outsiders



When we walked in, the bar got quiet. Newcomers had arrived. Some of them might have seen Denne the night before, but a single orc warrior was a different thing from a group of five. The mix of races shouldn’t have been an issue, though, judging from the other patrons.


The place was dimly lit, with a large bar upfront, and a number of tables scattered around. Some sat in the shadows around the wall. A fireplace sat empty on one side of the room. The night air was cool, but apparently not warm enough for the proprietor to waste wood on a fire.


The tables and floor both showed signs of heavy wear and tear. There were dark stains which I took for blood, as well as gouges and cut marks which had clearly come from bladed weapons. We were forced to take a table near the middle of the common room.


The location was far from ideal, but I simply spun my core up and expanded my awareness. Being surprised wasn’t what I was worried about. It was more about drawing attention. The waitress who came to our table was, predictably, a bunnygirl. She had some mileage on her, but probably had been quite fetching in her youth. Life was likely hard out here, but she hadn’t lost the twinkle in her eye.


“What can I get for you?” she asked.


Denne spoke up again, per our discussion, “A round of ale for me and my friends, but my wife likes a good white. Do you have any wines?”


The waitress cackled and then called out. “Boys, he wants to know if we have any wines. Preferably a white wine.”


The brought back a boisterous set of cackles, with a few even pointing at Melossi and making some rude suggestions about what they had which she might like to put in her mouth more than a wine.


I shook my head. Denne should have known better. I got it, he was just trying to take care of his wife, but he should have known that they wouldn’t have wine here. A part of me wanted to smack him upside the head. Judging from the way that he was bristling at the comments, he likely realized his mistake, but now was too pissed at the men who spoke so rudely to Melossi to acknowledge it.


One in particular, a tigerkin, stood up. “Does the little bitch need something to drink? She can slurp down my load, straight from the tap, if she wants.”


Looking around the room, I instantly realized another reason this town felt so off. There were at least three men for every woman. That was so far from the normal ratio in Olimero, that it was probably a big source of tension. It even occurred to me that One Direction might have been selling some of the girls they took from Yonderton to places like this.


That thought pissed me off, which is never a good state of mind to be in, especially in this type of situation. I had been called in more than once to break up a bar fight and, for the most part, it was just decent people being stupid because they drank too much. Here, though, the crowd was rough to begin with. These were mean who killed for a living, and I expected that many of them had killed other men over a pretty woman before.


With three women in our party, we had made ourselves a target. Denne had many strengths, but I marked scout off of my list of future tasks to assign him. Even worse, I could tell that it pissed Josie off that this place was so actively against Sativa, who she revered. A small ball of fire appeared in her hands.


The tigerkin who had stood up and came to stand right next to Melossi hadn’t noticed that little fact yet, but others in the bar had. My enhanced hearing picked up the word, ‘mage’ whispered around the room more than once. Denne stood up between his wife and the tigerkin. “Step back. This is your one and only warning.”


Behind the tigerkin, the wolfkin, cowkin, and orc who were at his table had all shifted our way. The wolfkin had a crossbow aimed at Denne, while the others had placed their hands on their weapons.


“If you knew the world of shit you were about to be in, you’d bend her over and yank down her pants for me.” The tigerkin gave my friend a cruel grin. “It’s an honor to have your woman taken by Jake.”


The orc who was at the table he came from hooted at this bold statement, while the cowkin clapped his hands.


Then I felt the mana in the room all swirl and twist in weird ways, while it got pulled towards the bar. Standing there was an elf. One of his eyes was covered by a patch and his hair had started to lose its luster speaking of his advanced age. But in front of him all the mana in the room swirled in a multi-colored ball.


“Jake, I’ve told you before. If your cock is so small that you have to go around threatening to rape another man’s woman, then you ain’t welcome in here. Everybody just sit back down, unless someone wants to try me again.”


The tiger looked over at the barkeep, no, I think he was probably the owner since the barkeep stood next to the elf with a crossbow in his hands.


“Aw, Talwin, we was just having some fun with the newbies. They came in here asking for wine. Surely that means they don’t belong in here.”


“If you weren’t a regular, I’d have already given you a taste of my mana cannon,” the elf growled. “So shut up. Sit down. Enjoy your drink.”


There might not be any law here, but the proprietor clearly didn’t want his place to get torn up. Part of me sighed in relief, while part of me was disappointed. I shouldn’t have been excited about the chance to fight people. Monsters were one thing, but killing people should never invite such a rush; and I didn’t think for one moment, that a fight in this place would have ended without casualties.


I thought everything was going to settle down, but I still felt the eyes of most of the room on us. Many of them seemed to leak a desire to see us hurt. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but if I focused, I could read the intent of everyone in the room and most of them seemed to want to hurt us.


Talwin the elf then turned to us. “As for you all, you aren’t welcome. Git out.”


Denne turned towards him. The ball of swirling mana was still floating in front of Talwin. “What for? We haven’t done anything. We just wanted to get a drink.”


“Because I said so. This is my bar, and I decide who gets to drink here. Your being here is causing problems. I expect that some of these boys are gonna want to take a run at you, and I’d prefer that happened outside rather than busting up my place.”


I was about to stand up and had already told everyone telepathically that it would be better for us just to head out. But then a high-pitched voice said, “Tal, they’re my guests, here at my invitation. I told them Shala makes the best scorpion stew.”


My eyes went to the corner and found a diminutive woman standing there. She had furry ears and a long plush tail, but she couldn’t possibly have been taller than five foot—if she was standing on her tiptoes. The oddest thing, was that the coloring of her tail was black with a wide white stripe, resembling nothing more than a skunk. Across her chest, she wore a belt of throwing knives.


“These’uns are with you Rose?”


She took a couple of steps forward, then bounced and did a flip to land on the bar. A round of applause broke out. I’m sure it didn’t hurt that she was on the cute side.


“That’s what I said, Tal. I hired them to go phoenix hunting with me. I found a new nest, and most of this lot are too scared.”


Our telepathic network was abuzz, because none of us knew what she was doing. She clearly saw some advantage to helping us out, but as far as I was concerned, if it got us out of the bar without a fight, I was going to go with it.


I stood up and said through my mask, “That’s right. We are here to hunt any rare beast we can find. Rose was kind enough to hire us and offered to show us the lay of the land.”


There was a moment of tension, and I wasn’t sure if Talwin wasn’t going to buy it. I subtly lifted the hand with my mana draining glove and prepared to try and fight him for control of the mana he had gathered into that mysterious swirling ball. I still wasn’t sure exactly what his mana type was, but it seemed he could turn all the ambient mana into the room into a weapon.


Finally, though, he nodded. “Fine, but you’re responsible for them Ms. Lafleur, and don’t think you can sweet talk your way out of any trouble they cause.”


She nodded and then did a one-handed roundoff, flipping backwards off the bar and sticking the landing. From there, she sauntered over to our table. As she walked past one of the other tables, she slapped the hand of a guy who reached out to stroke her tail.


She giggled as she did it and then looked back over her shoulder, “Look but don’t touch, darlin’.”


She pulled an empty chair and spun it around to put the back up against our table and then straddle the chair, spreading her legs wide as she leaned into the back of the chair—which resulted in her breasts landing right on the top of it. The motion pushed her cleavage up and on display.


I’ll give her this. She was awful flamboyant, but she knew how to make an entrance.


Josie started to demand to know what she was doing, but Rose raised a finger to her lips. Then, she pulled out a small stone from a pouch around her waist. I wasn’t entirely sure, but it looked like she might have a spatial pouch.


That put me on edge. They were rare here, and typically belonged to the very rich. Or the very powerful.


She set the crystal in the middle of the table. I felt a pulse of mana wash over me. It was something new. If I’d had to put a name to it, I would have called it Silence Mana, or maybe Sound Mana, but the former seemed more correct.


“Okay, now we can speak safely. No one who is more than six feet from this crystal will be able to hear anything we say.” Then she looked at me and said, “It’s good for secret meetings or for a secret rendezvous, when you find out she’s a screamer.”


Rose licked her lips and gave me a wink, and I felt the air temperature grow several degrees warmer in an instant as Josie started to boil over. Interestingly enough, the air flow also accelerated—indicating that my winged air mage had also been upset by the skunkgirl’s flirting.


I spoke telepathically to the team. “Calm down. Stay alert, but let me handle this.”



None of them replied, but I got a general sense of mental assent from them—even if it felt rather begrudging from Josie.


“What was that all about?” I asked her.


“They don’t like outsiders here much, and you are most definitely not from around here,” she replied, and shrugged. “And there aren’t enough women here, compared to the more civilized part of the world, and you just had to bring in three gorgeous beauties. Add that all up, and it’s enough to get some of them riled. Jake may be an asshat, but he is a skilled hunter and brings plenty of business to Monster’s Run in general and this tavern specifically.”


“So, they were really going to kick us out?” I asked. The answer was obvious, but I was still trying to get a read on the newcomer.


“Of course.” She snorted. “I’d call you cute, but I’ve never seen what a human looks like—and still can’t with that mask on.”


Melossi gasped and I saw Josie’s hand go to her blade.


“Simmer down there, hot stuff. I’m not stupid enough to fight you with blades, and my mana would be a poor match for a fight with you and even worse for everyone around us.”


“It seems you have us at a disadvantage,” I said, before things cold spiral out of control any further.


“Hardly, you know my name. I’m Rose Lafleur, lover, broker, and hunter in that order.”


Josie snapped, “You mean you are a slut who spreads her legs to manipulate desperate men out here in the ass end of nowhere.”

 

“No, no… and yes. You can’t actually manipulate men, dearie, if you are a slut. I’m not against a tumble if I come across the right man, but what I do is give them a whiff—so to speak—and let their minds fill in the rest. A girl has to make a living, after all, and not all of us are lucky enough to be born a beautiful foxkin.”


“You divergents are always blaming your lot in life on Sativa,” Melossi said.


She shrugged. “Maybe, but if I really hated Sativa that much, then why wouldn’t I just expose you to them? If you thought they were agitated before, then you can guess what they would do if they found out the Sheriff of Yonderton was here.”


Leaning forward, I spoke very calmly, “You mean what they would try to do. But I’m tired of your games, Rose. Speak plainly. You clearly want something from us, so what is it?”


“Oh? Someone has an inflated sense of their power. I heard that about you. Heard you were on your path to becoming a perfect monster.”


Rose seemed distracted for a second before she continued, “Anyway, I really did find a phoenix nest. It is just bigger than any that I’ve ever found. I was coming to town to hire some hunters, but since you happened to be here, this is a golden opportunity for me.”


“How so?”


“Monster’s Run may not play be any rules, other than might makes right, but that doesn’t mean that some of the mighty don’t try to tax everything. Those who are in charge would try to take 50% of my haul, and then I’d have to split the rest with my hunters. It’s just the price of doing business here.


“But, if I use an outside group, then we can make the haul and leave without coming back to Monster’s Run. It isn’t like you are going to want to stick around here. That mask will only protect your identity for so long.”


I didn’t want to cue Rose in regarding my ability to speak with the others without her hearing and speaking telepathically caused most people to have little tells. It was my decision, anyway, so I went with my gut. There was more at play here, but I had to do something about this town if I was going to complete Sativa’s request.


“Okay, we’re in. We just need to agree on terms.”


She clapped her hands together like an overly excited child. I couldn’t tell if it was entirely an act, or if she was just that type of person. Either way, we settled down to negotiate. The only problem was that it felt like we were being watched.


Sure, the patrons in the bar were watching us, but there was something more. More than once, I caught the flicker of a shadow out of the corner of my eye. Whenever I looked directly at them, though, I didn’t see a thing.


The thing was, that most of the time, the shadows I stared at were in places where one shouldn’t have been—and didn’t seem to be connected to any objects.


 


Chapter 28- Sativa’s Proposition



Eventually, I turned over the final negotiations to Josie and Daria. I wished that Rava was here, but she wasn’t—and wishing wouldn’t change that. It wasn’t that I couldn’t negotiate, or even that I didn’t want to negotiate, but rather that letting them take the lead allowed me to observe my surroundings.


The bubble around us only prevented sound one way, and I extended my senses outward. I still couldn’t figure out who was controlling the shadows. Part of me kept expecting Nimeera to walk out of one of them, but it would be a mistake to presume that she was the only one capable of manipulating shadows.


I couldn’t afford to make a mistake, just because I had a soft spot—or as Lina might say, a hard spot—for the catgirl. Truthfully, I still believed that she could be an ally. Now, I just had to figure out how that would work.


When all was said and done, we agreed to a 60/40 spli—in our favor—of any alchemical components and a 50/50 split of the proceeds from the sale of anything which wasn’t on Rava’s list. Given that we didn’t know where the nest was and that I really wanted to try and make something of this, I had no issue agreeing to the terms.


It helped that Rose agreed to fight with us, although we would have to test her out some. She seemed to think that the six of us should be enough, but kept stressing that this was the largest nest of phoenixes she had ever heard of and would be quite dangerous.


She helped us get out of the bar without causing any more fights, then set us up with rooms in another inn. I might not have to sleep, but the others all needed their rest. We took two rooms and, shortly after my two wives fell asleep, I got up.


I know they wouldn’t approve of my plan, but I needed to keep pushing myself. Right now, improving my cultivation was the best way to do that. So, I sat cross-legged on the floor in the corner of the room and tried to calm my mind. Reaching this first stage of relaxed meditation was becoming easier for me.


My breathing was slow and even. Although, truthfully, I should probably learn how to stop breathing entirely. I was only doing it as a reflexive action. A part of me laughed at the idea of how everyone might take it, if I stopped breathing. Would they think I was a zombie or something? Oh well, for now at least, I would just keep breathing.


The main thing I wanted to do, was to push another point of the ultra-refined Aura Mana into my slowly forming mind core. It still wasn’t solid enough for me to spin it or anything, but it clearly was more… well, just more. I could sense its constant presence in my head.


I was going to limit myself to a single point of the Aura Mana. I had been cautioned about pushing too far, too fast, but my gut told me that this was going to be a necessary stage of growth. If this worked out and I didn’t lose consciousness, then I was going to focus on trying to understand the universal concept of indomitable.


The trick was that, at least with forming my mind core, I had some sense of what I was doing. But trying to understand a philosophical point and see how it fit my personality? That was well above my paygrade—or at least outside of my comfort zone. Doing, not thinking, was my forte.


When the Aura Mana hit my mind core, I felt the same stabbing pain I had come to expect. Some things you can brace for, while others you just have to go with. The pain of a railroad spike being driven through your temple was certainly in the second category; tensing up to resist the pain only made it worse.


Accepting the pain seemed to make it almost tolerable. I wasn’t screaming in agony—at least I don’t think I was. I felt the Aura Mana go to work on shaping the new core, but that was about all I could sense. I simply had to let it happen.


Pain was a part of life. It was always going to exist, and I would never be entirely free of it. I simply had to weather it. My wives would undoubtedly be irate with me for deliberately hurting myself like this, but I couldn’t let it stop me from doing what I knew I needed to be done.


I would flex with the pain. I certainly didn’t want any more of it than necessary, but I wouldn’t break because of it. Pushing myself was simply who I was, and pain was part of that equation.


Pain told me that I was alive. It gave sweet meaning to all the other moments of my life. Compared to neuron-frazzling pain like this, the simple pleasure of drawing a peaceful breath felt almost blissfully orgasmic. Still, I would stay the course.


As I felt this acceptance settle into me, a tremendous weight spread through me, settling in my gut just above my groin.



Soul: +1



A notification about a stat increase? Hmm… I hadn’t expected one, and I honestly couldn’t focus on it. Going with the pain may have allowed me to ride it out, but it didn’t leave any spare room in my mind to process anything else.


I felt something click inside of me. It wasn’t like an epiphany or enlightenment, but more like discovering I had a muscle I hadn’t been using. Indomitable was more than just ‘in your face’ resistance. Indomitable required that I be myself, despite all the world around me.


I would survive. I might not always win. I might not always be able to spit in my foe’s eye. But I would never give up. In this case, that meant learning to accept pain.


I certainly had enough practice doing so. Pushing myself to the edge—and beyond—always hurt. Yet, I didn’t stop doing so. Now, I surfed atop waves of unbearable pain and remained unbroken. My consciousness remained firm. What else was there to do? Except, this was about more than survival.


This was waking up to my true self. Perhaps syncing with a universal concept was less about changing myself and more about understanding myself. I wanted to laugh, but the pain was too great. I really wasn’t cut out for this kind of thing, but apparently, like more than one of my girlfriends had said, I just needed to get in touch with my feelings.


My consciousness flickered for a moment, but I could have sworn I felt something reach out and touch me. Time passed and the pain slowly receded. There were more notifications waiting for me, which I reviewed without opening my eyes.


Incremental progress has been made towards INDOMITABLE.


Mind Core Formation: +11% (Currently at 61%)


You have reached cultivation grade B-4 (+5 to all stats).


I hadn’t expected that.


So far, each point of Aura Mana I added to my mind core had improved my cultivation by one step. This time, I only burned one of them, but I also had made progress in understanding what INDOMITABLE meant, at least for me: it could be in your face resistance, but it could also be a type of survival which bent but never broke.


Either way, I’d take it.


Telmorra hadn’t been kidding. The progress from B-grade to A-grade was significant. If this kept up, I’d gain at least twenty more point to each stat—and that was without any training. Given the boost my current body had over when I had been C-grade, I was getting more than a little excited to see what A-grade might mean. The path too godhood had been dangled in front of me, but I needed to focus on what was directly in front of me.


Opening my eyes, I found that the pain had completely faded. Sitting in my lap was a small piece of parchment. It was neatly folded, and I almost immediately detected the scent of perfume on it. I shook my head. That most definitely hadn’t been there before.


A cold chill went down my spine. If a certain someone could set that note there while I was meditating, then what else might they have been able to do? Meditating, without having one of us alert and awake on watch, had been stupid.


I was going to have to ask Josie to assign me guards the next time I did this. I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation, but she would simply have to accept that the risks I took were necessary. If I could hand over the running of most of my life to my wives, they would need to bend a little, too.


I spun my core faster and sent out my senses. First, I made a broad sweep, but couldn’t find the likely culprit. I couldn’t extend my sense of touch beyond the room because the walls stopped that. But neither my nose nor my ears gave me any indication that the person who placed this note was still around.


I already knew who had done it. The scent of the perfume was a familiar one. It had been on Nimeera when I fought her, before the first monster wave hit Yonderton. Next, I focused my senses on the note. I almost half-way trusted Nimeera, but I would be a fool not to verify things.


I checked for any extra substances on the parchment before actually touching it with my hand. The smell the perfume rose again as I dove in deeper with my fine-tuned perception. I detected the reeds it was made from, as well as the chemicals used in its preparation. There was also the metallic tang of the ink. What I didn’t discover was any sense of lingering mana on it, or any sign of poisons.


With that accomplished, I picked it up. The sun was going to come up soon, and we were supposed to leave at first light.



Beware the followers of Mensor





      

 
      
 -N



 


Chapter 29- Sharing



My first instinct had been to hide the note from Josie when she rolled out of bed a short time later, but I had made commitments to my girls. And one doesn’t keep things from the woman—or women—that he loves. Not if he wants healthy relationships.


I let her dress in peace and quiet before telling her about it. She deserved a gradual start to her day, and it absolutely didn’t have anything to do with me admiring the view. But once she was dressed, she studied me with that piercing gaze of hers.


She scrutinized me, head tilted to the side, trying to figure out what she had missed. “Okay,” she finally said, “what’s the matter?”


