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Foreword



Welcome, readers!

Due to this story having started on Royalroad/Scribblehub, I had originally designed the explicit scenes to show up in chapters of their own. For the most part, aside from the romantic/relationship elements usually at the beginning or end of them (before or after the intimacy), they can be skipped. I do make it a point to repeat any important plot or relationship change elements in the sort of ‘morning after’ scenes, and as such I think most can skip and come back to them, and miss out on very little (aside from this).

They are denoted by the 3 hearts in the chapter titles (♥♥♥).

There are a small number of point of view swaps or scene breaks throughout the story. They look like this:

[image: image-placeholder]


It doesn't happen often, but if you see it, be on the lookout to see if the point of view might have shifted, but it could also denote the passage of time. The chapter title often includes the character names for a point of view shift contained within a chapter, so be on the look-out for this.

For anyone wanting to contact me, for corrections or other purposes, my email is: JJBookerson@gmail.com

Thank you for reading, I hope you do enjoy the story.

JJ Bookerson


Prologue



Nick wiped the sweat off his body, finishing his exercises for the day. Drinking his thick protein shake, he had to force it down. He wasn’t all that hungry, thanks to his low appetite.

He was unlikely to gain any muscle thanks to his condition, but being physically active was important for maintaining his body’s health through chemotherapy. This being his third round of it, he was on the last dregs of any kind of strength left in his body.

Nick had just barely recovered his strength the previous time before he had to start up again when the cancer came back. But Nick was a fighter. He was going to beat it again.

Making sure his body’s needs were covered with a visit to the bathroom, Nick arrived at his couch. His VR helmet awaited him, where he was excited to play the newest MMO game.

He hadn’t learned overly much about it because knowledge was restricted for its launch, but also because Nick had already played dozens of them. It was his favorite pastime, since his body had been weak for years now.

As he was about to put on the helmet, his heart quickened. A heaviness pressed down on his chest, and Nick’s breaths were short and filled with anxiety.

However, the moment eventually passed, the numbness leaving him after less than a minute. Nick sighed, and put on the helmet–that was far from the first time he had experienced such an episode.

His body was failing him, as one might expect after filling it full of poison, that the doctors kept calling medicine.

The VR helmet activated, making the special synaptic connection which replaced the senses. Nick could hardly tell he was playing a game at all, only that the menus were present with a thought.

He started the game, skipping through many of the prompts and the tutorial. Nick’s time on this world was numbered, so he really did not have time for that kind of stuff.

He would push through the boring stuff, and get right to the fun. Within the game, Nick was sure to focus on having a good time, and not wasting any of his limited remaining life.

He selected his class of Fighter, which would likely upgrade to something else later, and picked an arming sword for his starter equipment.

Nick selected hardcore mode. After playing a dozen MMO’s, the only thing exciting about fighting was when he felt like something was on the line.

He was about to load into the game, when the heaviness in his chest returned. Nick would groan in pain, but he was just a bodyless entity as he worked through the character selection.

Nick wasn’t overly worried, since the system should eject him, and potentially even call an ambulance if his body’s parameters became dangerous.

The heaviness wouldn’t go away, and the screen seemed to dim as a numbness filled Nick’s senses. He felt himself drifting off to sleep, a cold filling him.

***

[Reintegration into the Orion System in progress. Soul detected: Archaen. Race selection to be skipped. Archaen Law application successful.]

[Welcome back, Nicholas Noblefrost! The World of Orion is an endless world, ever expanding and integrating worlds and souls.]

[Vessel found. Restoring Nicholas Noblefrost to original vessel, appearance selection to be skipped.]

Nick awoke, floating in a black void, with no presence and just messages in the air. He closed the prompts with a yawn after skimming them. Did he fall asleep while playing the new game?

This would hardly be the first time he fell asleep while playing, and his thoughts were muddled, feeling like he was startled awake in the middle of the night. This was not that abnormal for him, as his chemo treatment often left his brain sluggish, hard for him to form a coherent thought.