“Does anything have to be the matter for me to enjoy watching you get dressed?”


She chuckled. “Oh, no. We aren’t getting sidetracked, because that will end up with us back in bed.”


I smiled back. “That wouldn’t be the worst thing, but there is something I need to tell you. Actually, there are a couple of things.”


When I didn’t continue, she finally prompted, “And…?”


“Sorry, was just contemplating if it would do me any good to get you to promise not to get angry before telling you.”


The sudden very serious look on her face confirmed my suspicion that it wouldn’t have helped.


“Okay,” I began, “after you and Daria fell asleep, I sat down to meditate. You already know that I don’t have to sleep, and simply meditating eases my mind. But I also used another point of the Aura Mana I’m holding to improve my mind core.”


Daria rolled over at some point in the conversation and snapped, “You did what? You promised Josie that you wouldn’t take any more foolish chances.”


I coughed. “Not sure that is exactly what I said, but this was more necessary than foolish. Well… working on my mind core is necessary. I need to complete it, to be able to advance. Though,,,” I paused, rubbing the back of my neck. “I will admit that trying it without guards to keep watch was foolish. I just didn’t want to impose on either of you…”


My wives’ lips thinned and their brows came down.


“No. That isn’t entirely true…. Well, it is true, but that wasn’t the reason I didn’t wake you. I just figured it would be easier to ask forgiveness than permission, so to speak.”


Steam was practically coming out of Josie’s ears, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to, though. Daria spoke for both of them.


“When are you going to learn that we love you, Rob? We are your wives. We are yours. Everything we do is to for you and the family we are forming together.” She rubbed her temples. “We don’t want to hold you back. Did you at least make some improvements?”


That gave me a minute to tell them about increasing my core formation and the stat gains. They each rolled their eyes in mock disgust. I knew it had to be difficult, not to envy how quickly I gained stats sometimes, yet they seemed genuinely happy about it.


Josie finally spoke up, “I don’t see any reason to be upset about this. I wish you would have told us ahead of time, but it sounds like you have realized it isn’t a good idea to try to improve your core without someone keeping watch. All I want it to keep you safe, my love.”


I smiled back at her. “There is something else, though. I didn’t lose consciousness…”


Daria snickered, “For once.”


Rolling my eyes, I continued. “But I was so out of it, that when I woke up, I found a note had been placed in my lap and I hadn’t realized it until after it happened.”


The silence which settled in the room made it clear they both thought the same thing I did. If someone could leave a note in my lap, then what else could they have done?


Josie’s face got red this time and even Daria started fidgeting. Dammit, I had hoped the angry part was over. I guess I couldn’t get that lucky.


Then Josie blurted out, “I’m so sorry, my love. I failed you. If you want to relieve me of my duties as Mistress of the Wall, I would understand, just don’t…” Her voice trailed off.


It dawned on me, then, how selfish I had been. Here I was, worried about how they would react, and not once had I considered how it might affect them. Of course Josie was upset. She took protecting me very
 seriously, and if someone could sneak into our room, that could only mean that she had failed.


“No, this is on me as much as you. I was the one who was awake after all. As for replacing you, that simply isn’t going to happen. You have my absolute trust and confidence and that isn’t something I take lightly.”


She nodded. “I had to make the offer. I almost pleaded with you not to cast me out from your family. Many a man would do that—if they felt a wife had failed them… especially a childless wife.”


I started to open my mouth to say that I would never do something like that, but she pressed her finger to my lips.


“Shh… I said, I almost pleaded with you. I stopped, because I know you aren’t that kind of man. I reached out to you through the soul bond and felt nothing but love for me.” She ducked her head. “I do that sometimes. Seeking reassurance of what I know is there. You are so different than what I was raised to expect.”


Daria was nodding in agreement as she said, “Sometimes I have to pinch myself, just to be sure this isn’t a fever dream.”


“Trust me, I’m the lucky one,” I said. Then, I showed them the note.


They agreed with me that ‘N’ was almost certainly Nimeera, though none of us knew what she meant by ‘followers of Mensor’. Neither had never heard of a cult or church who worshipped the god of monsters, but perhaps that made sense. Certainly, if such a thing existed, it would be out here in the untamed lands.


Denne knocked on the door, but I told him we needed a few more minutes. I would have to fill them in later about this. But, for now, I wanted to at least let my wives know about everything. I told them again about what both Telmorra and Sativa had said to me.


We briefly discussed Nimeera. Josie was still pretty hostile, but she at least agreed to try to keep an open mind. We still needed to discuss a bit more about what the gods had hinted at regarding S-grade, but since I hadn’t even reached A-grade yet, I figured we could wait. It had been enough of a shock for them to hear that Sativa offered to make me her consort. Because the others were waiting, we didn’t have long to talk—and none of us had any new ideas about how we might act differently.


It wasn’t long before we all went down and grabbed a quick breakfast. It was important to take a freshly cooked meal when you could get one. Rose either hadn’t been sure how long it might take or was unwilling to tell us—but either way, she didn’t give us an exact number of days it would take to reach the phoenix nest.


That aside, she was annoyingly chipper this morning. I may not have needed to sleep, but I still didn’t like mornings any more than the others did. There was just something wrong about a person who was this happy, this early in the morning.


Half an hour later, we were riding out of the town. Getting our horses from the first platform meant we had to ride around the town, but after a few hours of riding, it was only an elevated spot in our sight.


The terrain was rough here, but not completely sparse. Plenty of plants and vegetation grew around here; it was just different from what I had seen in the rest of Olimero. A few times, Rose pointed out a number of plants, which she said would be best to avoid. It seems they were carnivorous. Not even Denne had seen anything like them in his travels.


For now, we took Rose at her word for what she told us. It turned out that she loved to talk, which was a good thing—we all wanted to learn more about our partner in this venture. Going into battle with a complete unknown was not something I wanted to experience. That was partly why we decided to let her see Rock.


After that, she rode her horse right up next to me on Rock and blurted out, “I suppose you want me to show you mine?”


I knew she was trying to flirt, but I didn’t let it annoy me. “If you mean that we’d like you to show us your mana, then yes. We aren’t going to go into a fight without knowing what you can do. Besides, you already seem to know quite a bit about us.”


“Yeah, a girls got to check out the competition, you know? Josie is a fire mage and, from what I’ve heard, one of the most badass blade masters this side of Westerton. Assuming Daria is the daughter of the former aerie head, then she is a wind mage and reportedly quite the hunter.”


I nodded. “You are proving my point. I don’t suppose you are willing to divulge the source of your information?”


She giggled coyly. It was a bit annoying. “A girls got to have her secrets.” She had a million ‘a girls got to’ expressions. She spouted them out often enough, that it was starting to sound akin to how the proverbial valley girls used the word ‘like.’



“And what about the rest of us? Do you know anything about what type of mages we all are?”


She giggled at that. “Denne is the son of a famous blacksmith, according to what I heard. My source didn’t tell me what type of mana he uses, only that he has some magic to add to his considerable skill with a warhammer. His wife is an ice mage. As for you…” She smirked. “Everyone knows that humans can’t use magic—at least everyone who is anyone.”


“And are you someone?”


“Little ole me? Nah. I’m nobody. I’m just a reject who didn’t get born with an acceptable race. I mean, I’m pretty enough, I suppose, but you can imagine the rumors that go around about a skunkkin.” She frowned. “Let’s just say the other kids were not kind when I was growing up in Westerton.”


“I can imagine.”


“I doubt it. Life must have been cushy for the chosen of Sativa. Out here, I have to fight to get by—and it wasn’t any better when I was a kid. The type of mana that our loving goddess gifted me with didn’t help, either.”


I arched an eyebrow, but she was already continuing.


“Gas Mana. Yeah, go on… laugh. Get it out of your system.”


“At least I know now why you said your mana and Josie’s wouldn’t mix well. What can you do with it?”


“Not going to laugh?” She stared at me intently, as though trying to peer into my thoughts.


“Why would I laugh? You didn’t choose it and, for all I know, it could be incredibly powerful. I know that the people of my world have made some of our most deadly weapons from different types of gas.”


For just a second, a strange expression flickered across her face. Maybe it was relief, or maybe it was regret. I couldn’t say for sure.


“I can make a wide variety of gases: anything from gasses that will knock out an opponent or monster we are hunting, to flammable gases, to ones that simply smell bad, and many things in between. With enough practice, I can make a gas which can produce many different effects. The biggest problem is…” she grimaced, “that I struggle with the distribution. I’m better at making a gas than controlling where it goes.”


My enhanced hearing helped me to notice that her heart rate had been gradually increasing throughout this entire conversation. Either she was lying about something, or this was a deeply emotional subject to her.


Then it dawned on me. “Oh, I get it, now. You wanted to work with our group, because of Daria. Her control of the wind, in conjunction with your gases, would be perfect for some types of monster hunting.”


She nodded. “It seems you are more than just a pretty face.”


 


Chapter 30- A Rose By Any Other Name



Josie nudged her horse a bit closer to us. “No, he’s much more than a pretty face, but it’s our
 pretty face, and we don’t take kindly to strays sniffing around him.”



“Jo-Jo, you know I’m all yours, but it doesn’t hurt to learn about the person we are working with.”
 I opted to speak telepathically to her this time. Undermining my wife in public wasn’t something I was going to do, even if she was being overly jealous.



“Fine.”
 She infused as much disdain into a single word as possible. I knew it was all directed at Rose, but I also couldn’t allow my fiery foxkin’s jealousy to interfere with the mission.


“Tell us more about the nest,” I said out loud.


Rose perked up as she replied, “Oh, phoenix are sorta of the kings and queens of the untamed lands. Other than a very rare aberration, sand dragons and maybe vapor specters are the only creatures more dangerous than the fiery birds. They are incredibly agile, can fly, have razor sharp talons and beaks, and of course burn with magical fire which can sear flesh from bone in an instant.


“Contrary to much of the mythology about them, they are neither kind nor gentle, but highly territorial creatures which will kill enemies on sight. But they are also dominating enough to get lesser monsters to fight for them. We should expect to run into some giant scorpions and basilisks inside their nest.”


“And here I was expecting their nest to be a bunch of birds sitting around on eggs,” I quipped. No one thought I was funny, so I let it go.


“Their nest will be underground, but will have at least two entrances,” the skunkkin continued. “They can use their fire to melt through rock, but in this instance, I believe they have taken over a large nest which used to belong to giant scorpions. The survivors serve the phoenix,” Rose said.


“How intelligent are they, if they are conquering other monsters?”


“Quite intelligent, but not like people. More clever or crafty, than smart. They have a mesmerizing flame which they use to control lesser monsters.” Rose smirked at Josie’s sudden frown. “Don’t worry, it won’t affect people.”


“Since their nest is underground, can we just fill it with a flammable gas and then ignite it? Yes, I know or assume that the phoenix are immune to fire, but there is still the kinetic force of an underground explosion that would likely kill any of the other monsters.”


Rose quickly said, “Not if we want to get any usable alchemy ingredients from them. Plus, the nest may be too large for that. What I am going to do, is create a sleeping gas and have Daria push it into the nest. It will most likely become diluted because of the size of the caves where they have their nests, but will hopefully make the monsters sluggish and easy prey.


“Basilisk eyes, scales, tongues, and claws are valuable, as are the chitinous armor, stingers, and poison glands of giant scorpions. We don’t want to destroy any of them. As much as possible, try to keep from smashing or slicing through the scorpion’s shell. You can cut off their tails and claws, but try to kill them with head shots.”


“That won’t work for the basilisks,” Melossi chipped in. “Even I know that much.”


“Yes,” Rose nodded her way. “For the basilisks, the opposite applies. Don’t hit their heads, if at all possible, since that is where the most valuable parts are. Better if you can pierce their hearts.”


Denne spoke up. “What about the phoenix? Specifically, how are we supposed to kill them and, more importantly, how are we supposed to survive their flames?”


As he asked this, Rose brought her mount to a halt. In the distance, maybe half a mile away or so, we could see a mound that rose up. Smoked vented out of it like it was a miniature volcano. I had the sinking feeling that this was what we were hunting.


Rose said, “We are close enough. I have diagrams of each of the monsters, so I can show you the vulnerable spots. As for the heat, do any of you have a natural immunity?”


Josie, of course, indicated that she could resist a fair amount of heat and I admitted that I had some heat resistance, but not as much as my deputy. Melossi said that as long as she had mana, she could create cold around herself and others, but that she would likely run out quickly. Neither Daria nor Denne had any type of defense against the phoenix’s flames.


“I have two dozen potions of fire resistance. They only last about half an hour each, so we will have to hurry. If you can keep from using one, then that would be best.” She paused, frowning. “In fact, it might be best if Daria and Denne waited outside.”


Denne growled, “I’m not letting my wife go in there without me.”


Rose shrugged. “We’ll take care of her for you. Besides, her Ice Mana should be very useful for weakening the phoenix without destroying their feathers. That brings me to how you kill a phoenix. This is the trickiest part. Their feathers, heart, blood, and livers are all valuable. Head shots are the best, but you can’t just kill them once.” Rose went on to explain that a phoenix would keep being reborn until it ran out of mana.


It would be a battle of attrition. When I asked how many times she thought we would have to kill a phoenix to drain its mana, she shrugged. “Not more than three times, I wouldn’t think, but I’ve never hunted them inside their nest. This is the motherload, but it will be dangerous.”


She let her words linger for a minute before looking at me directly. “If you want to back out, now is the last chance to do so. But if you want to prove you are the hunter, then you need to be willing to take the fight to your prey.”


Her wording was a bit odd, which made my skin tingle. Something more than a big score was at play here. “Okay, give us a minute to talk this over.” Then I guided the rest of my team away from her.



“Speak telepathically, just in case she had really good hearing,”
 Daria sent.


At that point, we discussed whether or not this was worth going forward with. Rose couldn’t tell us how many phoenixes we were likely to encounter, but thought it could be six or more. Nor did she didn’t know much at all about what to expect inside of the nest, but I had the feeling that there was something important going on here. I just didn’t want my need to challenge myself dig a grave for my wives and my friends.


“Look, I think I need to do this. Rava wants the ingredients, and my monster wave quest says that I need to hunt down these boss monsters, rather than waiting for them to come to me. As bad as the phoenix may be, I don’t much like the idea of a wing of flaming birds flying over Yonderton and burning down everything we are working so hard to create.”


Josie nodded. “I’m always with you.”




“And I’m counting on you,”
 I replied with a smile, “but the two of us are far better suited to this fight than the others.”



Denne clapped me on the back, “An orc warrior doesn’t abandon his friends just because the fighting gets rough.”



Daria snorted and said, “Just try and keep me from following you.”



Surprisingly, Melossi was the one who was the most pragmatic about it, “It doesn’t matter if I think this is dangerous. We have a duty to do. I became a deputy because of my husband, but I respect you Rob and what you are building. But I also swore the oath. I will protect you and if you are going in there, then so am I.”



“Thank you all. Sometimes it can be hard to order people into dangerous situations, but I truly think this is the best choice for Yonderton.”


We discussed Nimeera’s note and my suspicions about Rose. I also let them know that I was fairly certain that Nimeera was following us. Knowing about potential threats and dangers could only help us, but now we had to tackle the problem.


We secured the horses, and I left Rock to protect them. The wandering monsters I had sensed all avoided our party—but the same might not be said about five relatively defenseless horses. Then we began moving forward in an arrowhead formation. I took point, with Daria flying overhead. Josie was to my right and Rose beyond her, with Denne and then Melossi on my left.


I activated tremor sense when we got closer. There was definitely some underground activity, and I found it hard to focus on my regular senses when I was using tremor sense. I let the others know.


While doing so, I nearly stumbled onto the first ring of sentries for the nest. A pair of giant scorpions had been hidden in shallow holes. They were so still, that I didn’t sense any movement from them. Their hearts even beat so slowly that I didn’t hear them until I was nearly on top of them.


Even that single instant of notice was enough though for me to dodge one set of pincers which snapped out at me, though, and to kick the other set aside. My blade was already in hand, so it was simple to dart past the two monsters as they rose from the ground. They couldn’t compete with my speed, as I sliced off first one tail, and then the other.


They screeched in pain, and I saw other scorpions rise up. The fact that they had a full dozen sentries hidden this far out from the entrance was disconcerting. I began to wonder just how many monsters we were going to encounter in this nest.


That thought had to be pushed aside, as the two scorpions I was fighting managed to recover from losing their tails and turned to face me—well, at least one of them did. The other one’s balance was so thrown off, that if fell forward onto its pincers.


Seeing the opening, I retrieved my shield from my spatial pouch. It immediately appeared on my arm to block the snapping attack of the first scorpion, while I drove my blade into the exposed head of the second. Then I leaped back, my strength propelling me twenty feet away in a single leap.


It took a second for the dead scorpion’s body to realize that it was, in fact, dead. Its body kept thrashing as I circled around the remaining foe to avoid being hit. We both charged forward at the same time, and again I took a blow on my shield but shoved off at the same time, unbalancing my foe.


I couldn’t reach its head without overextending, so I severed a pincher. Then, I stepped forward past the ichor spurting stub to pierce its small brain with my blade. My movements seemed to just flow together, as I felt a greater level of control than ever before. My balance was just natural; I was truly beginning to master my B-grade body.


From there, I took stock of the battlefield. Josie was having no trouble. Daria had skewered one scorpion through the head with her spear and was about to finish off another. Denne had made a bit of a mess, but his hammer had pulverized the pinchers and then the heads of a pair of scorpions and now he was helping Melossi. She was understandably holding back her magic, but her staff was a poor weapon for fighting these monsters. That left Rose. I moved closer, in case she needed help, but wanted to see what our new companion could do.


Just like in the bar, she danced around her foes strikes with an astounding amount of grace. She flipped to avoid the strike of a stinger and just as deftly severed it from the scorpion’s tail with a single slice from a long dagger. Everything about her movement was agile but screamed of wasted motion and an overly flamboyant fighting style. Then, she leaped into the air and threw a pair of daggers. The smaller knives flashed through the air to strike the scorpions cleanly in their heads. The attack displayed amazing accuracy and her experience with fighting these monsters.


That forced me to re-evaluate her fighting style. Maybe she had simply been playing around because she was so confident of her ability to take out the two monsters. Either way, showboating was dangerous. I should know. I had been guilty of it a couple of times, but it wasn’t okay when other people’s lives were in danger.


 


Chapter 31- Oversized Creepy Crawlies



In the end, none of them needed me to come to their rescue. I chuckled. A dozen scorpions the size of mountain lions downed in less than a minute, without anything worse than a scratch for our side. It would be too much to hope that it was all going to be this easy. At least I got merits for all twelve of them.


“Good job everyone,” I said as they gathered around me.


“Let me show you how to claim the valuable parts, and I will store them in my spatial bag,” Rose said. She was practically dancing as she walked around, checking on the corpses. My people had killed them just as she had instructed, so as to preserve as many useable parts as possible.


“First,” I said, “we need to talk about something.”


Josie and Denne both looked at me. I couldn’t see the others, but I was pretty sure they knew what was on my mind.


“Oh, really, what’s wrong? That fight was about as easy as it could be.”


“I could see that; from the way you were playing around. Is that something you are going to keep doing when the fights get tougher?”


“Bah,” Rose snorted, “don’t get all stiff on me. Well, unless you want to, that is.” She bounced her eyebrows at me. “They were easy prey. I just had a little fun with them. If I’d been alone, I would have fought differently.”


“Be that as is may, I’m not going to let my people risk their lives because you are playing around, instead of going all out. Life and death fights are never a game.”


All the laughter on her face seemed to have drained away as she stared at me as I spoke. “It’s the only game that matters,” Rose said. Then she chuckled, but the sense of challenge I felt oozing out of her disappeared.


I really needed to learn how to master this intent thing. It was a weapon which could stun any enemy, but if I could learn to read others’ intent, it would help me know who was dangerous and who wasn’t. I might even be able to use it as a lie detector.


She continued, “Okay, I promise to be more serious, but you need to lighten up.” Her face scrunched up and she wriggled her nose. “Hey, I know how we can make this more interesting.” As she spoke, she bounced back and forth from one foot to the next.


Hesitantly, I asked, “What do you have in mind?”


“Just a little competition, to see who can get the most kills before the end of our hunt. We’ve all got two now, so it’s a level playing field.”


Josie was always competitive; before I could stop her, she said, “You’re on.”


Rose winked at me before saying, “If we want to make it really interesting, we should have a bet to go with the competition. Tell you want. If one of you wins, then I’ll give them an extra ten percent of the total haul—from my share, of course.”


Daria asked, “And let me guess, your share increases by ten percent if you win?”


Rose shrugged. “That sounds pretty boring. Besides, there are four of you and only one of me, and my magic isn’t even directly combat related.”


Josie looked suspicious as she demanded, “Then what do you propose?”


“How about you and the hawkgirl agree to loan me your husband for a night if I win, and he has to agree to do whatever I want.”


Daria and Josie stared at one another, while Rose got a smug look on her face. “That is, unless you’re afraid I will beat all of you.”


Josie sighed, “I wanna shove that smile and all those teeth you keep flashing down your throat. I don’t trust anyone who acts like you, but it doesn’t matter. I can’t ask my husband to sleep with someone else; he doesn’t belong to me. Pick something else”


Rose giggled, “But that’s what we want. Tell you what, I’m so confident that I’m going to win this, that I’ll up my offer to twenty percent of my take to the winner. And who says that I just want him for his body? I can promise you that I’m not so hard up, that I’d force a man to sleep with me if he didn’t want to.”


Then she whirled to stare at me. “Whatcha-ya-think, big guy? Are you game?”


Something was off. It had to be. I’d read enough cheap novels and watched enough Netflix to recognize a set-up when faced with one. Rose was playful. There was always a tiny chance that she genuinely wanted to make things exciting, but I didn’t buy it.


I stared at her, enhancing my hearing as much as I could. Her heartbeat was slow and steady. This wasn’t something she was getting worked up about. She was perfectly in control. That meant either she really didn’t care, or she knew the game was rigged in her favor.


I was betting on the latter, but there was a reason that Josie and I got along so well. Neither of us liked to back down from a challenge. Maybe it was an aspect of my universal concept, or maybe it was just me being stupid, but I was going to allow it.


“One point of clarification, first. Nothing I do during the four hours that I have to obey you can be construed against me after the fact. No oaths made during that time are binding once the time is up, and so on.”


Her heart skipped a beat when I mentioned ‘oaths’. I knew it. Gotcha, I thought.


Then, surprisingly she nodded. “Agreed, but it has to be eight hours, at least. Unless you don’t think your stamina is up to it.”


“Agreed, then, as long as it will make you take this seriously and get you to stop playing around,” I grumped.


“I’m always serious when I’m hunting,” was her reply.


After that, she showed everyone how to remove the most valuable parts from the scorpions. She didn’t like that I insisted that I would hold on to sixty percent of the poison glands, since they were valuable alchemy ingredients, but she didn’t act surprised to learn I had a spatial pouch of my own.


Harvesting went faster than expected, then we were on the move again. As we got closer to the ground level entrance to the nest, the heat began to rise. It wasn’t a problem—not yet—but was indicative of how great the heat likely was inside the nest.


We killed another dozen scorpion sentries, with both Rose and I tallying three kills apiece, while the other six were split evenly between the others. The skunkkin was really good with those throwing knives of hers, and knew exactly where to hit the scorpions to kill them.


The thing that kept throwing me off, was how she seemed to be every bit as fast as Josie was—which simply shouldn’t be possible. I didn’t know what the racial stat caps were for skunkkin, but they shouldn’t be as high as Josie’s, given the bumps she’d gotten from soul bonding with me. For now, all I could do was observe and try to figure out exactly what was going on.


During the last fight, something odd happened. Half of the sentries broke away from us and ran into the nest, which I could now see looked like a massive termite mound. It had been created artificially and rose a good fifty feet into the air. How deep it went, however, was yet to be determined.


I sent out a burst of tremor sense as soon as the scorpions had scampered off. It wasn’t exactly like echo-location, but it allowed me to get a general sense that there was a large number of tunnels beneath the entrance.


I sensed the vibrations caused by the scorpions as they skittered away, but I also noticed at least another hundred scorpions or some other type of monster. I supposed some of them could be basilisks, but I wasn’t sure. What made it more complicated for me, was the presence of a much larger vibration.


Something fairly massive was moving through the tunnels underneath our feet. When I told the others what I was sensing, Rose started to curse.


“Blighted fairy lips! We’ll have to hurry, now. That can only be a sand dragon. It’s the only thing that large in this part of the Untamed Lands, and definitely the only thing that size which would be moving underground.”


“When you say dragon, what exactly do you mean? Where I come from, that means something—but I’ve learned that my expectations and the way things work on Olimero are not always the same.”


Rose grinned. “Not sure what a dragon is where you come from, but a dragon in the Untamed Lands means a massive, scaly reptile whose breath is death, with claws as large as a short sword. They are almost impossible to kill without a massive amount of magic, which usually means a huge number of mages. Their bodies are virtually indestructible. Sand dragons may be the weakest of the dragons, and the only ones which don’t fly, but don’t underestimate them. If there is more than one of them, they’ll destroy half the phoenix nest and take our payday with them.”


Without waiting for a response, she raced off into the nest. She yelled back over her shoulder, “We can loot the corpses as we go. Use your fire resistance potions as soon as things get too hot for you.”


I looked at the others, but they were all waiting for me to decide. Sometimes it would have been so much easier if someone else would step up and take charge. “Okay, we follow her, but I’m going to take the lead and Denne, you’ll be our rear guard. Sorry if that hurts your chances at winning the bet. If anyone feels overwhelmed, let me know, and we will fight our way back out. You are all more valuable than alchemy ingredients or even quest rewards.”


I waited till they each nodded before I ran after Rose. As impossible as it was, she seemed to be getting even faster. I almost lost track of her, but when we came to the first junction in the nest, she had left two dead scorpions. Her usual precision knife throws had been used, so they almost looked alive if you didn’t know where to look.


A short way down the left tunnel, I heard the sound of fighting. There was a low growling and the clang
 of her daggers against something hard. I sent out my senses and discovered that she was fighting two large lizards—basilisks, maybe.


According to what she had told us before, basilisks were relatively slow, and while they had powerful, venomous bite which could crush even steel, their jaws could be avoided. The real danger was their gaze attack, which could turn flesh to stone.


“Hold back, basilisks ahead. Let me clear the room first.”


Daria shouted, “Close your eyes.”


At the same time, Josie yelled, “I’ll kill you if you get yourself petrified.”


I smiled but didn’t look back as I ran in. This would be a good test. I could use my extended sense of touch to make blind fighting easy. I already knew that both of the basilisks were facing away from me, so I ran into the room with my eyes open to see what we were facing.


The room was typical of everything else in the nest. The walls were some sort of organic compound while the ceiling was about twelve feet high. Unlike the hallways, which were only ten feet wide, this room had to be fifty feet across.


The basilisks looked somewhat like crocodiles, if crocs had snubby snouts and thicker bodies. Their legs were thick like stumps and the tail that each of them sported was broad where it connected to their bodies, tapering down until it was only four inches wide at the tip.


They were hissing and spitting venom at Rose as she danced between them. Each of the beasts had a number of small cuts upon them, but it appeared that her daggers were having trouble penetrating their armor. Actually, taking a closer look at them, I was surprised she was strong enough to pierce their thick hides at all. Then again, her stats seemed higher than they had any right to be.


One of the beasts stumbled, and it was then that I got a whiff of noxious gas. It was stupid of me not to have enhanced my sense of smell. It would have given this away to me before it was too late, but that was almost always the most unpleasant sense to enhance. Typically, my senses of touch, sight, and hearing were enough to handle anything.


As the gas hit me, I felt myself grow lightheaded. I immediately stopped breathing. Unfortunately, that required an act of will, since I continued to breathe—whether I needed to or not—at such an automatic level. That brief bit of hesitation was enough for one of the basilisks to turn my way.


Maybe it was falling under the sway of the gas. Or maybe it heard another intruder enter the chamber. Either way, its eyes locked with mine.


I felt mana rush into my body. The creature’s power was based upon Transformation Mana. Its eyes seemed to bid me to keep staring at it, as its power spread through my body. I spared a fraction of a second to curse myself for being stupid and not closing my eyes like instructed, but that was all the time I could afford to spare.


I had to focus, if I hoped to survive.

 


Chapter 32- Medusa Undone



Overconfidence will get you killed every time.


Oh, sure, I was almost certain that my body could filter out any gas I absorbed, as well as resisting the effects of the basilisk’s Transformation mana, but it was still a stupid risk. This time though, it wasn’t my overconfidence that was going to kill me—it was the basilisk who suffered from that ailment.


The one which locked eyes with me, must have thought it had me. It had likely never encountered a human before, but I’m sure everything it did encounter ended up falling victim to its gaze attack. The power of its Transformation mana had undoubtedly frozen numerous prey before me. That is how I explained the basilisk completely ignoring the petite skunkkin it had been fighting with its companion as it rushed towards me.


The creature might not be superfast, but it was kind of like a train building up steam as it charged at me. For that single straight line, it was actually chugging right along. Its mouth opened and I’m sure it expected to be having a Rob snack in another second, fully confident I was frozen by its power.


It failed to understand that this was my body and control of my body was the bedrock of my body cultivation. Maybe it was my new universal aspect, or perhaps sheer stubbornness, but I shrugged off the effects of its attack. I was not about to change, just because the world wanted me to. There was something more there; I sensed a deeper understanding of myself that felt just out of reach. Busy as I was, though, I ignored it. I needed to focus on the thousand plus pounds of angry basilisk charging at me.


Rather than dodge out of its way, which would have been effortless, I felt the urge to confront it head on. Ki infused my foot and I swung it up and forward. My kick came in so low that the toes of my boot ripped the floor of the chamber apart before coming up and under the jaw of the basilisk. The force of my kick was great enough that it sent the creature flying up and backwards. Instead of snapping down on a tasty treat, it found itself flying through the air.


There were so many easier ways I could have dealt with the beast, but something Rose had said early made this feel like a challenge. The underside of the basilisk was supposed to be quite soft, but she’d insisted that we’d never see it on a living monster. They knew it was their weakness and would do all they could to prevent revealing it to an enemy. My overwhelming strength simply took that choice away from the beast.


As quickly as I fired off the kick, I drove my foot back down to the ground and pushed myself forward. My sword lashed out and sliced the basilisk’s belly open from the bottom of its non-existent neck to its tail.


Entrails spilled out and only the combination of my quick reactions and incredible speed enabled me to jump back out of the way. The hot splash of viscera against the ground splattered in slow motion because of the speed at which I was moving. I immediately moved to help Rose.


The concentration of sleeping gas around the basilisk she fought was much greater and it hardly stirred. Even then, she had trouble damaging it. She seemed to be stronger than she was before, but the basilisk’s hide was incredibly tough and her dagger wasn’t all that long.


“Step aside.” I ordered her as I moved to behead it. No matter how tough its hide, the spatial edge of my sword would cut right through it.


Her head jerked up from where she was crouched on the monster’s back repeatedly driving her dagger into it with all her might. The feral look on her face almost caused me to take a step back, but then it was gone as she laughed.


“Yeah, right... like I’m gonna give you the chance to steal one of my kills.”


A trio of rapid stabs followed this statement and then she jumped off it. I could hear that its heart had stopped beating, so she must have finally done enough damage to end the creature.


She smirked at me as she said, “Looks like I’m still two kills ahead of you. You better step up your game, or you’re gonna be ours.”


I wasn’t able to reply to her competitive banter, because of a combination of stimuli. I heard the rest of my team walking down the hallway and about to enter the chamber but at the same time, I felt vibrations beneath us. Something very big was coming up.


“Back!” was all I had time to shout before the floor—or ground, not sure what you called the floor of a cavern—in the structure broke apart. Chunks of the fabricated material the nest was made of flew every which way, along with a cloud of dust. Even with my enhanced perception, I couldn’t see what it was, but my other senses told me it was massive.


It had to be one of the sand dragons Rose told us about.


It had cut off the chamber from the entrance and first few tunnels we had been in. I could feel the bonds I had with Josie and Daria, so I knew they were safe. Telepathically, I shouted, “Get out of here. We can regroup once we get away from this thing.”



Josie started to protest, but I shut down any arguments. “This time, I need you to obey me, wife.”
 Then I closed the telepathic channel.


I know it was unfair that I didn’t bother to listen to her, but I also knew she would be able to tell that I had closed the channel. Hopefully, she would listen. If she did what I asked, the others would follow her lead.


It wasn’t that I was afraid of the dragon, so much as I was afraid that it might hurt them
 . I actually wanted to test myself against it. There it was again, that weird rush inside of me. Maybe I’d become an adrenaline junky.


Rose called out, “We have to run. You don’t want to fight a sand dragon in this cramped spaces. It will crush you against the walls.”


The dust was settling as the dragon turned towards us. I still couldn’t see where the others were, because the tunnel leading to this chamber had been buried by a cave in as the dragon came up through the floor.


It turned towards me, and its neck flared as it hissed. I couldn’t help but be reminded of a massively overgrown iguana instead of what I thought of as a dragon. It had stubby leathery wings, but they were folded tightly against its back.


Between those wings, ran a trail of spines along its back down almost to the end of its tail. It must have been fifty feet long, although it was hard to gauge its true size accurately in such close confines. The only way I was able to get a reasonably accurate estimate, was thanks to my expanded sense of touch.


It’s hide was covered in thick scales which overlapped each other so closely as to appear seamless. Around its neck was a frill which it had expanded, probably as a component of its aura attack.


Rose was already running and I heard her call out to me, but something in me made me stand my ground, even if just for a second.


An aura of terror rolled off the dragon. I’d heard of dragon fear before, but experiencing it was something new. It was an aura which promised agony and a slow death upon the fangs of the alpha predator.


Instead of cowering in fear, however, I roared back at the creature. All of my emotion—the frustration, anger, and even my love for my family—boiled up in me. I was calling it deadly intent, like in some cultivation novel, but I compressed those feelings and projected my deadly intent at the dragon.


I don’t know what it had expected my response to be, when it roared at me, but whatever it was, I am willing to bet that the last thing it expect to see, was a little man thing standing there roaring back at it. To the eye of an observer, it would have seemed farcical.


What shocked the dragon even more than my shouting back at it, must have been how my killing intent sliced right through its own aura. It had probably never been on the receiving end of this type of exchange. It was used to its aura terrorizing its foes, leaving them paralyzed with fear and easy prey. Now, it sensed the presence of a monster in human form. It felt my
 desire to destroy it
 —and this was not just my willingness to destroy it, but my absolute confidence that I could.


The intensity of my killing intent hit the dragon like a bucket of cold water. It was too powerful to be physically hurt, but its roar faltered, and it took a step back. I’ll claim that as a victory, when I’m facing off against a fifty-foot engine of destruction.


Apparently, the shock was only enough to put it on its heels for a moment, because then it answered back. Instead of roaring again, I watched as veins as thick as my arm lighted up along its neck. Even the edge of its frill lit up. At first, I thought that it was just another attempt to intimidate me, but then I saw it open its mouth.


I only had a fraction of a second from when I saw the light in its mouth, to when a beam of energy split the space I had been occupying. The beam was three feet wide, and it took every bit of my improved reflexes to dodge it. If my Agility stat had been even a few points lower, I’m not sure I would have made it.


The beam blasted into the wall behind me and melted a hole ten feet across. I didn’t have time to focus on how far the beam had cut into the structure, but the entire nest started shaking.


A part of me screamed to run. I’d told my team to run. Rose had even yelled for me to run. But killing a sand dragon was part of my quest—it was the most powerful creature on the list. The twelve merits I would get for its death was definitely a rip off. Sativa and I were going to have words about her sense of value.


As strong as my survival instinct was, there was something stronger inside of me. My wives joked that I must have broken my head with too much training, because I was constantly willing to push myself in ways that no one else would—often resulting in me working myself to the point of unconsciousness or the brink of death.


This trait was likely stupidity, but I realized that it was a part of me. Something settled into place within me at that moment, as time seemed to stretch out around me. My mind expanded with a deeper understanding of myself: INDOMITABLE it was more than being bold or resisting pain; it didn’t just mean sticking with the good things in me, and it spoke to a deep need within myself to be… me.


Those first things were just the tip of the iceberg. Boldness or refusing to submit to pai were the parts that others might admire in INDOMITABLE, but it meant so much more. I needed to take the good with the bad. But above all, I had to be myself.


I could bend about some things. Letting my wives take care of me was awkward for me; it was contrary to so much that I had been taught. But it made them happy, and we worked well together. Those sorts of things I could bend around. Hell, I might even be able to adapt to asking others for help.


But there were other things, other parts of myself, that I just wasn’t willing to change. Some might call me stupid for throwing myself headfirst into challenges. Maybe it was even true. But it was me, it was how I was, and it worked for me.


Being truly indomitable meant leaning into what made me – me. I felt my connection with the universal concept progress. A notification popped up confirming that, but I had not time to read it. There was an angry dragon who wanted to melt my face off.


I knew what the rational thing to do would be, but escape wasn’t the indomitable thing. I knew I could take this dragon. I took a single step, but infused with ki as it was, that single step propelled me across the intervening space like a rocket.


The dragon likely expected to use his size to his advantage. Well, two could play that game. He might be massive and able to crush me against a wall, but I was small and agile, able to crawl all over him like a pest. And contrary to most size to strength ratios, this pest packed quite a punch.


 


Chapter 33- A Freaking Dragon



The dragon was remarkably quick. A thrust that was meant for one of its oversized eyes merely sliced into its frill, as it quickly moved its head out of the way. A surge of heat ran up the sword when it made contact and I felt the skin of my palm start to sizzle, but I couldn’t risk dropping my blade.


I let my momentum carry me to the creature’s side. It was still partially in the hallway and partially in the chamber, but now started moving forward. Likely, it realized it needed more space to maneuver. It wasn’t fast enough, though, and I thrust my sword into its side. Or rather, I tried to thrust.


Even with my ki enhanced strength, I couldn’t pierce its scales. My blade made it past the first set of scales—maybe a whole three inches—but definitely not far enough to do any real damage. The attack didn’t even draw blood, and I had to quickly pull the weapon back to keep from having it yanked from my hand.


Oh well, it had been too much to hope for, wishing to end the attack with a single thrust. I wasn’t entirely sure where its heart was situated. It sounded loud to my enhanced hearing—like a deep bass thumping—but there was no way to know if the sword would even be long enough.


I leaped away while the monster continued forward, cramming its entire bulk into the chamber. I shook my head. Now I’d see how it liked being cut to pieces by a spatial edge. The magical effect of Bargon’s Slice had yet to meet anything it couldn’t cut through.