His race and appearance had been selected, stating something about using his current appearance. Nick sighed that he would be stuck being bald within the game, but the rest of himself certainly didn't bother him.

Why would it do that, I thought I already did the character creation? He wondered, but he wasn’t given long to think about this because his consciousness then shifted.

The game moved him to the next stage, causing him to awaken–in absolute darkness. Only his need to breathe clued him into the fact that he wasn’t in some sort of loading screen or anything any longer. Also, his usual headache returned and increased as he awoke, which was odd.

He felt around, finding himself enclosed in an upright–box like construction.

Nick pushed on the walls, strange glyphs lighting up within, until he found a tiny bit of give in front of him. Shoving harshly, the stone box opened, the lid falling to the ground with a loud clatter.

The room was lit, strange sconces giving off a dim, ethereal light. His new Archaen eyes could see perfectly with this alone, it seemed.

The room he was in was small and made of stone, and only had a single large, heavy door as an exit. Beside the stone box–he now realized it was some sort of sarcophagus, was a small wooden chest.

This was really strange, to Nick. Rather than an MMO he was playing, this was like an intro for a single player adventure, like Final Scrolls, or maybe Elder Fantasy. Did he pick the wrong game? Even the menus seemed different, now that he thought about it.

Opening the chest, he found a small belted scabbard that didn't appear to match the size of the hilt. The hilt looked as if it were meant for an arming sword at least a meter long, but the scabbard was only a third of that at most.

He drew the blade to inspect it, and found it had some kind of magnetic clamp that helped hold it in place. It had a sort of crystal coming out of the end, in the place where a blade would normally be. The crystal had a prismatic shimmer that looked like magic, and Nick was amazed by the effect.

The strange gem called out to him, something stirring within him. He frowned as he ran his fingers along it.


[Race requirements met. Class requirements not met to wield Soul Blade. Must be: Archaen Soul Warden, Soul Knight, or Soul Mage]


“What classes can I be, then? Damn, maybe I shouldn’t have skipped that tutorial.”


[Proficiencies detected. Racial, Magic, and Soul affinities detected.]


[Classes available: Warrior, Mage, Rogue, Hunter, Enchanter, Blacksmith, Knight, Paladin, Ranger, … Archaen Soul Warden, Soul Knight, Soul Mage]


He saw dozens of classes he could choose from, finding that he had the required classes available at the very end of the list.

Nick read the information on the Soul Warden, quickly determining it sounded a lot like a tank class. He was definitely up for being in the thick of a fight, but taking a beating was not his thing.

Soul Mage appeared to be a caster class, but would make the blade mostly irrelevant. Nick did like to play caster classes from time to time, but when he read the Soul Knight description, he knew right away that it would be his choice.


[Archaen Soul Knight, Epic Class. +1 Body, +1 Soul per level.]


[The Archaen Soul Knight focuses on weaving their soul into their Soul Blade attacks, in addition to powerful magics of the soul. Later levels unlock powerful Auras based on specialization. Starts with Soul Mend, Judgment, and Archaen Swordsmanship Abilities. Archaens are true masters of the soul among sentient races, and magics and skills later include the ability to summon Soul Servants, and later enhance and supplement the Archaen’s special ability to create powerful Soul Pacts.]


The Soul Mage class choice didn't appear to include swordsmanship, the ability to heal, or the auras. It instead appeared to focus on a ranged Judgment ability, along with magic bolts that could be aspected into different elements, and could also raise the soul servants. 

Nick thought the Soul Knight felt like an odd combination of a paladin and a necromancer, and it sounded like a lot of fun.

Thanks to the many VRMMO's he played, Nick was extremely proficient as a swordsman. In the real world, his body was riddled with fatigue and weakness from chemotherapy, so earning skills in the game had felt quite rewarding to him.

Something about being a swordsman had always called out to him in games, even though it was a useless ability for him to have in real life.

Nick had placed in the top five in what was the equivalent of a national tournament with his skill in the sword alone, within the most popular game at that time. He wasn't the best with his odd fighting style, but he was confident in his capabilities in facing a wide variety of foes.