I fed a small stream of ki into the blade to activate the spatial edge and then raced forward. The dragon wasn’t able to turn quickly enough to snap at me; its neck wasn’t nearly as flexible as what I would have expected from a dragon, but it was stockier than I had pictured. Of course, that probably had something to do with the way the creature burrowed underground.


No sooner had I flipped around to hit the wall as I sprang away, than I pushed off on a different trajectory, rushing back at the monster. My feet never even hit the ground as I closed on it again. This time, I tried a slicing attack along its side. I just wanted to test it out before I went after anything vital. The blade cut into the scale and then, impossibly, I felt resistance.


My hand drew the blade back and then I struck again. I fed more ki to the spatial edge. No sooner had the edge made contact with the dragon’s scales than I felt the effect waver and then break. I couldn’t understand what was stopping it.


I had to bounce away from the dragon again and couldn’t manage a third strike. Its jaws snapped together, just missing me. Ducking under a swipe of its clawed front paw, I caught a smashing sweep of its tail on my shield.


The impact sent me flying across the room, but I was able to flip around in time. The aura of ki around me swelled as I pushed off the wall once again, flinging myself at the monstrosity. I lashed out and it resisted. It bit, or clawed, or tried to smash me, but I always managed to stay a step ahead of it.



The dragon was surprisingly quick for something as massive as it was. It occurred to me that I was probably far better off fighting it in cramped quarters like this. Simply because of its size, I was able to make repeated attacks against it. I tried sending more ki into the sword, but still the spatial edge wasn’t strong enough to defeat whatever magical protection covered those scales.


When I actually infused ki into the edge, rather than simply activating the sword’s ability, I was able to draw a few drops of blood. As soon as blood touched the blade, I felt more than heard a roaring inside my head. The sword absorbed the blood and almost wriggled in my hand.


There was an unmistakable surge of desire across the bond I shared with the blade. Bargon’s Slice had gotten a taste of dragon’s blood, and it wanted more. For all I knew, I could wake the sword’s sentience if I fed it enough blood from powerful creatures. The idea was enticing, but not one I had time to think about just now.


The margins in this fight were too slim. I was staying a step ahead of the brute but had hardly managed to harm it. In fact, if it weren’t for my shield, I’m not sure that I would be standing at all.


Then it hit me. My shield, A Wife’s Price, was more than just a sheet of well-crafted metal. It had the gravity well in it, which I could use to create gravitational effects. The dragon’s scales might dissipate any mana launched against it, but this effect would not target the dragon, but the world around it. Even this brute had to be subject to the pull of gravity.


I began looking for an appropriate target, because the area of effect wouldn’t be large enough to affect the entire dragon. I could try and use more than one charge all at once, but there was no way to know how—or even if—that would work. I figured simply increasing gravity wouldn’t work, but maybe if I eliminated gravity in a small area and timed it just right, I could throw it off balance.


There! It swiped at me, and I used a ki swipe to blast back the blow. Its scales resisted my ki, but not as well as it resisted mana. Its front paw fell awkwardly to the ground as it landed off balance, most of its weight on that one leg. Then I triggered the shield’s effect. I pushed hard, deciding to trigger all four charges at once.


The area where that paw landed, and the twelve feet around that point, surged upward as gravity effectively reversed. Half the dragon’s body was pulled down and half pulled up, so that its underbelly was exposed—much like the basilisk had been earlier.


I lunged, counting on my momentum to carry me across the field of reversed gravity. I shot out the most concentrated ki slice I could muster while simultaneously activating the spatial edge on my blade.


The dragon still had scales on its underbelly, but they were nowhere near as tough as the ones along it sides and back. Instead of bouncing back, my blade and follow up ki slice ripped out a section of scales, eliciting a roar of pain and outrage from the beast.


But I wasn’t done yet. Pulling back, I drove the sword into the dragon. This time, the spatial edge met no resistance and cut deeply into the dragon. The spatial edge sliced muscle, bone, and even organs. I wasn’t sure if I had hit anything vital, but then the reversed gravity effect ended, and the beast was suddenly pushing falling down onto me. I couldn’t escape from underneath it, and my sword was buried to the hilt inside it.


The beast was simply too large for a simple physical attack like this to take it out. And I wasn’t powerful enough—yet—to cut a dragon in half with my ki. I growled in frustration; until I was, I wouldn’t be safe. I had to become stronger. All my strength was a lie if this monster could defeat me.


It might not be true, but that was how I felt.


There was an urge inside of me to prove myself the true king of monsters, here. The sensation was wordless, but I felt it press against me. Instead of fighting against INDOMITABLE, the suggestion was one which resonated with me. I had to become the strongest, the best.


I began draining mana from the dragon as it tried to crush me against the floor. My core spun as I burned through ki faster than ever before. The aura of ki around my body was the only thing keeping me from becoming a stain on the floor of the chamber.


I pulled harder at its mana but couldn’t covert it fast enough. The dragon was a veritable fountain of magic; the monster was simply too powerful. It felt like I was trying to drain the ocean.


“Not if you think like prey.”


I swear I heard those words, not knowing where they came from, but perfect clarity struck me. There was something else I could drain from it. I had gained the Soul Eater skill.


Something about the name was repugnant. Maybe it was just what that term meant on Earth, or maybe it was a part of me holding myself back. I couldn’t afford not to use it. If I was going to be everything I wanted to be, I had to use all my tools.


I channeled ki into the new skill. It wasn’t something I intentionally knew how to do. A part of me still struggled with the idea of a soul being real, but I had experienced too much here to doubt it. If I was crazy, I was going to go all in.


The skill latched onto something within the dragon—though within might be the wrong term. Whatever it latched onto, seemed to exist in the same space but on a different frequency… or perhaps a different plane. My mind raced with the possibilities.


Then, I felt the cold floor beneath me. My ki was faltering and my body was literally being crushed between the dragon and the floor of the chamber. My hardened bones had managed to survive 100 x normal gravity, but this was beyond even that. This thing must have weighed fifty tons, at least, and it was actively pushing down against me.


Something in me pushed back. This was either going to be the end of it, or the end of me. All my hesitation about consuming a soul left me. I yanked, and there was a ripping sound inside of the beast. The dragon’s body shuddered, and I felt its pain—expressed as a tangible wave of agony that rolled off it. This projection of pain was much stronger than the aura of fear it had revealed earlier.


I sealed myself off to its suffering and kept pulling. This skill might be vile, but survival was what I needed, not a white hat. The resistance suddenly stopped, and the dragon’s soul rushed into me.


You have consumed the soul of a powerful creature. Since you don’t have a soul core, you may use this energy in a variety of ways:



1) 
 
Increase a single stat. The amount the stat is increased depends upon the level of the stat. The higher the current stat, the less numerical gains you will receive, because each stat point counts for more.




2) 
 
Increase a single skill. The same provision applies for skill levels, that applies with stats.




3) 
 
Empower one of your bonds with the energy and essence of the soul you have consumed. The only bonds within range are: Bargon’s Slice, Josephine Case, Daria Case, and Rock.






The notification popped up without my consent. The force of it rammed into my mind with the same force the dead-weight of the dragon’s carcass was exerting on my body. Other notifications about Strength and Durability gains, amongst other things competed for my attention, but I pushed them all aside.


This one, however, I couldn’t ignore—which usually meant that I needed to deal with it right away. The thought of empowering one of my bonds was enticing, but I wasn’t going to shove a soul into one of my wives without properly understanding all the dangers associated with such an infusion, and certainly not without having a conversation with them about it first. Likewise, I wasn’t willing to risk Rock’s safety. My sword was an option, but I honestly wasn’t sure I trusted it yet. It had belonged to my nemesis, after all.


That left either a stat or a skill. I was briefly tempted to increase my Strength stat, just to make it easier to get out from underneath this body. Stats seemed to be easier to increase, with the possible exception of my Soul stat, but even that was increasing with improvements to my cultivation. The obvious choices were my Soul Stat or one of my skills.


Still, in the end, what tempted me the most, was the possibility of ki infused potions, so I chose to push the soul energy into my ki infusion skill.


Ki infusion: +12 (21 currently)



From there, it took me several minutes to claw my way out from underneath the dragon. The only reason I survived being crushed, was how the weight was distributed. Even then, I was bruised from head to toe. It was also a good thing that I didn’t need to breath.


When I finally made it out from under the dragon, I found Rose staring down at me. The intensity of her gaze scared me. Then I remembered the voice I had heard during the battle. Yeah… pretty sure I was right about who that had been.


It was time to clear the air.


 


Interlude 2



Josie screamed and threw another fireball against the wall of stone, or whatever gunk this nest was made of. It was exceptionally fire resistant. When she was this angry, she could normally melt stone without breaking a sweat. The surge in power she had gained through her soul bond with Rob made her a one in a generation fire mage, maybe more.


She didn’t know for sure, but she felt like she was something new. Well, not just her—to be fair, all of her sister wives were a part of this. They had stats that were beyond anything that could be considered normal. There were still caps, but each of them found themselves growing faster than ever before.


Only Rob outstripped them in that department.


Then again, he could strip her anytime he wanted to. The foxgirl shook her head at the stray thought. She didn’t use to be like this. Lina was definitely rubbing off on her.


Yet, try as hard as she could, Josie just couldn’t get angry about it. She was still the woman who wanted to be the world’s greatest sword master. She ached to get to Middleton before the tournament began, but she couldn’t leave—not while Rob still had things to take care of.


She cursed him under her breath. He was the reason she was out here in the middle of nowhere. It wasn’t enough to drag her out here, though. Oh no, he had the audacity to get stuck on the other side of a cave in.


A part of her knew it wasn’t fair to blame him for what had happened. That had been a dragon, after all. It pissed her off that he had cut off their telepathic connection. Now, she had no choice but to wait for him to reach out to her.


That man was going to be the end of her. She pulled her fire back in and closed her eyes, taking a trio of deep breaths. Josie let calm wash over her. There was still conflict, though. For all that she was his Mistress of the Wall, husbands expected their wives to obey them.


Rob was cute, with the way he worried about things like that. Any other husband on Olimero would have demanded subservience—and not just the kinky kind that Mursha offered him. Of course, they would also have known how to sit back and enjoy having their wives take care of them. Not her Rob, though.


As she continued to breathe deeply, she felt her anger bleed out of her. She just loved the man so much, and now he was on the other side of the cave in with a dragon. A Sativa cursed dragon! Her emotions were such a jumble.


She wanted to be in there, fighting with him, but knew that if anyone could kill a dragon, it was her man. He had come so far from the mewling little kit he had been when they’d first met. He had won her respect, and then captured her heart.


Daria spoke up from behind her, “Are you done throwing your tantrum?”


Josie whipped around, a fiery retort on the tip of her tongue, but then she just sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you are as worried about him as I am.”


“If anyone can escape a dragon, it is the Sheriff,” Melossi said, patting both Daria and Josie on the arm.


Denne broke into a deep chuckle. His wife looked over at him with that ‘shut up’ look that wives sometimes give their husbands. The orc just shook his head and stuck his foot into the beartrap.


“You really think he is running?” He shook his head. “Think on what you know about Rob. He isn’t going to back away from this—not even from a dragon. By Sativa’s twisted tresses, he is probably in there having the time of his life.”


Josie wanted to be angry with Denne, but she knew he was right. She was still learning more about Rob, but then again, she’d expected to have a lifetime to get to know him. She sent up a quick prayer to the goddess that she still would.


“Can you teleport through that mess?” Josie asked.


Denne folded his arms. “No. For three reasons: First, my boss, the Sheriff of Yonderton, gave us a direct order to flee. I don’t always like orders and, truthfully, he rarely gives something I consider a true order. But when he does, you can damn-well be certain I’m going to follow it.


He glared at her. “Second, my friend Rob would skin me alive, if he knew I left his wives here when my hammer or shield might have protected them.”


Josie waited for Denne to keep speaking, but he snapped his jaw shut.


Finally, Daria asked the question on everyone’s mind. “You said there were three reasons. What is the third?”


The orc shook his head. “Yeah, but you’d know that reason, if you weren’t so worked up. We’ve all shared about our abilities, so you tell me the answer.”


Josie’s ears twitched in irritation. Denne was being annoying, but she suspected he was doing it to take their mind off the fact that Daria’s and her husband was fighting a dragon just a few yards from her and neither of them could help him.


Finally, she groaned, “You can’t teleport to anywhere you haven’t been, or can’t see.”


Denne simply nodded to confirm her statement.


Daria asked, “So what are we going to do? All the scorpions have raced inside. I assume they were called back to defend the nest from the dragon. Maybe, we can make it in from the top entrance. Rose did say there are always at least two entrances, and since phoenixes can fly, it only makes sense that there would be an entrance up top.”


Josie’s ears laid back against her head as she growled, “I don’t trust her. There’s something off about that woman.”


A voice echoed from down the hall behind them. “You are right not to trust her, even if you don’t know the reasons why.”


Josie recognized that voice and her blades were in her hands in the blink of an eye. They all turned to see Nimeera standing there, her palms raised to show she wasn’t a threat.


“What are you doing here?” the fiery foxkin snarled.


“Seeking a truce for our common interest,” came the reply.


“And why would we trust you?”


“We already had this discussion, deputy. Do you really want to go into it again, in front of everyone?”


Daria demanded, “What’s she talking about, Josie?”


Josie felt her chest tighten. The catgirl’s words had weighed heavily on her mind. She knew the answer, now, but it bothered her that it had been the catgirl who’d showed her something. Since then, she had been torn between Sativa and Rob. But after hearing that the goddess had propositioned her husband, it became easier.


The truth was, that Nimeera really had been working for Rob’s interests since her original betrayal. And it was impossible to hold the woman to a higher standard than she could meet herself. At first, Josie had only cared about Rob as part of her duty to Sativa. He had become so much more to her than that. Was it really so impossible to believe that Nimeera could have experienced a similar change of heart?


No, it wasn’t. Josie just didn’t want to believe that she had. “We don’t really need your help. But I will agree that we don’t need to fight,” Josie finally replied.


Nimeera’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t let your pride cause harm to come to Rob. I will admit that Korkanis came to me and explained what is actually happening here. I will also admit that he still hopes to claim Rob, but I won’t put the shadow before the man.”


Daria looked from one prickly woman to the other and mumbled, “I’m so confused.”


Josie almost snapped at the catgirl again. It would have been wrong, though. Rob clearly didn’t want to hurt Nimeera. It would be stupid of her to turn away the proffered help. “Tell us what you know.”


“On one condition.” The tawny haired woman held up a finger.


Josie put her hands on her hips and stared at Nimeera, waiting.


“I’ll tell you,” the catgirl continued, “as long as you agree to let me come with you if what I tell you is helpful.”


Josie looked over at Daria. Her sister wife nodded back. Josie’s ears trembled again, but Daria was right. Oh, the things she did for that man.


“Fine,” she snapped, “you have my word. If what you tell us is helpful, then we will allow you to come with us.”


Nimeera smiled. “To begin with, Rose is more beast than beauty.”


 


Chapter 34- Be Yourself



Notifications demanded my attention, but I only briefly glanced at them before looking past them to where Rose stood.


Stat increases:

Strength: +2

Agility: +1

Durability: +4

Soul: +2

 

Skill increases:

Melee Combat: +3

Telepathy: +1      


Mana Fusion: +2

Metallic Body: +4

Ki Slice: +2

Toxic Resistance: +1

Ki Infusion: +3

Soul Eater: +3

 

Bargon’s Slice has absorbed the blood of a dragon. Sentience increased by 14%


There was a whole slew of increases—some that I had expected, and some that I didn’t. But either way I needed to deal with the beautiful girl pacing back and forth in front of me. At least it proved one thing again. Nothing produced gains like life and death situations.


“I wasn’t sure he was right,” Rose was saying. She continued to pace back and forth in her own unique, bouncy way.


I wanted to see just what she would reveal on her own ,so instead of leveling any accusations, I gave her a chance to come clean. “You weren’t sure who was right?”


She kept pacing and speaking to herself as though she hadn’t heard me. “I mean how could you be. You are Sativa’s creature.”


“I’m not anyone’s creature,” I growled. “The goddess may have brought me here, but I don’t bend my knee to her.”


That seemed to get the skunk-tailed girl’s attention, because she whirled to stare at me. “She’s no goddess. A goddess wouldn’t create things, and then abandon them just because they don’t fit her perfect little plan. A goddess wouldn’t ask her creations to be something she hadn’t made them to be.” The vehemence in her voice spoke to a certain degree of instability.


I held up my hands, hoping to come across as unthreatening. “I know you serve Mensor.”


She had looked back at the ground after that outburst, but once again her head whipped my way. Then she smiled. “Of course you would. We are alike.”


I started to protest, but she kept speaking, “You are the king revealed. It is time to set this world straight. Freedom should reign, but a Sheriff can’t tear down the old structures. No, first you will have to take your throne, the one he has prepared for you.”


Okay… so, maybe I didn’t know quite as much as I thought I did. “Throne? King? You are speaking nonsense. And if you are talking about Mensor, he wants to kill me.”


An enraptured look flickered across her features. “Oh, no. Nothing could be further from the truth. He doesn’t want to kill you. He kills plenty of people, and even whole worlds, but that is his role in the universe. He is the god of monsters, after all. He simply wanted you to reveal your true self, the one that all the other gods seek to keep you from.”


“You need to speak more clearly.” I shook my head. “I don’t understand a thing you are saying.”


“Don’t worry, clarity of thought isn’t about talking. Only in the struggle for life can truth be found.” She rubbed her hands together nervously. “I’m sorry. I believe, but you still have to finish the course laid out for you. Just remember that it was the others who set the terms of the quest. He is only helping you complete it.”


I stepped towards her, but then a cloud of concealing gas fell away, dispelled by an exercise of her will. Yeah, she was definitely more than she had revealed up to this point. But I couldn’t challenge her now, because a swarm of pissed off phoenixes were descending on me.


Their flaming wings blazed as they flew circles around me. The heat began rising to an intolerable level. All I could do, was to try and end this quickly. I lashed out with my sword, time and again removing the head from one phoenix after another, but there were too many of them.


The battle with the dragon had drained me badly, but at least there was an abundance of Fire mana around me, now. There probably wasn’t a type of mana that I was more comfortable with than Josie’s Fire mana. Lina might have exposed me to Life mana just as often with her healing, but I’d never had to struggle forcefully to absorb it.


Numerous matches with Josie, however, had made me an expert with how it felt to master the flames. My core spun as fast as I could make it, trying to suck in the mana from the air. The phoenixes were too many, though. While my ki aura kept me from the worst of it, their flaming feathers burned off my clothes and then left red welts across my skin.


I guess I couldn’t complain too much, since a normal human would have been seared to their bones—if in fact those very same bones didn’t just burst into ash under these attacks. The phoenixes’ talons and beaks were even worse, as with repeated strikes they could even pierce my skin.


I almost felt like the tables had been turned. The dragon’s defenses had been hard for me to get past, but it was unable to land a decisive blow to me. In the same way, now, I could kill a number of individual phoenix, but not only did they come back to life, there were simply too many of them. Even worse, each time they died, they seemed to come back stronger than before.


I couldn’t build up enough ki to use a powerful enough ki slice to buy myself some breathing room. The squawking fire chickens swirling around me required me to push all the ki I could refine from their mana that I absorbed into maintaining an aura around myself.


Once again, I realized, I wasn’t using all the tools at my disposal. I had a spatial pouch full of potions. I tended only to think of my healing potions, but I had more than those in my bag of tricks. I also had the last Phoenix Potion, as well as a transformation potion. More importantly, I had a variety of AoE type potions: insta-crete, tear gas, poison gas, acid, a heat resistant tar like substance and, of course, good old explosive potions. The flaming ones wouldn’t do any good for obvious reasons, but the rest might buy me some time and space.