As he picked the Soul Knight class, an ethereal light filled his body, and his mind shook. Something stirred within him, with a vibration in his chest. It was a pleasant sensation, and it was like he now knew how to cast magic of the soul–What an odd feeling.

As something shifted, it was like his headache was significantly reduced. However, it was still present.

Nick now knew how to activate his Soul Blade, and cast the Soul Mend and Judgment.

For Soul Mend, he only really needed to will it. His blade was mostly the same. He looked over the description of his new item.


[Archaen Soul Blade. Rarity: Legendary.]
[No level requirement, scales with user. Lethality based on Soul Power.]
[Powered by the user’s soul and mana, the Archaen Soul Blade draws mana from the air and draws Essence from enemies when struck. It can hold a charge, and Intermediate users of Archaen Swordsmanship can release a burst of stored Essence once full. New features unlock as skill and soul power increases.]


Nick frowned. Getting a legendary, scaling weapon out of the gate was strange. It felt like a pre-order bonus of some kind, but he certainly didn’t remember doing anything like that.

Shrugging, he did his best to feel the mana in the room, the action somewhat familiar to him from various games. Something about it felt a bit different this time–nostalgic, perhaps.

He drew it into his new weapon as he shoved the power of his soul into it. He hardly knew what he was doing, but instinctually followed the game’s guide. Like a spark starting a fire, the crystal ignited as he held the hilt upright in front of him.

A blade of blue-green light grew up and out of the crystal, starting from the edge of the hilt. It wasn’t exactly like a certain space wizard franchise, but it was close. The blade was definitely shaped more like the blade of a long sword, sharper somehow on the edges, but still blurry and indistinct. The grip was long, meant to be held with two or one hand.

But Nick somehow knew that if he hit something with the flat of the blade like a baseball bat, it could still cut through things if his soul power was stronger than the material’s toughness. He was weaving both mana and his soul into the blade, and while he wasn’t sure if almost 5 soul power was a lot, his sword of light felt powerful to his senses.

It was well-balanced, the hilt having a proper cross guard. The crystal and guard was heavier than it looked, the blade feeling like a decent long sword, but still lighter overall.

He took some practice swings, getting a feel for the weapon and his new body within the game. Nick was amazed at how lean and flexible his body was, as well as his agility. In other games, this kind of speed was reserved for higher level characters.

Even his wrist was flexible and strong, and this was a bigger deal than most people knew. Blade alignment was paramount for powerful, effective cuts on moving, armored targets, and he could flow through several swings in quick succession, losing very little momentum and power in his cuts.

He strode forward, finding his legs sprung through his movements rapidly and surely. Nick found his balance and grace abnormal, reminding him of an elven swordsman. Something strange happened, though–he noticed his hair dancing in his peripheral.

Running his hand through his long, white hair, he couldn’t help but wonder what was going on, as the message he read said something about taking his appearance. The hair was long enough that it would actually annoy him–getting in his vision as he moved.

Happy that he wouldn’t actually be bald in the game, he cut some cloth from his shirt in a strip, his soul blade being more than sharp enough, and tied it up behind him. Nick didn’t really like it, but he’d go with a ponytail until he could figure out where to get a haircut.

A long sword on a back or shoulder scabbard would be a poor choice, but he found the belt holding the scabbard was, in fact, designed to be worn over his shoulder. Deactivating the soul blade, he went through the steps to strap himself up.

Testing a few draws, he found it was effective thanks to the idea that it was bladeless until he filled it with the power of his soul. He could actually draw much faster than a belt at the waist and attack with a powerful downward strike immediately, and he was satisfied with this choice.

He pushed on the door to leave the chamber, but found it didn’t budge. Feeling around the door, some scripts eventually lit up. To his surprise, it looked like he left a magical handprint on the door before sliding open. Walking out, the door quickly slid closed behind him.

Looking around, he found himself in dimly lit corridors made of stone. It definitely felt like a strange crypt, though there were no other sarcophagus or corpses. He began to wander through the hallways, expecting an enemy to pop out at any moment. Aside from some strange, red-furred rats, there was nothing of interest.