I triggered another three charges in my shield. For nine feet all around me, gravity quadrupled. It was nothing to me, but to the airborne phoenixes, it was catastrophic. They all crashed to the ground in a blaze of feathers, wings, and talons. It didn’t kill them, or even cause permanent injuries. They were likely strong enough to adapt to it, but it was only temporary fix. I just needed some time to reach into my spatial pouch after stowing my shield.


The first potions I grabbed were the insta-crete ones. I flung out a trio of them in one direction and then another trio out in the opposite direction. The vials spread in the air and then shattered against the monsters pinned by the increased gravity. I leaped straight upwards to stay clear of any splatter. The birds on the ground were already burning through the insta-crete, even as it solidified, but more important than keeping them in place, was the time this bought me to act.


I sensed that the power in my sword had increased, and not just its degree of sentience. Channeling more ki than before into the blade, I had just turned when a piercing attack smashed into my back, a beak driving into my flesh, just above where my kidneys would be.


I was too focused to care. All my power was going into this attack. The spatial edge I created extended beyond the sword for just over ten feet. Now, I was a proper anime hero with a ridiculously long sword. I swung it in a broad sweep and cut through the necks of thirty phoenixes in a single slice. My other hand flung tear gas potions into the air. The gas ignited, but not before covering the beasts in the irritant.


It didn’t cause them real injury, but did blind them, which in turned lessoned the pressure on me. I pulled out the tar potions next, and threw them so they covered the phoenix I had just slain. They were in the midst of resurrecting. Their bodies turned to ash, from which they would rise up. But now that ash was bound together with tar.


I wasn’t expecting it to stop them forever, just long enough to let me thin their numbers a bit. A few more sweeping slashes, and soon all of the phoenixes were either trapped or dead and awaiting resurrection. I walked over to one which had almost broken free from the insta-crete.


I poured more and more ki into my hand, infusing my fist until it glowed. Then with a quick punch, I drove it into the body of my targeted phoenix. It died as I crushed its heart, but I didn’t pull my hand back.


As I waited, its body turned to ash and then began to reform. It was at that point, however, that I once again activated Soul Eater. Using it a second time seemed just a bit easier and that worried me, but when fighting monsters like this, I needed to strike decisive blows.


The soul energy filled me, and this time I opted to increase my Soul stat.



Soul: +6



But the stream of energy didn’t stop with that initial burst.


I smiled, because my guess had been right. All of the other phoenixes crumbled to ash. They were bonded together, and that was what kept them coming back. As long as one phoenix in this nest survived, they would continue to be reborn, forever.


Rose had either mislead us, or simply hadn’t known. It didn’t matter, though, as I pulled more and more soul energy into myself.



Soul: +3


Soul: +2

Soul: +2

Soul: +1


The benefits tapered off as the remaining phoenixes guttered out like a candle being snuffed. They were beautiful but violet creatures, and I hated this feeling, but it was them or me. And the answer to that question was not up for debate. The ash settled as the flames died down.


Rose stared at me in awe. “You really are a monster, you know.”


“It doesn’t give me any joy to eat their shared soul, but I’m hardly a monster.”


“You make it sound like a curse,” she said. “Would it really be that bad, to think of yourself as a monster? Some monsters can be quite beautiful you know.”


“Perhaps, but a man is still a man, unless his actions make him a monster.”


“Or the king of monsters,” Rose whispered reverently, pressing her palms together. There was a hopeful look on her face.


“Is that what you were talking about, before?”


“Yes. He has revealed you for what you are.” She nodded. “You are not an elf or an orc, or even a beastkin. You are alien to this world—not bound by its rules, like those created here. Some of us were not so fortunate. Sativa made this world and then brought life to it. Her precious chosen ones she considers to be her people, but others that didn’t fit her mold… those she deemed to be monsters.”


“Is that what you are?” I pressed. “A monster?”


“Does it matter? Just a moment ago, you told me that actions are what defines a monster. I have only ever followed the commands of my god. He told me that there would come a king, who would lead monsters to freedom. He told me that king was you.” She ducked her head, cheeks darkening. “I didn’t believe him, but still I obeyed his command to bring you here. Now, you are so close. All you have to do, is finish the quest and accept your nature. He knows you better than you know yourself.”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


She bounced from foot to foot. “I’m afraid that if I show you my true form before you accept your own nature, that you will despise me. Just know that everything I am doing is for monsters, for my god, and…” She blushed again. “And for you—even if you won’t accept that.”


“You may believe that, but it isn’t who I am. I am coming to grips with the stubbornness, violence, and even the stupidity in myself. There are parts of me that I don’t like, but I accept that they are parts of me, all the same. But I will fight the gods themselves to protect my family—and they are most definitely NOT monsters.” As I finished speaking, I stepped toward Rose.


Her hands shifted and elongated. The fingers on each hand were nearly a foot long, and the flesh between the fingers on her hands seemed to be webbed. Dark black talons grew from her fingertips. The transformation continued, but then a blast of compressed gas struck me.


It wasn’t forceful enough to harm me, or even knock me back, but the foul smell felt like it might seep into my bones. I groaned at the stench, but that wasn’t the real problem. The stink had only been a distraction. The ground beneath my feet opened up into a pit. It sucked me down like I was being swallowed whole.


“Become who you were meant to be,” Rose’s voice called out as darkness took shape around me.


 


Chapter 35- Buried Temple



All around me, mana swirled as I was pulled into the pit. This wasn’t the work of a single mage. In fact, as I braced myself for impact, I realized this was likely Mensor, himself.


It shocked me that he would go this far. Surely the other gods would intervene, if he tried to attack me in the physical world. Either way, I held onto my sword as I fell. I wanted to be prepared for what awaited me below.


It occurred to me that there was a great deal I didn’t know about the gods. Some of them had alluded to rules they had to play by. Up to this point, they had only contacted me in my mind, or soul, or whatever they did. It was almost never a direct interaction on Olimero itself—the one time that Sativa kept me from absorbing mana directly from Olimero’s core, being the notable exception. And they never attacked me.


My tangle with Her was the closest that I had come to direct conflict with the divine. Which only made me wonder what had happened to the powerful demoness. She had said I’d see her again, but it had been weeks since I’d seen any sign of her. I had even begun to wonder if the gods of Olimero had stepped in and banned her or something.


The point was, I just didn’t have all the information I needed. All those thoughts shot through my head as I was yanked down into a dark hole. Suddenly, my fall slowed. Whatever force was acting on me had brought me in for a safe landing.


The ground beneath my feet felt like actual stone—not whatever the hive had been made of. I couldn’t see, though, because even the dark vision which Sativa had gifted me with when she first brought me to Olimero required some light. Enhancing my eyes with ki wouldn’t help, either. In the end, my eyes needed light—if only a little—for me to see.


Then it dawned on me. My level of Ki Infusion had gone up significantly. I had already succeeded in infusing small amounts of ki into Bargon’s Slice, even beyond what was necessary to activate the spatial edge. If I could infuse it further, then maybe I could make it glow, like my fists.


I laughed as I spun my core and started infusing ki into the blade. If there was no light, I’d make my own. Sure enough, within seconds the blade started to glow. For normal human eyes this wouldn’t have been enough to see by, but I was no longer normal. I wondered if I could even properly be considered human. That, of course, raised some awkward questions.


Focusing on my surroundings was much easier than dealing with an identity crisis. Looking around, it appeared that I was in a large stone structure. It was deep underground, according to what my senses were telling me, but it was also clearly a structure built for and by people.


The light my sword emitted continued to grow, until I felt like it had reached a point where I could no longer push a single point of ki into the weapon. It now cast light in a twenty-foot circle around me, with a weaker effect beyond that, out to maybe a hundred feet.


When I looked closer, I began to wonder if this building was built for and by people, or by something else. It seemed like I was in some sort of amphitheater, but the seats were of all different shapes and sizes. There were those that might have fit a person, but also other seats clearly made for something much larger, or smaller.


The tiered seating rose up from the floor of the amphitheater to a height of about fifty feet in a semi-circle covering two-thirds of the chamber. The ceiling was so high that it was lost in darkness; even my ki enhanced eyes couldn’t pierce the gloom. My other senses told me the ceiling had to be several hundred feet up, though.


In front of the seats at the base of the amphitheater, was a large stone stage. It was perhaps two hundred feet long but only fifty feet wide. Gouges and cracks marred the stage’s stone surface. No, perhaps ‘stage’ wasn’t the best word for this. It was more of an arena—a fighting pit, if you will.


On the far side of the pit, was a singular chair. It rose up on a platform of pillars carved in the shape of a myriad of monsters. Some I recognized from Olimero, others from folktales of Earth, and others were things I had never imagined. Some seemed like they might have been beautiful, or at least majestic, while others were hideous.


If this wasn’t a throne, I didn’t know what to call it.


I felt an odd shift in the air, and suddenly, the throne was no longer empty. The figure which sat upon it was bizarre. It had scales, tentacles, fur, feathers, long ears, multiple eyes, four arms, and a serpentine tail. It was like someone had taken all the traits of monsters and shoved them together.


More than that, though, I sensed an immense presence. My increasing ability to detect intent paid off. This was no mere mortal. It might be smaller, but this thing was far more dangerous than even the sand dragon had been. In fact, now that I could understand the aura, I recognized it as be similar to what I had felt from Her but not been able to understand.


“No, I can’t read your mind, at least not in this form. So please save us the time of asking. I’m just vastly older than you are, and good at predicting your thoughts. Yes, this is my avatar. Yes, Sativa, Telmorra, and Korkanis might try to stop me, if I were to attack you, but this is my temple—or it was in an earlier version of Olimero, back when the world was purer.”


“Mensor.”


The figure chuckled, although I wasn’t sure if the sound came from what I thought was a snout, on its face, or if the mouth on its belly was making the noise.


“Good thing that being a great conversationalist isn’t a job requirement,” Mensor snickered. “To answer your most pressing question... No, I’m not here to kill you. At least that is not a probable outcome. What I am here to do, is offer you an opportunity to be yourself.”


I knew discretion was probably the better part of valor here, but I couldn’t bring myself to back down, even when facing a god. It was only his avatar, after all. Could I take him? No, I needed to push such thoughts down.


“You’ll only kill me if I refuse your offer?” I pressed.


“Not even then. You would be a fool not to accept my offer, and I have no use for fools. There is only one reason I would kill you—and that is if I think you are going to kneel to Old Scratch.”


“What is it, then, that you want from me?”


“Why for you simply to be yourself. My herald already told you that.”


“Herald? Oh, Rose.”


“Such a funny name for a truly monstrous existence. Like you, she is much more than she seems. But yes, unlike the other gods, I don’t need someone to shout my name around and such.” He paused. “In fact, I doubt any of them want that—well, maybe Korkanis does.”


The being on the throne stared at me with its multitude of eyes. “Think about it, we all want something from you. Being used is part of existing in the multi-verse. Fulfillment comes, however, when you can decide how
 you will be used.”


“I suppose that applies to everyone but you gods?”


“Hardly!” Again, the figure chuckled. “You’ve already as much as figured out that your concept of a god and what we are doesn’t quite mesh. Even we answer to others, but that isn’t important. If those beings wanted to interact with you, they wouldn’t have us as intermediaries. And I expect that even they have someone that they answer to. The mere fact that an old god like Old Scratch could be imprisoned should tell you there is much more to existence than you understand.”


“Okay, so if I was interested, what’s your offer?”


“Not so fast. There is still one more test for you to complete. Your understanding has grown, but you will have to think outside of the box. I think that is still an expression from your home world.”


“Yes, it is,” I agreed, “though one I have infrequently been accused of.”


“First, though, I want you to think about what the others are offering you. Old Scratch only cares about seeing all existence burn. He believes he has been denied what is rightfully his, and he hates anything and everything that won’t bow and scrape before him. He tampered with humans, in an effort to prove… well, never mind that. It is enough for you to know that he wants to spit in the eye of eternity, and you are an important step in that process.”


“I have no intention of bending my knee to him, or to any of you, for that matter.”


“Few ever do. But consider the others. Korkanis, for all that he is the god of shadow, is perhaps the most obvious. His servant ranted at you, giving away what she thought his vision was. She told you he wants to blend all light and darkness.” Another snort, though this one came from a beak on the being’s shoulder and sounded more like a rude whistle. “What a moronic thing to say. Only light exists. Darkness is simply the absence of light, just as silence is the absence of sound. They are not each their own things. In order for there to be shadow, by definition, there must be light.”


“If that isn’t his intent, what is?” I asked.


“Korkanis is simply playing around. He will use you to convert a few more planets to his worship. He will likely try to glean any secrets he can about the changes Old Scratch made to humanity. He will even treat you well and give you a taste of his power—neglecting to tell you that it would undo your own and make you dependent upon him. In the end, though, he would grow bored with you and then you will fade away.”


“Not a tempting offer, I agree.” I frowned. “I get your point. None of you has my best interests at heart. Telmorra wants to study me. To her, I might as well be a lab rat. And Sativa wants me, because she thinks I will add diversity to her creation.”


“Good. You do understand. I suspect you would enjoy Sativa’s offer the most. Once you’ve had a goddess, you never look back. But you don’t seem like you would be content being a consort, even for a goddess.”


I didn’t respond. Mensor was clearly trying to limit my options, so I would be more inclined to accept whatever it was he planned on offering me. Instead, I waited for him to speak again.


The seconds of silence turned into minutes, but eventually he said, “How annoying. I should have realized the cat would call upon her master when she couldn’t find her own way in. Well, apparently, we have less time than I would have preferred. Undoubtedly, you want to know what I desire from you.”


“Sure, I already asked that, didn’t I?”


“Again, I want you to be yourself. You’ve glimpsed a bit of a universal concept—an interesting one, at that—but more importantly, the right one for you. You still have some growing to do, but I believe you can become an A-grade existence. That will bring you to the pinnacle of mortal life on this world. That is all I want for you. There are very few A-rankers anymore… some elder dragons out there are A-grade. They sleep, though.


“I want you up and roaming the world. I want you to be the alpha that an A-grade should be. I want you to fight who you will, fuck what you want, and feed upon your foes. Don’t be limited by what you learned was true on your former world. No, I’m not asking you to lead some crusade against the so-called civilized races. I believe simply by being yourself, you will bring change to Olimero. That is all I desire.”


I thought through his words carefully. He was the god of beasts and monsters, but I would be a fool to assume I understood what that meant. If anything, it sounded like he wanted chaos. That made me shake my head and laugh. Sativa had been convinced by Old Scratch that humans could bring order to the chaotic world she and three other chaotic gods had created.


The reality, however, was that humans are incredibly destructive. Looking back at the Earth’s history demonstrated that truth again and again. In fact, there was no need to look back, it was enough to turn on the nightly news or even to walk around amongst us for a while. Humans were chaos incarnate.


Did that mean that being myself would make me a monster? If that was true, then perhaps being the monster king wouldn’t be so bad? What was that saying? Oh yeah… ‘Better to reign in hell, than to serve in heaven’.


I’m not sure if that was true, but I understood what he was selling. And thinking of my wives led me to realize that Olimero was far from hell.


“And what, exactly, are you offering?”


The figure snorted; this time, the noise had a deep, bass rumble. “Shouldn’t being yourself be enough?”


“Maybe. But all the other gods offered me something.”


“If you pass my final test, then I’ll give you what you need to destroy the one being on Olimero who even an A-grade can’t defeat. I will gift you a sliver of divine soul, which should grant you some impressive upgrades—assuming you survive it.”


I shook my head. What could possibly go wrong with a mortal consuming part of the soul of a god?


Before I could come up with a witty reply, he snapped, “Time is almost up. Survive… or don’t. This should be easy for you. Then again, I wasn’t the one who made up the quest. Of course, you haven’t faced an elder monster yet.”


Then he disappeared.


 


Chapter 36- Finish the Quest



I went through the quests I had pending. This could only be about the Monster Wave III quest. He had already said he didn’t make it. The quest said that Mensor wanted to kill me, but it seemed more likely that he was just testing me. This was simply further proof that the quests given by the gods were far from perfect.


Vapor Specters were the only monster on the quest list which I had yet to fight. I heard a sound behind me and whirled around, pulling my shield from storage. Instead of a monster, though, I was greeted by the sight of Denne stepping out of a shadow.


My mind raced. Something was wrong here. Denne didn’t have any connection to Korkanis. Of that, I was absolutely certain. He would never betray me, yet here was evidence of him colluding with the shadow right in front of me.


A moment later, Josie stepped out, and then Daria and Melossi. Finally, Nimeera followed them all. Suddenly, things made a bit more sense. Though why Nimeera and the rest of my party weren’t exchanging blows was more than a little confusing.


Then I realized what must have happened for that to be the case, and I saw red. I was furious. I had wanted to give the catgirl another chance, yet here she was taking my wives and friends hostage.


They were down in the aisle, just behind the second row of seats and didn’t appear to have seen me. I was about to streak across the intervening distance and strike Nimeera down, when I realized that my team all had their weapons out.


Then, Daria saw me. “Look! It’s Rob. Thank, Sativa.”


I didn’t have to move, because both my wives came running to me. They both hugged and kissed me. Denne and Melossi followed but gave us some room. I was proud of Josie, because she hadn’t started berating me for being reckless, yet.


Then, my foxkin stepped back and opened her mouth to speak. I suppose it had been inevitable. “I’m sorry husband,” she said, completely shocking me. “I’ve been so worried about you, that I was trying to make you into something you aren’t.”


My eyes grew wide. I would have never expected to hear those words from my fiery wife. It was tempting to tease her, but one look into her eyes combined with what I sensed through our bond, told me she was feeling incredibly vulnerable. It was not easy for her to be like this. She really was concerned about me, but maybe she had finally realized that taking chances was simply part of my nature.


Life wasn’t worth living without some risk.


I pulled her close, drawing her in for a passionate kiss. After a dozen seconds or so, I whispered into her ear, “I love you, too. It makes me so hot to hear you talk to me like that. If we didn’t have company, I’d bend you over this throne right now.”


Her ears twitched and she pressed herself harder up against me. If this had been Lina, I expect that as soon as those words had left my mouth, she would have been hiking up her skirt. But for as bold a warrior as she was, my Jo-Jo was more reserved in other areas.


It was that very reason which made her next words mean so much more. “If that is what you want, husband. I’m yours, entirely.”


Wow! Apparently, I should fight dragons more often.


Then Daria complained, “Hey, what about me?”


I kissed Josie’s forehead and then slid over to Daria. “I haven’t forgotten you, my love. The ceiling in here isn’t high enough to do what I’d really like to do with you.” Then I kissed her deeply.


Our passion was only broken by a moaning sound—and not the good kind. It was coming from a good distance away, judging from the faint volume of the intermittent sound, but the darkness made it impossible to say for sure.


“Everyone, gather close. Mensor means to test me again. He wants me to be some kind of king of monsters.”


My team instinctively took up positions around me, facing outward so that we had eyes in all directions. Nimeera stopped at the edge of the twenty-foot circle of light cast by my sword.


I looked at her, then at my wives. “Is she with you?”


“Ugh, you tell him,” Daria said.


Josie grimaced, but admitted, “We had to make a deal with her. We weren’t able to get down here by ourselves. We tried to find Rose, to make her tell us where you were…” She scowled. “Oh wait, you need to know that Rose isn’t really a sku…”


I cut her off. “I know. She told me. Rose is a very sad and confused creature, but she isn’t down here.”