The rats took no interest in Nick, so he took no interest in them. He did want to try out his blade, but fighting a simple, oversized rat was not overly exciting for him.

It was a winding labyrinth of corridors, filled with dead ends. He ended up doubling back more than once, finding the same door he exited. Wandering around for a time, he eventually got irritated.

His frustrated voice came out in his lightly southern drawl, a side effect of him being born in Florida. “Aw, hell nah. Why’s there no map in this game? This is terrible.”

He grasped his head, his headache still present. Irritation filling him, he drew his soul blade, its light illuminating the corridor further. He lashed out at the nearest rat, severing it in two. It screeched as its life ended, and dozens of angry eyes turned toward him all at once.

“Oh, shit.”

After wandering around for more than ten minutes, Nick almost welcomed the challenge. However, he knew that fighting swarms of enemies as a swordsman was difficult. Non-humanoid opponents required an entirely different fighting style in comparison to fighting armed humans with weapons, and swarms of enemies were different still.

He could tell by how fast they ran at him that running was not a great option. It might even attract new enemies as they chased him down the maze. Thus, he took his stance low to the ground and dashed at the nearest rat.

He gave a thrust straight through one before it could even leap at him, then easily swung his blade to the side, cutting another in half. The first one nearly disintegrated around his blade, something being absorbed like an odd multicolored smoke as it was pierced by his blade of light.

One leaped at him from his right, but thanks to his strong, flexible wrist, his blade made its return swing and sliced that one in half with a powerful arc as well.

Somehow, he could feel the other rats approaching him, from all sides. Perhaps it was his ability to sense mana, but something appeared to allow him to detect them within around ten meters or so, it appeared.

Thanks to that, he leaped to the right as one tried to jump on his back, spinning and slicing it and the next.

Many were almost upon him now, and Nick became a whirling dervish of blades–and elbows and kicks. The best way Nick would describe how he fought beasts with a blade was simple: he became a beast.

His upper body swayed back and forth as his feet danced, and his blade lashed out with speed and ferocity. Blood splattered on his tattered, washed-out clothing as each swing of his blade ended one, sometimes two, rat’s lives.

Elbows and knees knocked rats aside and into each other, as his blade flowed from one enemy to the next, until eventually, only a few rats were left.

“Ah, fuck!”

A rat managed to bite his ankle, its claws tearing into his flesh as well. Pain radiated from that spot, shocking him until he lashed out with his blade and killed it. Feeling one was still alive with his soul sense, he finished off the last one with a stab, its pained squeaks a result of a powerful elbow earlier.

“Damn, that really hurt. What the fuck? Where’s that pain slider.”

Of course, pain was common in VRMMO’s. But the pain was mostly reduced or numbed to where it hardly took away from the enjoyment of the game. The rat’s bite certainly was far above that.

Nick was no wuss, but he still found it hard to believe that there was no way to reduce the pain.

Just who would play a game like that? He was really glad he didn’t take that warden class now.

Before he could think more on it and observe the menus in greater detail, he was distracted by something strange. From the enemies he killed, some odd light was released from their corpses. Some were floating around and into his blade, but other lights began gathering around him.

They gave him a warm, fuzzy feeling inside, as they sort of floated around him.

He tried to will the lights to go into him, but that didn’t appear to work at all. Some actually sloughed off him as he moved, almost dissipating into the air.

“What is this, experience? C’mon already. Go in.”

He tried gathering them up in both his hands and fanning them into himself as he stood in the lights, like some kind of sweaty tourist in the Florida heat.

It almost appeared to help, but he just shrugged. He couldn’t even find an experience indicator. It felt like he was getting something out of them, but he knew he was only absorbing a tiny percentage of them with each passing moment.

Nick decided to move on. Like a walking light-show, he continued down the tunnel, in a new direction this time.

However, it turned out that the rats now had a personal vendetta against him. He supposed he had tons of their brethren’s blood on him, but their aggro radius was ridiculous.

Nick had tons of lights gathering around him, but they would start charging him from over a hundred meters away, their squeaks and screeches of hatred echoing off the crypt walls.

He fought through corridor after corridor of rats, and while each one individually didn’t pose a challenge, there were swarms of them larger than the first. Several bite wounds eventually joined the first, and Nick was getting more than a little pissed off.

He tried using [Soul Mend], but found it was meant for healing wounds of the soul. Still, it appeared to have some sort of effect on his body, and he wasn’t sure why. He looked at the spell description.


[Spell: Soul Mend]
[School: Soul]
[Mana Cost: Moderate]
[Range: Touch]
[Heal damage to the soul, by infusing the spirit with a combination of soul power and mana. Because Body, Mind, and Soul are intrinsically linked, provides minor benefit to healing the body and mind.]


Then, he tried to use [Judgment], but found that the rats weren’t considered sentient or evil, and couldn’t be used. 

“What! How are these things not evil? What did I ever do to them? Well, besides killing one unprovoked.”

Something within his Soul Blade was building up, and he realized it must be the [Essence Burst] ability of the blade itself. He wasn’t sure how long he could charge it, but his blade was even brighter now, having killed well over a hundred of the rats by this point.

He rounded the corner, and he nearly fell over himself at the sight. A swarm of hundreds of the rats was heading his way, some even scrabbling along the walls to even fit in their murderous charge.

Nick immediately turned the other way, running down another fork as fast as he could run. He arrived in a larger chamber, with an ominous gate. As he got closer, he was filled with a strange feeling of dread.

Somehow, he felt like going inside could actually be worse than his current predicament, so he went down another path.

The rats were gaining on him at this point, but he thought he saw water in the next tunnel. Several rats barreled into him from an adjacent wall, causing him to slice and cut furiously, and he felt with dread the tide had caught up with him.

Left with no other option, he willed the Soul Blade to activate its ability, as he pointed his blade at the center of the incoming swarm.

All the mana in the blade, and a lot of the… whatever was floating around his body and stored in the blade, converged into it. Like a cannon of light, a large beam was fired down the center of the narrow hallway.

The rats in the center were almost instantly disintegrated, while those near the walls were cut in a shower of blood. Those hugging the walls were left unscathed, and angrily charging toward Nick still. A wave of the lights began converging on him, along with the rats.

He wasn’t sure how many rats remained at this point, but he felt like this amount wasn’t that much larger than some other groups that he had taken on, so he began his dance once more.

He growled like the beast he’d become, as he sliced, stabbed, spun, and jumped as he fought the swarm. Running up a wall, he somersaulted over several rats, and began kicking and elbowing rats away as his blade never stopped moving.

Nick’s blood sang as he purged the creatures with his blade of light, the thrill of the battle hitting him like never before. He had always enjoyed a difficult challenge, but something was different this time–like his life depended on it.

Wounds added onto him, as he couldn’t protect his body perfectly in the narrow corridor. Rats scrambled onto his back and bit him, but he was able to crush them against the wall. That, or using his blade of light combined with his flexibility and a flick of his wrist, he was capable of slicing through rats even on his back.

The swarm came to an end, him cutting through nearly two hundred rats, he guessed. He now had at least a dozen wounds on his back, the little bastards often jumping down from the walls or ceiling to target that specific location, despite him never stopping spinning, jumping, or leaping.

Once again, the light converging on him was nearly blinding. He cast Soul Mend more than once, but he just felt weak and exhausted now. The angry wounds on his back seemed to close, the blood no longer seeping down his back.

He was covered in rat blood, his hair somehow only having a few splatters on it.

Nick did his best to wipe some off with the inside of his shirt, finding his ponytail at some point had gotten torn or just eaten off, the ends of his hair uneven from the rat’s efforts.

“Fucking gross. This game better be fucking good!”

He supposed that something about the game was in fact special. He truly felt like he was alive, with his blood pumping and the mysterious lights empowering him–and well, the feeling was kind of addictive.

They seemed to heal him somewhat, besides, his headache now almost completely gone. It was a wonderful feeling. How could that be?