“Okay, well, anyway, Nimeera helped us find this place, but it is sealed by Mensor. This used to be one of his temples.”


I didn’t bother explaining that I already knew that, and instead let her finish what she had to say. I was pretty sure where this was going.


“Um, anyway, Nimeera had to invoke Korkanis’ aid break past the barrier. We all saw him and heard his words with her. Apparently, she now owes him. He took back the shadow knights which she gained control of after you killed that elf. He told her that if she wanted to rescue her prince, that she would have to do it herself. Then he shoved some black, shadowy stuff into her.”


I looked around and saw everyone else was nodding in confirmation.


“He also said that he would revoke his original offer to you. He said something about you growing beyond his expectations, and that you were going to need help down here. So, um, we sorta had to make a deal with him to send us all here.”


Josie must have been worried about upsetting me, because she clearly didn’t want to explain what this deal involved.


Nimeera stepped forward. “I won’t hold you to the deal, as long as you promise not to be angry with them. They were concerned about you. Korkanis said your soul was in mortal danger, and that they really didn’t have a choice.”


I ignored the cat girl and looked at my foxkin wife. “What did you agree to?”


“Uh…” Josie suddenly found a stone by her foot had become very interesting. She scuffed her boot across it before meeting my gaze. “I hope Lina will forgive me… I had to agree to allow her to join as a clerk for a full year. If you don’t want her after the year, then Korkanis said she can repay her debt to him in other ways.”


I shrugged. “That isn’t so bad. I’m surprised he was so reasonable. There must be more to it than that.”


Nimeera said, “My master has plots within plots, but he didn’t tell me what he has planned. I don’t think he trusts me, not after I declared that I wouldn’t betray you for him.”


Now I was confused. My wives were nervous. Nimeera was nervous. And the whole time, Denne looked like the cat who ate the canary.


“Is someone going to tell me what the big secret is?”


“Well, um he… err… that is Korkanis insisted that she had to fulfill ALL the duties of a clerk.”


A year ago, I would have been completely lost, but I knew full well what that meant. Dang, Olimero is a messed-up place in some ways. How could I expect it to be any different when the people in the drivers’ seats, namely the gods, are so messed up?


“Uh, we’ll cross that bridge…”


Nimeera cut me off to say, “I didn’t ask for this, but I won’t lie. I wanted it. I saw how you are while I was a spy in your house. It wasn’t like anything I experienced before. But I won’t force myself on anyone. I will deal with Korkanis myself. He can take his disappointment out on me.”


I watched Nimeera intently, so much so, that I almost missed the flicker of movement behind her. There was no time for a warning. I blurred forward at full speed, bringing my ki infused magical blade down on the creature which suddenly materialized.


Nimeera’s eyes got really wide, but I was moving so fast she couldn’t have stopped me if she’d tried. I quickly shoved her out of the way as I engaged the translucent creature.


It looked like a ratty dark blue sheet, except that I could almost see through it. Where I assumed was its head, a pair of glowing white eyes stared at me. Bony arms extended out, skeletal fingers reaching for the catgirl. My blade blurred down in an overhead strike, shearing the creature in two right down the middle. When the two parts of it hit the ground, it was like a splash of water.


Josie shouted for everyone to jump back. “Don’t let the liquid touch you!” Then flames sprang from her hand to strike the water. There was a furious sizzling sound, but it was soon blown away by an eerie howl of agony.


Josie said, “Those are vapor specters. They are gaseous in the air, but if sufficiently damaged they become fluid. They can only move slowly in that form, but they are poisonous. Legend claims that anyone who is touched by the liquid they leave behind will become a specter themselves.”


Denne snorted. “That’s just a myth. Only elder vapor specters can create others of their kind.”


“Then everyone get back, because Mensor said something about elder monsters being part of this challenge.”


Nimeera was still shaken up, but in a wavering voice she managed to say, “There’s no way that could have been an elder specter. You destroyed it with a single sword strike.”


Daria laughed, “That’s ‘cause you don’t know how strong my husband is.”


“Our husband,” Josie said while she burned the remains of the elder vapor specter.


“Can we be sure it was an elder monster?” Melossi asked. “What do elder specters look like?”


Nimeera said, “Supposedly just like the others, but their bodies are denser. That thing was pretty dark, so… maybe? I don’t know. Why is your sword glowing, anyway?”


Before I could answer her question, Daria gasped. She pointed at my pant leg. The hem of it was wet and a bluish liquid was crawling up my leg. My pants were little more than threadbare rags, after being scorched by the phoenixes, so the fluid had already touched my skin.


It bubbled and popped when it contacted my skin, but I didn’t feel any pain. I stared in shock at my leg, not sure what to do. The others all watched me, paralyzed by fear for me. Then a simple message popped up.


Toxic Resistance: +2


The fluid jumped off my leg, like it had a mind of its own—which I suppose it did. Josie hit it with a small burst of flame, and it sizzled before disappearing. Just as the last of the specter’s fluid burned into nothing, I got a notification.


You have slain an elder vapor specter. Merits: 24


I explained the notification to everyone. “I know I infused the blade with ki, but do you think it really made that much difference?”


No one had a good answer. I had felt a drain on my ki as it passed through the monster, but not much more than I could create to replace it just by refining the ambient mana. This was too easy. Easy should be good, but Mensor didn’t strike me as the type to give easy tests. I thought about the different monsters he had made me fight today. In fact, I realized that, while the dragon had pushed my speed and strength to its max, and the nest of phoenixes had forced me to be creative, that both ultimately were defeated by my using Soul Eater.


Was it really that simple? Why would the god of monsters push me to use that skill? There was something I must be missing, here. Or maybe not. Maybe just using the skill dehumanized me, so to speak.


What I really needed, was an unbiased source to explain just what I was doing when I used that skill. Of course, good luck finding one. Not that I had any time to worry about it. Another notification popped up—this one clearly from Mensor.


Final Challenge of the Monster King:

 

You have shown that you are willing to follow the Law of Blood and destroy a being’s soul, thus ending their cycle of reincarnation. You then accepted the ability to consume that energy to empower yourself.

 

Power is a temptation that few can resist. Twice today, you used it to save you own life at the cost of others’ futures. This is what a predator does. You have become a monster, even if you refuse to recognize it.

 

Now, you must decide if you will use that power to destroy the souls of those who would harm your pack. You have proven that the elder vapor specters are no threat to you. What will you do to protect your pack?


 


Chapter 37- Winning My Way



I pulled a potion out of my spatial bag and downed it before I changed my mind. This was the last one they had, and Rava would kill me if we didn’t manage to collect some of the ingredients from the nest of phoenixes I’d killed. Hell, I didn’t even know if they’d reverted back to their bodies afterwards, or remained as ash.


I shrugged. It didn’t matter. I needed to beat this challenge, but I had to do so with an added level of difficulty. Specifically, I had to avoid using the Soul Eater skill. Mensor wouldn’t want me to use it, if there wasn’t a downside for me and an upside for the god of monsters.


It might really be nothing more than Mensor wanting a king of monsters to spread chaos across Olimero, but I wasn’t willing to bet on it—not until I was able to gather more information. Luckily, I just happened to have a very sexy elven wife who specialized in Research mana. If anyone short of the gods could provide me with the information I needed, it would be Rava.


The potion immediately went to work.



Phoenix Ki Transformation Elixir      

 
      




Quality: Exquisite


Duration: 10 minutes

Effect: Imbiber gains the following benefits

Strength: +30%

Agility: +50%

Durability: Spontaneous regeneration 1x


The most astounding part about these potions, was the way that they gave a percentage-based boost to certain stats. With my stats so much higher now, the value of such a potion only increased.


I was going to have to look into more options like this. I gained sixty-eight to my Strength stat, and eighty-five to my Agility stat, for the next ten minutes. With my ki further enhancing my body, I prepared to face the specters. The quest said I had to kill nine more of them.


“I need all of you to stay back. If things go well, I will be able to destroy the monsters before they reach you. That potion just gave a huge boost to my stats. Above all else, don’t let the liquid get on you.”


“But we are still stuck here,” Josie said.


“For now.” Then I looked at Nimeera. “Tell your master that I accept his terms, as long as he provides a way out of here for all of us.”


She looked like she was going to protest. I appreciated that she wasn’t part of forcing this on me. Well, that, or she was an even better actress than I had given her credit for. The only thing I was absolutely certain about, was that she hadn’t once tried pushing any Emotion mana on me since she’d joined us. I felt safe trusting her.


I didn’t have time to see what she did after that, however, as the specters came flying into the room. I did hear her say that Korkanis agreed, as long as I honored my word. I didn’t deign to give a response to that, instead focus on the specters.


I spun my core and built up ki in my body. With the amazing boost from the Phoenix potion, I felt like a toddler who had just been fed half a dozen espressos—I had energy to burn! The specters came in three waves of three, so there were nine of them, just like the notification indicated.


My intent built up inside of me. It felt even stronger than before. Maybe my soul skill had made it grow more powerful. I released it as a wave, hoping to either stun the specters, or at least send them packing.


Instead, it had the opposite effect. They didn’t flee, which had been my greatest hope, nor did they focus their ire on me. They simply avoided me. Each group flew around me. One to the left, one to the right, and one above me, their ethereal forms floating through the air.


I leapt and one of the higher one and cut into it with my ki infused sword. Once again, I felt a steady drain of ki, but nothing to worry about. The creature was split in twain. Of course, since it was above me, I took a bath in its liquid essence.


The same bubbling happened. The quantity was much greater this time, though, and I felt something pressing against my insides. Whatever this power was, it was trying to crawl inside me. It wanted to change me.


Long ago, I had learned that one of the key strengths of a body cultivator was an absolute control of my domain, namely my body. That didn’t stop it from affecting, or at least attacking me. My focus was forcibly turned inward as I struggled against the elder specter’s transformative properties.


There was a physical property to it, but also something buried deep within it. The physical manifestation of the specter’s fetid liquid was behind the initial part of the attack. My body shrugged off the first with a couple of quick notifications.


Toxic Resistance +3

 

Durability: +1


The second part was what I hadn’t experienced before—likely a result of the sheer volume of the fluid which covered me. I had practically taken a bath in it. A tearing pain hit me in the lower part of my gut.


I instantly connected that with the sensation I had experienced when I’d first gained my Soul stat. My body trembled. I felt like someone was calling my name, but I couldn’t respond. Then, my body felt like it was being tossed around inside a dryer. Somehow, though, the sensation was distant—almost as if it were happening to someone else.


I strained and pushed against whatever was trying to change me.


This attack wasn’t against my body. It was against my identity. I would have grinned, if I could. A week ago, I wouldn’t have been prepared for this, but I had made peace, with who I was. Accepting both the good and bad parts of myself was essential.


Identifying with INDOMITABLE also helped. The pressure inside of me built to a crescendo, but I screamed my defiance inward. The attack cracked and then broke like a wave against immoveable rocks.


Soul: +4

 

You have gained a new skill: Soul Resistance.

 

Some beings will attack you from the inside out. The body is of little use against such attacks.


My mind raced with that notification, but I didn’t have time to stop and think about it. My Soul stat had already climbed to thirty. While far lower than all my other stats, it seemed like great growth for a stat I had only just gained.


A high-pitched scream tore me from my musings. Did I make that sound? The other two specters in this group were attacking me. Their long bony claws had cut me, but it was a testament to how far my body had developed, that I wasn’t dead—despite having been completely unable to defend myself. I flashed out with my sword twice more, slicing each of the specters in half.


This time, I had the presence of mind to leap back to avoid the splatter of fluid. We would still have to burn it off the floor, but I couldn’t worry about that now. My team was under attack. It looked like they had managed to slay two of the other six specters. It was a good reminder that they were a powerful team in their own right.


Now, though, Nimeera was down on the ground. Her body convulsing as a bluish liquid covered her exposed stomach. Melossi had raised an ice barrier around her while Denne had his shield out and was trying to protect not only his wife but the fallen catgirl. Beyond the obvious desire to protect an injured woman, there was also the simple fact that she was our ticket out of here.


Meanwhile, Josie’s bursts of flame seemed to be the only thing that gave the specters pause, but she also had to burn up the liquid on the ground. It was crawling to them of its own accord, even after they’d defeated the specters. Daria produced gusts of wind which didn’t hurt the specters, but at least it pushed them back.


They were some odd combination of physical and spiritual beings which were still affected by the physical world, but only to a lesser extent. It didn’t matter, though. I infused more ki into my sword and then leaped at the closest one. I would make short work of them.


As predicted, it fell to my sword while I jumped back to avoid getting sprayed. The stars above bless my wives, because they acted in perfect unison. Daria sent out a whirl wind which collected all of the fetid liquid in the air and then Josie fed fire into it, creating a miniature version of the fire tornado I’d taught them how to use before. In an instant, all of the fluid was consumed.


But in that time, the three remaining specters all dove at Denne. The air around him rippled and all three of the specters were suddenly on the far side of the room. The orc warrior fell to one knee as I stopped beside him.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah, that just took a lot out of me.”


I smiled. He had learned a new trick with his Space Mana. Instead of teleporting himself, he had teleported the enemy away from them. I needed to move quickly to avoid letting this opportunity go to waste.


I spared a brief glance at Nimeera. Melossi was bent over her, trying to force feed her a healing potion, but her body was convulsing so much, that she couldn’t drink it.


I streaked across the floor. My movement rate was intense with this boost. I went right at one of the specters, but it dodged me, disappearing and then reappearing moments later much higher in the darkness. The other two quickly followed it.


I could leap upwards, and the light would go with me, but there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t dodge me again. Once I jumped, I would have far less mobility.


I was about to pull a portion of flight from my spatial bag, when I heard Nimeera hacking up blood, a tortured moan escaping her lips. She didn’t have time for me to hunt these three down one by one. A powerful enough ki slice might do the job, but it just as easily could bring the entire ceiling and however many tons of rock there were above it down on top of us.


I wanted to curse, but then thought about something I had been wanting to try. I leaped back to where the others were. Josie and Daria both looked tired but were holding themselves upright, like the troopers they were.


Never let it be said that any of my wives were weak. “We need to work together to blast them out of the sky,” I told them.


Daria said, “I don’t know that I will be able get all three of them. I assume you want Josie and I to combo our attacks and hit them with a flame tornado.”


“Makes sense, they are really weak to fire,” Josie added.


Daria groaned. “But we are both drained, and I still have to aim it—unless we make a vortex big enough to cover the entire top half of the room. And we simply don’t have the power for that.”


“No, but I might.”


They both stared at me.


I told Melossi to cover the three of them in as much ice as she could muster. Then I looked at my wives. “Time for us to become closer than ever, if this works.”


The idea had come to me with my growing soul stat. The bond between us was a soul bond, and I reasoned that the soul stat had to have something to do with it. At least that was my hope.


“Both of you, feed your mana into me and try to keep an open mind.”


As I felt the streams of their mana flow into me, I set my core to spinning and refined the mana to a density and purity greater than I ever had before. At the same time, I reached out to them with my telepathy, seeking to grab their minds and pull them into my own.


I felt an ache in my lower abdomen. I didn’t know how to flex my soul, and just hoped that intent would carry the day. We started to grow closer together.


Error… soul bond connection increasing.

Unanticipated interaction…

Indigenous species were not meant for soul applications like this…


I ignored all of it, even though the notifications forcibly appeared in my mind.


Then, all of a sudden, there was a popping sensation. I felt like my identity… expanded. Thoughts raced around inside my head which I knew weren’t my own, and I could sense both Josie’s and Daria’s thoughts and emotions in ways that I had never sensed them before. If I had thought the soul bond made us close, before… now, though I was literally holding each of their hands—my connection to them was even closer than that.


It was like we all overlapped. Their power was whirling in front of me, but I still couldn’t manipulate the mana directly. Before I could react though, they each raised a free hand. Or was it me who raised my arms?


I felt power being ripped from my core as their mana combined and was then coated with my ki. The sum of the whole became greater than anything we had tried individually, and a massive explosion of flame filled the entire amphitheater.


The heat was so intense, that it melted several feet of the ice shield which Melossi had thrown up around Nimeera, Denne, and herself. But the three of us were protected by an aura of ki which rebuffed the flames as they rebounded back at us.


The specters were dead, I didn’t even need to ask, I simply knew it.


Soul Bond has progressed to Soul Integration, Stage 1.

 

Fragment of dominant soul imprinted on Josephine Case and Daria Case.

 

Error… unexpected actions have unforeseen results.

 

Soul Stat awakened in both indigenous life forms. Modified stat caps remain the same. Nascent cultivation core formed.

 

Warning, this is a deviation from the natural order of Olimero. Expect there to be consequences.


 


Chapter 38- Flying Can Be Fun



My body shuddered, but I didn’t collapse to the ground like my wives did. Through our connection, I knew they would be fine. I told Melossi as much, when she jumped up to rush over to them.


I stepped over to Nimeera. All of this might be for nothing, if we couldn’t get out of here. Korkanis was our best bet for getting around Mensor’s barrier, even if the shadow god’s help came with a price.


Looking down, I saw that Nimeera’s skin had gone pale. She was being transformed, despite fighting it. Maybe it was because we needed her to escape, and maybe it was just because I had a soft spot in my heart for her, but I put my hand on her body and began pushing my energy into her.


It was just like what I had done with Lina. I tried to connect our bodies, so that she could benefit from my immunity. The difference was that I didn’t have an easy channel in, like I had with Lina’s Life mana healing. What I did have, though, was a much stronger soul. I had gained another +10 to my Soul stat with whatever that was that I had done with Josie and Daria.


I was exhausted, but Nimeera at least deserved whatever help I could give to her. I felt a connection form between us. Then I realized what it was. I started draining her Emotion Mana as quickly as I could. Then I condensed it. My Mana Fusion skill was so much more powerful now so I was able to do it almost instantly on the fly.


Her body absorbed the condensed mana, but also with a thread of my ki in it. As it spread through her, I was able to strengthen the connection between us. Now, it was no longer her body fighting the corruption, it was mine.


Toxic Resistance: +2


That notification was all I needed to know that it was working, but I had to push it deeper. This had to be a soul bond, if I was going to be able to completely free her. I felt the same power building as I had five times before.


My awareness of self and my Soul stat gave me the ability to guide it like never before. Love for her swelled within me and threatened to interrupt me. I knew it wasn’t true love, but only an effect of her mana, but that didn’t make it any easier to resist the feeling.


Still, I pushed and then the notification I had been hoping for popped up.


Soul Bond error… Incomplete bonding.

 

Bond resisted by Josephine Case.

 

You have formed a damaged, incomplete soul bond with Nimeera Shadow. The bond will only exist between the two of you and will not touch upon your soul, though it will shackle hers. The effects will not spread to your other soul bonds.

 

You have temporarily freed Nimeera from the taint of an elder vapor specter, but now she is dependent upon you. If she is away from you for more than forty-eight hours, then the taint will re-emerge.


Hmm… that was messed up. Nimeera was coming around, but I looked over at Josie. She had to have seen the disappointment in my eyes.


“I can’t accept her.” She shrugged. “I don’t trust her.


I shook my head and prepared to yell at Josie for the first time—ever—but then a figure appeared a dozen feet from us, and its presence hit me like a crushing weight. I knew this had to be Mensor, before I even looked. Sure enough, the figure that appeared had the same hodgepodge of monster parts which I’d seen before.


“So, you defeated the vapor specters, but you refused to make the hard choice.” He shook his head. “That won’t do at all. A monster king may wish to protect what is his, but he must be heartless against all others. Strength is the law of the jungle—even Sativa knew that and made it her first law.