Before he could think much about this, he found what appeared to be an exit, and he began climbing what looked like a grimy well. It was dark with moonlight outside, but he was his own light show as he climbed up the disgusting walls. He would play this game just a little longer.


Chapter 1 - Kaya - The Judgement



Kaya used her skill, [Dash], as she ran down the alley, the bandit thug hot on her tail. Her body was empowered by her Essence and mana, as she moved with supernatural quickness.

She lamented crossing this part of town at night, but she just had to get to the apothecary for her sister in a hurry. Unfortunately for her, the Bandit’s class included a similar ability or passive trait, as he easily kept pace with her.

She nearly tripped over some rubble from the ruins as she rounded the corner. Her eyes widened as she saw another thug coming around the next corner, causing her to dash through the open path between two buildings instead of her planned path.

The two snickered, as she looked at the dead end with despair. They had worked together, and corralled her where they wanted her to go. The two approached, with a vicious glint in their eyes.

The two were both large, and she didn’t like her chances with the many knives on their vests and belts. Even if she could get out of this, it would be with more than a few wounds.

She had run when it was clear they were up to no good, but it had been too late once they had their eyes set on her.

Still, she continued toward the dead end. She had one more means of escape thanks to her [Beast Transformation], but she didn’t like her chances when the bandits were likely just as dexterous as her.

“Judgment!”

From behind the two men, a hand covered in ethereal white light reached and grasped onto the back of one of the men’s head. Three horrible images appeared, which seemed to depict the bandit doing terrible acts.

There was a bloodied woman writhing on the ground with him on top in one image, and him stabbing another man in the back in the other. In the final image, he was selling someone chained to someone else, who looked to be a slaver.

What Kaya felt strange about the images, was that she knew they were real–that they depicted things that truly happened.

The other bandit looked at the images with more than a little confusion. “You killed Richard? Why?”

That same light came out of the bandit’s eyes, mouth and even ears, as he screamed in pain, his face twisting into a horrifying visage of terror.

His body began to crumple as if aging within an instant, the scream, and sight enough to haunt Kaya’s dreams.

If she lived long enough to have them.

Despite the other bandit not being grabbed by the newcomer’s hand, some ethereal light began leaking from his mouth and eyes too, a hazy depiction of similar images appearing near him. He stumbled as he reached for his blade, just barely drawing it as he backed away from the pristine white hand.

The husk of a man who once was a bandit fell to the ground, his eyes wide open and his aged face a cacophony of horror. His body in his now too-big clothes was frozen stiff, and Kaya didn’t need to check him to know that he was dead.

Now that the bandit wasn’t in the way, she now could see the man who killed the bandit. Standing as tall as the large men, his green-blue eyes shimmered in the dim light.

He wore a simple shirt, his body bulky and taut with muscle and pale white skin. He had no weapon in his hands, but something was strapped to his shoulder, and his white hair was long.

The man had an almost childlike smile on his face, enjoying all too much the ethereal white light entering his mouth. His features were both sharp and strong, and his ears were somewhat tapered like those of an elf.

His body was so pale that Kaya thought he was some form of undead.

If this wasn’t bad enough, the man was covered in blood. Essence was nearly billowing off the pale man’s body in waves, causing Kaya to think he was high level at first, but she realized he simply hadn’t absorbed it for some reason–just how many people had he killed already?

The essence had started to converge inside him, seemingly as a result of him using the spell.

The disoriented bandit stumbled toward the undead horror with his blade in hand, but Kaya could tell he was already significantly weakened.

The remaining bandit stabbed at the pale man with his knife, but the undead easily grabbed his wrist and twisted it with one hand with alarming quickness, causing him to drop the blade, as he reached out with the other.

“Judgment!”

Once again, terrible images of similar depictions of evil appeared, one of which was a woman she recognized being stabbed. Kaya watched in horror as the light left the man’s face and was almost drunk by the pale man, the undead laughing with excitement all the while.

She realized now would be the best time to get climbing and escape, but it was like her legs couldn’t move.

Kaya was weak in the knees, and her eyes were locked onto the strange man’s as he absorbed the bandit’s light, along with all the essence surrounding him. It was as if she felt the need to watch the man be judged, to bear witness to it.

The pale man laughed as the bandit screamed and was drained once more, a look of glee on his face. Like a child gifted a toy, he looked on as all the light was drained from the man.

The husk fell to the floor, and the pale man froze, as his eyes seemed to glaze over–a common sight, as someone interacted with the Orion System’s Menu.

“Finally level two! This game is insane!”

The man now seemed to notice Kaya, and all her instincts were screaming at her to move, until he smiled at her. It was a genuine smile, and he looked at her with what she thought was casual interest.

“Oh! Did you have the Quest too? I didn’t see you there at first. Sorry, I didn’t mean to steal your kills. You’re a player too, right?”

“W-What? Player?”

“The bandit quest. I gotta kill some bandits and their leader within the blue district of Havendale, it says. You don’t have it?”

Kaya shook her head no. The idea that he had received a quest to kill a random number of bandits and their leader was in fact a good sign.

There was no way the Orion System would give out such a quest to an undead or a lawless person, as their quests would involve probably hiding and killing unsuspecting victims to empower themselves, she imagined.

He scratched his head, her now noticing his fingernails were quite long, like they hadn’t been trimmed in forever.

“Aw, I had been hoping to team up, I got no idea where these bandits are?” He turned around, looking at the dead bandits. “Oh, neat. I got a new spell already!”

Kaya’s heart thumped in her chest, as she remembered the first terrifying spell.

He pointed at the first killed bandit. “Create Soul Servant!”

White light surrounded the pale man, and shot out from his hand, washing into the bandit’s body. The almost husk of a body filled out once more, the life returning to its flesh.

That was wrong, Kaya reasoned. It was not life returning to the flesh, but evil magics, as this was clearly a necromancer. Despite her instincts telling her he wouldn’t hurt her, she decided she would need to escape. She used this distraction to approach the awning, trying to keep her movements slow so he wouldn’t notice.

The man chuckled, and as his voice filled with excitement, she couldn’t help but feel his voice became a little more country-sounding, almost like her sister, Eirwen. “Damn, that’s cool as hell! I can really control you. Slap yourself.”

The undead bandit slapped itself across the face, and the man laughed, as he made his new undead servant stand on one foot and jump up and down, as Kaya began to climb. She’d already grabbed onto the ease of the second story, and lifted her leg, then–

“Oh! I forgot to ask. Do you have a quest for me?”

Kaya frowned as she froze. Why would he want a quest from her? He was clearly a combat class. Only the mayor could really give him something worth his time, here. Her fear made her mind race as fast as her heart, looking for a possibility.

What if he didn’t like her answer? Her bestial instincts said he didn’t seem like a bad person, but she didn’t really trust those–the guy was clearly weird…

She remembered his interest in her–that she was talking to a man. She replied, not turning around, telling a white lie, “Uh, my grandma is sick, could you help me reach the apothecary and back safely? If you help me with that, I’ll show you where the bandits are.”

The man turned to her, as she watched him over her shoulder, and he gave her a beaming smile. “That’d be great! Your quest sounds boring, but this place is confusing. I thought this game kinda sucked, it didn’t even have a map. I woke up in a crypt, and was fighting tons of rats for like hours, and I was about to log out when I stumbled out of the well and into the city. There was nobody around and all the doors were all locked when I found the bandits. One ran right in front of me. That judgment spell felt amazing!”

There was way too much for Kaya to unpack there as she set her feet back on the ground, watching him attentively. She asked, “Log out?”

The man frowned. “Y-Yeah, log out. What, you don’t know what that is? Were you an NPC the whole time?”

What was he on about? The man froze, as he looked over his menus of the Orion System.

“Where’s the log-out button? What’s going on here?”

She then saw the man grab onto his head as if he were wearing a helmet, and lift the invisible helmet above his head. Of course, this did absolutely nothing, the man’s face switching to that of horror.

Actually, his face looked eerily similar to that of the two bandits as their life was drained from them. He fell to his knees as he breathed heavily, his chest heaving, and he looked at the drained husk of a corpse next to him.