“I will just have to find another way to test you. Do you have the strength to make the hard choices? One of you must die, or I will hunt all of you down, regardless of what Korkanis does. Oh, yes, I know about that. I can feel his tampering. This is my temple, after all.”


I reached out telepathically while he was speaking to the others. “As soon as Nimeera is able, open the shadow portal and get out of here. Then flee back to Yonderton. Josie, stay with Nimeera until you get her to Lina. Maybe Lina and Rava can figure out what to do about this. The rest of you flee as quickly as you can.”



Josie snapped back, “What about you?”



“I took the Phoenix potion, even if he kills me, I’ll still be fine.”



“You might be reborn, but you would still be reborn here. That means that you might end up stuck with Mensor. We can’t do that to you,”
 Daria replied.


I saw the shadow gate struggling to open; it seemed Mensor was actively resisting Korkanis.


“Hmm… I’ve got a plan. Someone has to distract him, and that someone is me. Ask Nimeera to hold the gate open for five seconds after you all are out. And in case you were wondering, this is an order, deputies.”


Then, hoping that they would listen, I turned toward Mensor. “Maybe we should see who is stronger, a god of monsters or a king of monsters.”


He burst into laughter and the pressure all around us eased up, if only a little. Good, if he didn’t take me seriously, then this just might work.


I activated an ability I hadn’t tried yet. With my Soul stat up to forty, my swarm trait was able to create four copies of me, who would each last for forty seconds. It wasn’t long, but would hopefully be long enough.


Four copies of myself materialized around me. The feeling was surreal. I knew the doppelgangers or clones were me, but they could each act on their own. There was instantly a telepathic link between us, and in quick succession I got four copies of my own voice speaking in my head.


“This plan sucks.”


“You need to get stronger so this doesn’t happen again.”


“Don’t worry, you can count on us.”


“LEE ROY JENKINS!”


Then all four of them leapt at Mensor. I think this was the first time, in what I’m sure was a long time, that the god was completely caught off guard. My doppelgangers didn’t have any of my gear, but they had all of my abilities, and they moved incredibly fast.


It was cool to see myself in action, from the outside that is.


Their hands all glowed with ki as they struck Mensor. Each one attacked a little differently, but I could see in their variations only the different options which I might have selected. The god of monsters was rocked by multiple blows and stumbled backward as the swarm of Rob’s pounded him with ki infused hands and feet.


Each of them had a Strength of around three hundred, even before they empowered themselves with ki. I could feel one of them trying to drain mana from Mensor. Another attacked the god with Soul Eater and, for just a split second, I dared to hope. These gods weren’t really gods, after all. They were just very powerful beings.


Maybe, with five of me we could take him.


Then, just as I was about to jump into the fray, the one trying to drain his soul popped. The clone’s body was literally shredded to bits and those bits were blasted all over the room. So much for that hope.


I looked back at the others, Denne and Melossi were through the portal. “Hurry,” I yelled as I watched a clawed fist burst through the chest of another of my clones.


Daria followed Melossi. Josie turned to look at me, guilt written all over her face. She knew how disappointed I was in her, but hopefully it wouldn’t make her do something foolish. She took a step towards me, but then Nimeera grabbed the foxgirl by the arm and pulled her through the portal.


Nimeera’s voice echoed as she disappeared. “Five seconds.”


I streaked for the portal as Mensor screamed in anger at me. Just before I hit it, he ripped another clone in half with jagged pinchers which spontaneously grew from his body. The last image I saw as the portal closed around me, was a very angry god of monsters literally twisting the head off of my last clone—a head which was identical to mine.


Outside, the shadow portal opened beside the horses. My entire body felt like it was being torn apart, though the sensation only lasted for a moment. I stumbled when I stepped onto firm ground. I fell to one knee, gritting my teeth, but then managed to force myself to stand.


I didn’t know what that was. A notification popped up, but I pushed it away. I needed to focus on what was going on around me. The light of day was much brighter than the cave where we had been. Denne and Melossi had already started getting the horses ready.


I shook my head, then called out to the orc, “Use your potions of flight, or your spatial magic. Take your wife back the fastest way you can. I want you all to get away from here faster than a horse will carry you.”


I turned to look back the direction we’d originally come from with a frown. “Don’t stop in Monster’s Run. We’ll have to deal with that later. I will have Rock guide the horses back home, so don’t think I’m just sacrificing them.”


Denne saluted with his fist to his chest in the fashion of orc warriors and then scooped up his wife. They disappeared in a blast of Space mana as he teleported them away. I knew he would have to make a number of jumps, but it would be much faster than the horses, likely even faster than flying.


Daria looked at me. “What about us?”


“As the only wife here who didn’t defy me, you are with me,” I replied. Turning to the other two, I asked, “Nimeera can you do one more of those shadow portals?”


She shook her head. “I can’t leap very far, and right now I feel very weak.”


“Get Korkanis to help you, then. I need him to make a shadow portal for you and Josie back to Yonderton. Just tell him that he can’t collect on whatever it is he was hoping to collect, if you die out here.”


She nodded, “I can ask.”


“Just tell him, don’t ask. He is smart enough to see reason,” I told her. Damn, it felt good to be dictating terms to the gods for once, rather than having them messing with my life.


Josie pouted. “Why can’t I stay with you.”


“Because someone needs to stay with Nimeera, someone who can tell our people that she is cleared to be there.” I narrowed my gaze at the redhead. “Do NOT leave her side until I get back.”


“Then why don’t you just come with us?” Josie asked.


I tried to keep the stern look. It was hard to do.


Josie had screwed up, but I loved her enough that it didn’t really matter. I was still mad, though. “Because you are being punished,” I growled in response, “and if possible, Daria is going to be rewarded. Besides, you wouldn’t want me to be without a guard, would you?”


Josie tried to glare at me, but she knew she was in the wrong. Without another word she stepped through the shadow portal with Nimeera.


“Am I really going to be rewarded?” my hawkgirl asked.


“If I can manage it.” I pressed my palms to my eyes, blowing out a sigh that was nearly a groan. “I feel like I’ve been put through a blender.”


“What is a blender?”


“Uh, never mind. It’s an Earth term, you don’t know what that is. Give me a sec to check that last notification.”


What I saw confused me at first, but then made me break out into a big grin.


Phoenix’s Rebirth activated. Spontaneous regeneration occurring. Once you were born of water in a womb, now you shall be reborn in fire. Fire is a purifying force, and you shall be reborn as your best possible self.

 

Error… duplicate bodies detected.

 

Adjustments being made.

 

 

Primary form and destroyed duplicates are part of swarm trait. Phoenix potion bypasses the prohibition on gaining stats from dead doppelgangers. Your body was instantly rebuilt as you passed through the portal.

 

Human design is not contained in the Codex Olimero. Best estimates are being used to design and rebuild this body, integrating foreign materials. Net results may vary slightly from original form. Extra mass must be accounted for. Review of memories has guided the design and reforming process.

 

Net results:

Strength: +8

Durability: +16

Agility: +2

Soul: +4

 

Body mass increased by 50%


You found another way to cheat Olimero. This strategy will not work the same in the future. Adaptations are being made.


I whistled before reading the results off to Daria. That was impressive. Even if I couldn’t do it again, those were some tremendous gains.


I could already feel how much stronger my body was as well as just how much more solid it was. I really couldn’t afford to increase the density of my body too many times or I would always have to be on the bottom. I didn’t want to crush any wives.


There were a host of other notifications I got from before but I had ignored them. Glancing at them quickly, I saw that the fight added several more gains.


Skill increases:

Melee Combat: +3

Telepathy: +5      


Mana Fusion: +6

Metallic Body: +2

Ki Slice: +1

Ki Infusion: +4


I wasn’t complaining one bit. I was still B-grade, but at least I had an idea about how to progress from here. For now though, I felt my strength returning to me. I looked at Daria and said, “How about I down a potion of flight and then we join the mile high club again?”


She tapped her lips with one of her nails. “Tempting, and it isn’t that I don’t want that, but a story that Lina says you told her about your time on Earth has me wondering about something else.”


My eyes widened. Lina was always pressing me for stories from Earth, but mostly she just wanted to hear about every sexual encounter I’d ever had. I should have known she was sharing those stories with the others.


“Um… okay, which one?”


“Something about how hard it was to drive a car, whatever that is, while one of your girlfriends was paying you a particular type of intimate attention. I’ve been wondering how that would work while you are flying.”


I had an immediate bulge in my pants. Road head was dangerous, but damn was it hot. “You sure?”


“Yes. You know it’s okay for you to just enjoy the things we want to do to you, right?”


“Yes, dear.”


She smiled. “There’s just one thing. You’ll have to handle the flying. With your size, I think I’ll be too busy to flap my wings.”


Not wanting to pass this opportunity up, I quickly downed a potion of flight while ensuring I had a second one in reserve. “Okay, I’ll do the flying.”


She winked at me as we took to the air, sliding down my torso until she was hugging my thighs. “And I’ll keep my hands on the..." She paused, tilting her head to the side.



“What was that strange human term for the control that powered their flying machines?” I heard her mutter to herself. Before I could tell her, Daria gave me the most beautiful smile.



"Oh! Yes," she nearly purred as she unbuckled my belt and I wrapped my legs around her back, being careful not to kick her folded wings. "I'll keep my hands, and my lips, on the throttle."


 


Chapter 39- Back Home



We made it back to town much faster than the ride out had been—far faster than I wanted to. It was an experience which would be hard to describe, and one I couldn’t have imagined prior to arriving on Olimero. With an airspeed of more than two hundred miles per hour—I was cautious enough not to go full speed while getting sky-head—the only thing that made it comfortable, was the combination of my ki aura which spread around the both of us, and the windshield that Daria somehow managed to maintain with her magic.


How she had the mental space for that was beyond me, but it ensured that no bugs or birds even got close to us. Still, flight at that speed without any type of plane or other device around us felt completely out of control. All I can equate it to, was that one time that I went bungee jumping back on Earth. A girlfriend at the time had thought it would be a rush, and I will admit the sex afterwards was a rush.


This time though, it was perfect combination of the adrenaline rush that came with that type of movement, along with the bliss of a very eager wife doing everything in her power to make me explode more than once into her mouth before we reached out destination. All I could say when it was over was, “When can we do it again?”


Seriously, though, after the rush of danger that we had been living through for the past couple of days, coming home was a great relief. I had made great gains and felt the need to consolidate them. I also was glad to see my other wives. The biggest shocker was how almost as soon as we landed, she kissed my cheek and then rushed off to check on our egg.


It was hard to remember sometimes, that despite the fierce warrior that she was, Daria was also a mother—or would soon be one. Our increased connection conveyed a nervousness with what she found in the mana chamber. I could tell she felt something was off about the egg but didn’t want to worry me. Hopefully, it was nothing. But then again, hybrid humans were a new thing.


The thought made me chuckle. Back home in the RPG video games, there were half-elves, half-orcs, and a whole bunch of other half-breed fantasy races. The one thing they all had in common? They were half human.


If you stopped to think about it, humanity was the slut race of fantasy, and now I was turning that into a reality on Olimero.


Speaking of the enhanced connections though, I felt the shame and frustration Josie was dealing with. She didn’t want to face me after the rebuke I had given her. Too bad for her. Judging from where I sensed her, she was in our medical area, so she must have taken my instructions seriously and stayed at Nimeera’s side until I got there.


When I walked into the medical suite, Rava was sitting at a desk going over some paperwork. Most likely, she was trying to come up with an alchemical solution to the catgirl’s problem. At the same time, Lina was bent over the bed checking on the patient. Josie was sitting in a chair on the far side of the bed.


I couldn’t help myself. I snuck up as quietly as I could and pinched Lina’s perfect backside. Her cotton ball tail quivered. She was smirking when she looked back over her shoulder at me. “Thank Sativa, I’ve been standing here bent over for almost five minutes waiting for you.”


I could only groan internally as I smiled at her. “Best welcome I could hope for. Now, can you tell me what’s going on with Nimeera?”


Lina turned around and walked over to sit on the edge desk where Rava was working. All four women were looking at me.


The bunnygirl shook her finger at me and Josie. “First off, shame on you two for agreeing to add another clerk, without running it by me first.” She looked so serious that, if I hadn’t come to know her so well, I likely would have thought she was mad at me.


I shrugged, “Josie didn’t have much time to make a decision, and separated as we were, I’m happy with the decision she made under pressure. This isn’t all on her, though. I agreed to it, because it was the only way for us to escape the god of monsters. Besides, I’d thought you’d be happy I accepted another clerk. This way, you have a new kitty to pet.”


Lina practically drooled as she looked at Nimeera and then back at me. “Oh, I want to pet her kitty alright, but she is in bad shape.”


Rava added, “Yes, no amorous activity for our wounded kitty till her system has had a chance to right itself. Whatever you did to her stopped the spread of the infection inside of her. At least, that is how I’m thinking of it. The toxin in gone from what I can tell, although Josie told us about the notification you received.”


“Then what’s the problem? She just has to stay near me, right?”


“It isn’t that simple.” The purple haired elf paused. “Well, it is… and it isn’t. She will be better in a few days but is going to be very weak until then. The toxin, or infection, or taint—whatever you want to call it—is gone from her system, but it left significant damage behind.” Rava pursed her lips. “Not all of us heal as freakishly fast as you do, and magical healing only seems to agitate her weakened condition.”


Rava’s explanation was simple and straightforward. “Okay, that makes sense, I guess.”


I looked at Josie, “How long do we have until we need to leave for the tournament?”


Her eyes grew wide. “What? You’d still let me go? You’re willing to come with me?”


“Of course, Josie. I was mad at you, don’t get me wrong, but did you think I was going to stay mad at you? I couldn’t if I tried.”


I shook my head. “We do have some things we need to talk about, but we need to work through this together. You were being jealous for no reason. And there are going to be consequences. Specifically, you will be the one taking care of Nimeera while she heals. Take the time to get to know her. I bet the two of you have much more in common than you think.”


My foxgirl’s ears twitched and her tail swished behind her chair nervously. I could see my decision made her uncomfortable, but at least she didn’t try to argue with me about it.


To change the subject, I re-asked my question: “When do we need to be in Centrum?”


“Uh, that… gets complicated.”


“What do you mean?”


Rava was the one to answer me. “She means it is complicated, because I have set up a huge merchant caravan to showcase a bunch of our goods in Centrum. Expanding markets is part of my job as your Mistress of the Purse, so I will be going with you.”


“How long will the caravan take to get there?”


“It’s around 500 miles. With the wagons full and extra horses, we might make twenty miles a day, maybe even thirty if we pushed the horses, but then they would need rest. And when we hit the mountains, it will be more like 15-20 miles per day. The pass isn’t that steep, but there are some good hills. I think a safe estimate would be around thirty days, give or take two days.”


“And when will the wagon train be ready to leave?”


She smiled, “In less than five days. I want to leave early enough to do some trading on Westerton before the tournament starts, but I need to brew potions until then.”


I sighed. “About that. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to get the phoenix ash.”


Rava looked confused. She glanced over as Lina, who just shrugged. “What are you talking about? The skunkkin you sent brought us bags and bags of resources. We have ingredients from over fifty phoenix, a dozen scorpions, two basilisks, and even dragon parts. She said she would meet you in Westerton and would pay you the rest of the coin she owes you there.”


“Rose was here?” I blurted out.


Lina answered this time, “She left a couple of hours ago.”


Josie and I, with Nimeera filling in some details, explained about the skunkkin who wasn’t really a skunkkin. A cold chill ran down my spine as I thought about what harm she could have done before I got here. My emotions must have been clear over the bond, because Josie stood up, one hand on her sword as she looked around for the threat, and both Lina and Rava were immediately in my arms.


Rava ran her hand over my chest. “Calm down, my love. We are all fine. She even left a note for you.”


When I read the note, it was simple.



Consider this an advance, based on my faith in you. My master has plans for you, and I’m confident that—in time—you will see that the freedom he offers is exactly what you need. I look forward to seeing you in Westerton. Know that I bear you no ill will, even if things are tense between you and my master. -

 Rose



I shook my head, but needed to focus. I looked over to Josie. “And when does the tournament start?”


“It is still five months away, so we have plenty of time, but a complication arrived while we were gone. A sword master in Centrum has learned about me. I’m not sure who told him, and his letter doesn’t explain, but he claims that he was my father’s master. He has asked that I arrive as soon as possible, so that he can train me for the tournament.”


“Sounds like we have a lot on our plate. I only worry about not being here when Mursha gives birth.”


Rava said, “That won’t be a problem. Most of the flight potions weren’t used, so you can keep those. With them, you will be able to make the trip in under two hours. And I should be able to brew you more, now.”


They seemed to have thought of everything.


Josie added, “You don’t have to travel in the caravan with us, but I probably should add more security to it.”


“No, I want to. I just want to make sure that whoever stays behind is safe.”


Lina spoke up. “I need to come, to keep an eye on my patient,” she gave Nimeera a wink, “in case she relapses. And if we are with a merchant caravan, we can bring Robbie. He will love the sights in a new city.”


I thought about arguing with her, but truthfully, I wished all my wives could come with me. But I did need some of them to stay behind and hold the fort down, so to speak.


“Fine, but if it gets dangerous, I’m sending you back. I think I’m also going to build a bunker for the wives who remain here. That way, if there is a monster wave attack, they will be safe. And if we can make enough flight potions, I will be able to make weekly trips back and forth to check on them.”


I thought for a moment before adding, “I really need to work on extending the range of my telepathy. The skill went up a lot, so we need to test what my range is now.”


That reminded me, I’d promised Josie she could test my capabilities. We would need to find time for that before leaving. It would be good to put her mind at ease. I knew how much stronger I had become just over the past week—still not strong enough to fight a deity, to be sure, but strong.


We discussed a few more details before I went upstairs to the office on the second floor. I explained what I needed to Rozelle, my city manager. She gave me a few suggestions, and then I purchased a bunker.


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

 

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


I also purchased the addition, to make it fit up to 100 people. The cost was a full 1,000 merits. When we added another addition to allow for telepathic communication between me and the bunker—like a long range radio might serve in a headquarters back on Earth—that set us back an additional 700 merits. But I felt it was completely worth it. Even if my range expanded, I didn’t think it was going to cover 500 miles.


That made me think about the other quest notification I had received.


Monster Wave III had been completed when I took the battle to them and killed the last monster type off my list. The notification told me about the merits I had gained, which of course I had just burned through creating the bunker. Apparently, the rare or better crafting materials reward was satisfied by the dragon scales Rose had left us.


That meant the only reward I got for myself was a new trait stone.


This time, the small stone which appeared before me when I went to the Hall of Justice to collect my reward was a perfect square and appeared to be made of solid gold. When I touched it, I was notified that it contained the trait: Protector.


I thought about it for a second, but then decided I didn’t need to study it. Protector sounded perfect for me, so I focused on absorbing it just like I had done with the Swarm stone.


You have absorbed the energy of a trait stone. This stone contained a measure of Protector. Do you wish to adopt this Trait?


I clicked yes without hesitation, and once again felt the changes happening in my body. With my Soul stat now active, it wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable.


Congratulations!

 

Success. You have gained the Trait: Protector. This is a B-grade Trait.

 

Manifestation: Den mother variant.

 

You will gain a 5% bonus to all your stats whenever you are within 100 feet of one of your clerks or deputies. This bonus will increase to 10%, if that clerk or deputy is also a wife. These bonuses are additive and stack in an unlimited fashion.

 

Additionally, you will absorb a similar percentage of any damage which they receive, so long as you are within range. The trait represents your need to protect your family and the way in which you tend to hover.


I laughed. I’d take the sarcastic snark at the end of the description. I could already feel my stats shoot up because of the clerks, deputies and wives working below me on the first floor. I headed for the training area. I definitely needed to test this out, but then I got a telepathic message.


Daria was suddenly screaming in my mind that something wasn’t right with the egg. She’d taken it out of the mana chamber to mother it in her nest, but something was terribly wrong.


I immediately raced up to the roof and found her at the nest. Lina and my other wives all arrived within moments of me getting there.


Daria was on her knees in front of the egg which had cracks running down its sides. The egg was impossibly large. Like in the week I had been gone, it had grown from the size of a honey dew melon to the size of a large watermelon. It was a good two feet long! This never would have come out of Daria as it was, and if I understood things correctly, it was supposed to take at least another fifty weeks to mature.


Apparently not.


“Maybe it’s just hatching?”


Tears streamed down Daria’s face. “It’s far too soon. There is no way the egg should be this big.”


Lina said, “The life force inside the egg seems strong. I think this is just another weird thing about Rob.” She hopped into the nest, grabbing Daria and hugging her so hard, she shook the worried hawkgirl with her exuberance. “You’re going to be a mother!”


Sure enough, over the next couple of hours the egg finished cracking and our daughter hatched. Those are definitely not words any man from Earth would ever expect to say, but that’s what happened. We cleaned the baby, washing her clean of the clear mucus that stuck to her fuzzy feathers.


Lina checked her out but quickly gave her a clean bill of health.


Then, we sat there hugging our daughter. She looked very much like her mother, but there were a few oddities to show that she was part human. Well, that and the notification I received about it.


We had just created a human/hawkkin hybrid and thus got the next stage of that reward. I turned down the magical ring—for now—because if I waited another six months, it would become an A-grade ring. I just had to wait for Mursha to give birth.


Well, actually, that wasn’t correct. I forgot that Lina didn’t count, hers had been a separate quest. I still had to get Rava pregnant, and she had to deliver, and then I could get an A-grade ring.


Daria did receive her reward. A magical spear appeared next to her, but even that wasn’t enough to tempt her into putting down our daughter. I had to pick up the spear and identify it for her.


Spear of Pierced Destiny—this unique scaling item will keep up with its bonded owner, Daria Case. New abilities may be gained over time.

 

Current abilities:

 

Return—the spear may be summoned back to its owner’s hand after being thrown.

 

Piercing—this spear is especially good at piercing magical defenses. It will pierce through the shield or defense of any mage with a lower magical score than the wielder.


It was truly a great weapon for the hawkgirl, but we were too smitten with our new daughter, Sarah, to pay it the attention it deserved.


Daria insisted on naming our daughter after my mother. After this, nothing else mattered; I now had two healthy kids. I ended up spending two weeks at home, rarely leaving Daria’s side in her nest. The only time I did, was to spend time with Mursha—usually down in the forge. The caravan and trip were important, but I needed to spend time with each of my wives and children.


It was a necessary break that refreshed my soul and prepared me for my next journey on Olimero. When the day came to leave, I was blown away by the size of the caravan that Rava had put together. I had no idea our little town could produce this many goods. But then again, we were almost a proper city, now, and growing rapidly.


There were just over one hundred wagons in the caravan, with thirty merchant’s guards in addition to the Iron Shields—the orc mercenaries—who we had hired as personal guards for those of my family making this trip. Of course, for additional security, we also had me, Josie, Rava, Lina, and a still recovering Nimeera.


I found myself actually excited about the trip. The fact that I had a hundred potions of flight in my spatial pouch meant I wasn’t worried about missing out on what was happening at home. I planned on flying home every week to spend a day or two with Daria, Sarah, and Mursha.


Mursha and Daria were well equipped to run things on the home front while we were gone. Denne would oversee the deputies, and Rozelle would keep the city running.


It was time to see more of Olimero.

 

 

 


Epilogue


Somewhere between Yonderton and Westerton in a small hidden grove small creatures flitted from tree to tree. The brook bubble providing fresh water and the bushes provided berries. All of their needs were met in this grove, we’ll all but one.


If any mortal eyes had been watching the grove the creatures would have looked like tiny women with transparent wings flitting about like humming birds while constantly generating a sparking dust which evaporated as it fell from them. If that observer was magically sensitive they might note that these little creatures were generating more mana than even dragons.


Of course, an observer might also be inclined to see the tiny fairies as adorably cute from a distance and breathtakingly beautiful up close. Everything is cuter when it is small whether they be babies, puppies, or tiny houses. So, it shouldn’t come as a surprise, that six-inch-tall scantily clad women would come off as cute.


The irony was that if a mortal observer got too close, they would soon discover that the gorgeous exterior hid a truly vicious intent. Not that it mattered to the one who was observing them. He had no fear of fairies, but he might just have use for them.


Mensor was never one to give up. He watched the fairies and a plan formed in his head. It would be best if they never knew he had been here. Unwitting tools were often the best and Mensor didn’t believe in blunting his tools. But what he could do, was give them a nudge in the right direction.


A stray caravan guard getting lost in the dark and stumbling into the mystical grove was almost impossible, but not with a little guidance from him. Stan was a young man working as a caravan guard for the most heavily laden merchant train to ever come out of Yonderton. Something about having the Sheriff in the caravan made everyone a bit more nervous.


That didn’t make night watch any less boring. There were few monsters out here, and even bandits would think twice about attacking a caravan this size. Thus, Stan didn’t feel bad about wandering away from his post to answer nature’s call. A cowkin’s gotta do what a cowkin’s gotta do, after all.


But just as he was tying his trousers up, he heard a low whistle. He grabbed his axe from where he’d leaned it up against the side of a tree and went to investigate. If he discovered an attack before it happened, he might end up getting a bonus.


Strangely, he saw a flitting orb of light. It danced in the air. He’d never seen magic like that. Tales that one of his mothers had told him about monsters in the woods were quickly pushed aside. He didn’t believe in that nonsense. As he ran forward, following the light, he didn’t see the hole.


His foot went in, and he fell forward with a scream which was far too girlish for his liking. A sharp pain ran up his leg and, for a moment, he was afraid that he had broken his leg. But something else was wrong.


His surroundings shifted around him. Instead of the dark forest at the edge of the road, he now found himself in a quaint little grove. The moon shone upon a pool of water which was fed by a brook. The throbbing pain in his leg pulled him back to his current situation. He struggled to get to his feet, but a stabbing pain prevented him from bearing weight on that leg—he had to use his axe as a cane to put support his weight.


Stan shook his head as he looked for a way out. He really had busted up his leg. He needed to get back to the caravan, or at least close enough that they could hear his cries for help. The various women he had in mind as potential wives might not find his actions here praiseworthy, but if he died alone in the woods, then he would never get to start his own family.


Then that light came flitting by him again, but this time it came much closer. It wasn’t just a light. It was a tiny woman. Stan stared at her. He really couldn’t help himself. She was possessed of an otherworldly beauty, her features so perfect it almost hurt him. She was quickly joined by two, no four, then ten more of her kind.


He heard high pitched voices, but could only catch a word here and there.


“A man.”


“Young.”


“Virile”


They were all so cute. Stan couldn’t tear his eyes away from them. One of the last to arrive, a tiny blond with delicate wings, flew right up to him. Her small hand reached out and caressed his cheek. Stan felt soothing power flow through him, his pain fading into the distance, like it belonged to someone else.


“Can you help me? I need to get back to the others.”


The tiny fairy who was soothing him spoke in melodic tones. “Help you? Of course. We will do wonderful things for you… wonderful things to you. But first, you must help us? Are there more of your kind nearby? More males?”


A shudder of fear passed through Stan as he saw how sharp her teeth looked, but another wave of soothing power rushed through him. No, he realized, he was being silly—there was nothing to fear here. He wanted to help her. He needed to help her. It was the most important thing in the entire world.


Stan began to babble. Words spilled out of him. He started to describe the number of guards, but the tiny fairy in front of him—Delicia was her name—was only interested in the men. He tried to tell her things that would interest her. He desperately wanted to please her.


She wanted to know about men who were mages, especially those who were particularly strong. She said they made the best breeders. Oh, how he hoped he would be chosen as a breeder. Still, he couldn’t hold back anything from her.


“The one you want is the Sheriff. He is some kinda mage. I saw him kill dozens of monsters back in Yonderton, and he is both faster and stronger than anyone alive.”


Delicia, queen of the fairies, nodded. She was pleased with this drone. He was weak and would only be fit for food, after they had some entertainment and drained his body of all fluids. It sounded like there were much better targets nearby upon which to raise the next generation of fairies.


She beckoned to her handmaids. Yes, they had plans to make and men to snare.



_____________________________________


Her sat in the hotel room, staring at the corpse. This entire city reeked of far too many mortals. Most were incompetent, and that might even be too generous, worth little more than a brief diversion, at best. She found it hilarious, that a tournament was being put together to showcase their pathetic physical skills.


She wanted to feast upon their souls—but only after making them scream in agony. Her liked nothing more than crushing out the last hopes of mortals as she played with them.


Yet, none of the so-called people disgusted her as much as the dead slaad lying next to her. A gray slaad was a powerful monster, yet it had given up its natural form to take this much weaker one. It was a servant of Mensor, and had been faithful. That much Her could respect, even if the slaad’s devotion was misplaced with one of the so-called new gods. They were barely better than jumped up mortals, not like her kind, who had been created as immortals.


Still, now she had an in with her target. It chaffed Her, that she had been required to leave the human alone. But her master was not one who could be disobeyed lightly. Rules could sometimes be bent, but never broken—not unless she wanted to find her parole from the torments of hell revoked.


No, this might even be fun. Seduction was not her favorite technique, but by taking the skunkkin’s form, she would be able to ingratiate herself with the Sheriff. Best of all, he already had reason to distrust this form, so she wouldn’t have to be too sappy. And the type of corruption which the beast god had planned for Rob matched most closely with the plans Old Scratch had for him. It was all about developing his abilities.


As far as her master was concerned, the human could make pacts with all of the other gods. Let each of them give him what they could to further his growth, or so her master had said. He still was no match for Her and she knew it. That brought a smile to her face.


Then that smile began to stretch as her form shifted. Her jaw unhinged and began to spread to an impossible size as she moved to swallow the skunkgirl whole. Consuming the slaad known to the mortals as Rose—both body and soul—would make it easier to imitate her.


Yes, this was going to be fun.

 

 

 

To be continued…
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Cast

 

Robert Case (Rob)- human, Sheriff, body cultivator, soul bonded to Josie, Lina, Rava, Daria, & Mursha

 


Josephine (Josie)- foxkin, deputy, fire mage, soul bonded to Rob


 

Rolina (Lina)- bunnykin, clerk, life mage, soul bonded to Rob

 

Daria- hawkkin, deputy, air mage, soul bonded to Rob

 

Rava- elf, clerk and alchemist, study mage, soul bonded to Rob

 

Mactosh- orc, blacksmith, metal mage

 

Mursha- orc, daughter of Mactosh, gravity mage, soul bonded to Rob

 

Denne- orc, deputy, son of Mactosh, space mage

 

Melossi- wolfkin, deputy, wife of Denne, water mage (ice)

 

Nunani- monkeykin, deputy, wife of Denne, slime mage

 

Barrow- wolfkin, tailor (wife: Moppet, daughter: Misty)

 

Tyler- cowkin, carpenter

 

Nimeera- catgirl, spy for Nisync and adherent in the Cult of the Raven

 

Nogia- elf, Adherent in the Cult of the Raven

 

Sativa- divine, goddess of nature, architect and creator of Olimero


Telmorra- divine, goddess of magic, assisted in creation of Olimero


Korkanis (the Raven)- divine, god of shadows, assisted in creation of Olimero


Mensor- divine, god of beasts, assisted in creation of Olimero


Old Scratch- divine, unknown relationship to Earth, imprisoned but still influential


Her- a servant of Old Scratch from a different dimension, demonic


Rose- a servant of Mensor. Her true race is gray slaad, a monster race, but she

shape changes to the form of a skunkkin.


Rozelle- the city manager for Yonderton

 

 


Racial Caps


      


Foxkin: AGI: 100, Magic: 90, Str: 60, Dura: 40


Bunnykin: AGI: 90, Magic: 80, Str: 70, Dura: 30

Elves: AGI: 70, STR: 40, Dura: 30, Magic: 110

Catkin: AGI: 110, STR: 80, Dura: 50, Magic: 20

Orcs: AGI: 30, STR: 90, Dura: 110, Magic: 40

Cowkin: AGI: 30, STR: 110, Dura: 90, Magic: 20

Wolfkin: AGI: 70, STR: 70, Dura: 70, Magic: 70

Hawkkin: AGI: 90, Magic: 70, Str: 60, Dura: 40

Monkeykin: AGI: 100, Magic: 20, Str: 80, Dura: 70

 

 

Mana Types: (so far)



Elemental: Air, Earth, Fire, Water, Ice

Natural: Plant, Growth, Slime, Gas

Personal: Mind, Emotion, Ghost, Research, Speed

Fundamental: Gravity, Space, Aura

 



Stats at the end of book 5
 


 


 Stats:


 

Strength: 236

Agility: 173

Durability: 230

Magic: 209

Soul: 49




Cultivation Grade: B4




 Skills:


Alchemy 67

Ranged Combat: 58

Melee Combat: 69

Telepathy: 24       


Mana Fusion: 25

Metallic Body: 26

Ki Slice: 9

Toxic Resistance: 9

Ki Infusion: 25

Soul Eater: 4

Soul Resistance: 1

 

Traits:

Swarm- Doppelganger

Protector- Den Mother

 

Bondings:

Wives:


Lina-
 Responsiveness to Healing mana in all forms is increased by 25%. Healing effects further all act to increase base healing rate for a limited time after the healing is concluded.


 


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


 


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


 


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


 


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


 

 

Sentient Gear: Bargon’s Slice

 

Companion/Pet: Stone Horse

 

B-Rank Body Fortification: 35%

 

Mind Core Formation: 61%

 

Concept: INDOMITABLE

 

By-Product Manipulation: 88%

 

 

Gear:

 

Armored Vest of Protection

 

Helm of Protection



Short sword of Accuracy



Bow of Adaptive Power




Quiver with 30 explosive arrows (replenishes)

      


Stone Horse Talisman

      


High Quality Fighting Stick

      


Shocking Dagger

      


Spatial storage belt

 

Gloves of Dual Need

 

Spatial Bag

 

Bargon’s Slice

 

Taunting Whistle

 

Mana Well: 0/500

 


Mactosh Rifle (200 rounds)


 

Mactosh Shotgun (200 mixed shells)

 

Shield: Wife’s Price

 

 

Josie at end of book 5

Stats:

 

Strength: 72

Agility: 118

Durability: 54

Magic: 113

 


Cultivation Grade: Nascent






 Skills:


Ranged Combat: 67

Melee Combat: 92

Dual Wield: 54

Critical Strike: 19

Precision Strike: 37

 

 

Gear:

 

Heirloom swords (belonged to her father)

Leather armor

Wedding Ring

Potions of Flight x2

Mana Potions: x6

Deputy Badge

Belt Knife

 

 

 

 

 

Lina at end of book 5

Stats:

 

Strength: 61

Agility: 86

Durability: 31

Magic: 101

 


Cultivation Grade: N/A






 Skills:


Administration: 64

Cooking: 92

Sewing: 29

Shopping: 17

First Aid: 69

Melee Combat: 8

Seduction: 10

 

Gear:

A Mother’s Love: Cleaver

Apron

Skirt and Blouse

Belt Knife

Clerk’s Insignia

Potions of Flight x2

Mana Potions x6

 

 

 

Rava at end of book 5

Stats:

 


Strength: 42

Agility: 80

Durability: 36

Magic: 138

Cultivation Grade: N/A




 Skills:


Alchemy 119

Ranged Combat: 44

Melee Combat: 29

Research: 77      


Business Administration: 83

Negotiations: 67

Sewing: 13

Cooking: 14

Seduction: 37

Deceit: 63

Stealth: 48

Enchanting: 11

 

Gear:

Cauldron

Alchemy Tools

Inscribing Tool

Potion Bandolier- spatial

Spatial Pouch

Belt Knife

Short Sword

Wide variety of Potions

 

 

 

Daria at end of book 5

Stats:

 


Strength: 73

Agility: 102

Durability: 42

Magic: 81

Cultivation Grade: Nascent




 Skills:


Ranged Combat: 93

Melee Combat: 71

Tracking: 41

Skinning/Butchering: 33

Gambling: 24


Flight: 72


Dive Bomb: 33

Strafing: 51

 

 

Gear:

Spear of Pierced Destiny

Short Sword

Belt Knife

Leather Armor

Potions of Healing x4

Potions of Mana x6

Firebomb Potions x4

Dice/Cards

 

 

 

Mursha at end of book 5

Stats:

 


Strength: 101

Agility: 36

Durability: 120

Magic: 55

Cultivation Grade: N/A




 Skills:


Ranged Combat: 18

Melee Combat: 67

Blacksmithing: 78

Dancing: 16

Leatherwork: 46

Bull Rush: 12

Cleave: 19

Power Attack: 44

Dual Wield: 19

 

Gear:

Twin Swords

Shield

Scale Mail

Potions of Flight x2

Potions of Healing x4

Potions of Mana x6

 

 

Nimeera at end of book 5

Stats:

 


Strength: 74

Agility: 106

Durability: 44

Magic: 20

Cultivation Grade: N/A




 Skills:


Ranged Combat: 61

Melee Combat: 69

Deceit: 47

Stealth: 55

Shadow Manipulation: 37

Seduction: 21

Gambling: 13

Gardening: 16

Tracking: 41

Precision Strike: 29

Critical Strike: 32

Back Stab: 41      


 

Gear:

Dagger- multiple

Throwing Knives- numerous

Spatial Pouch

Poisons- various

Leather Armor

Caltrops

Short Sword

Crossbow and bolts

Garrote

Spider Silk Rope

Disguise Kit

 



 



 

 


Cultivation Ranks

 

Nascent core- is an incomplete core representing the potential to become a cultivator rather then a true rank for a cultivator. To reach E Rank/Grade it is necessary to form that core.

 

To move to D Ranks - must condense ki from vapor into mist

Same process of acclimation

      
 +2 to a stat at each level



To move to C Ranks - must condense ki from mist into liquid

Same process of acclimation

      
 +1 to each stat at each level

 

To move to B Ranks - must reform both body core and physical form

New body subsists on Ki 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 soul core and transcend mortality

+10 to each stat at each level




 


THANKS FOR READING UNTAMED LANDS (Four Laws)!

 

If you’d like this story to continue and thrive, please leave a nice review here!


 

The story will continue in Back to Yonder.
 Pre-release will be set for December 12th, 2022.



Sometimes I get asked, “What can I do to support your writing?”



The answer is mostly obvious—read my books, leave positive reviews, and spread the word. For those who want to go beyond that, though, I do have a Patreon page, where you can read early chapters of the books I am working on, as well as get early glimpses at cover art as it comes together, along with various behind the scenes info.



The not-so-secret secret is that David Burke is a pen name for Sean Oswald. You will find that any of my books under Sean Oswald are family-friendly, while books under the pen name David Burke tend to have more adult themes.

 

Here is the link to my Patreon page:





 https://www.patreon.com/user?u=39529448&fan_landing=true



or connect with me on Discord:



https://discord.gg/8ueuJYPV
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