“Am I stuck here? Trapped in a game forever?”

She frowned. “What game? How are you trapped?”

The man scoffed. “Yeah, a game, why else would there be this weird menu. I just went to sleep, when–” He froze once again, as it appeared he came to some sort of realization. “Okay, maybe not a game, and not a dream, but…”

Kaya frowned, and now felt concerned for the man. He may be covered in blood, but her instincts led her to think he wasn’t a danger now. “You’re really in Havendale. You’re not from here?”

He seemed to ignore her words. “I thought… this was just an unusual introduction for a game. I… killed those guys?”

She nodded, and the man looked sickened for a moment as he looked at the still-dead corpse. But his eyes quickly hardened after some deep breaths, before he closed his eyes.

Then he took several more deep breaths through his nose, before looking at the dead bandit, and back to his odd…servant.

“Oh well.”

Kaya was taken aback. He seemed to be having an existential crisis that resolved itself nearly as quickly as it came on. “Oh well?”

He laughed as he stood up. “Yeah, oh well–those guys totally had it coming, you saw that, right? This place is kinda cool, at least–I’m feeling great now. My name’s Nick, what’s yours?”

“Kaya.”

He gave her an obvious look, as if he was evaluating her–a typical man’s gaze, as he gave her a smile like he was now up to no good. “That’s a pretty name. Where that quest be at? We gotta heal your sick mother, or something? Is she cute?”

Kaya frowned. “I said my Grandma! Weren’t you listening?” She hurriedly generated the quest within her menu, since the reward was her action or promise, it was all too easy to send him one generated by the Orion System.

He shrugged as he accepted. “I thought this was a game before, lady! I didn’t even read any of my quests before, either. I just saw the word bandit in the quest and one ran right in front of me. It’s a good thing, too, because these guys had enough knives on them that I don’t think you’d have made it up that building before they put more holes in you than a sieve. That reminds me.”

Kaya froze, and nearly backed away as she realized Nick noticed a lot more than he let on. He hunched over the husk of a corpse. He then put his hand on the body, and said, “Loot.”

He frowned. “Aw crap, the old-fashioned way? Gross.” He thought for a moment before he smirked, looking at his undead servant. “Loot this guy,” he ordered.

The undead just stood impassively. “Ah for real? Can’t even do that? Ah, maybe… Collect the valuables from this corpse,” he vaguely gestured with his hands at it, and a small amount of blue-green energy left him, the combination of soul and mana magics.

The undead then moved, and began collecting the dead bandit’s belongings. Nick nodded with a boyish smile, all too satisfied with himself.

The undead handed him the belt with knives on it, which he strapped to himself with a smile. Then, he was handed some hard-tack.

“Oh snap, he had lunch?” He sniffed it as he frowned. “Damn, forgot about that. Y'all ain’t know how to cook, huh. You hungry, Kaya?”

He took a step toward her with the offered ‘lunch,’ and she couldn’t help it, she flinched and took a step back. His frown deepened.

“What, you scared of me? Why?”

Kaya looked at the deceased husk, then looked back at him like he was the dumbest man in the world.

He chuckled. “Oh, shit. Forgot about that part. You don’t need to be afraid of that spell, I think. Look. How do I share that?”

He must have realized or just tried to will the screen to be shared with her because she saw it.


[Spell: Judgment]
[School: Soul]
[Range: Area Touch]
[Mana Cost: Moderate]
[Judge a sentient entity. Punish evil by draining their Soul and Body Essence, increasing your own soul cultivation. Causes scaling soul damage based on your soul power multiplied by the magnitude of the target’s sins, as deemed by Archaen Law.]


She just stared at the prompt. She knew sharing that kind of thing could be faked, but the idea that the horrible spell was meant to punish evil did make her feel a little better. It matched both what she saw and felt, so it seemed to be legitimate.

It appeared to be an extremely powerful spell, and she wondered where she could get and learn it. There were many men and women in Havendale in need of judgement.

He pocketed the hard-tack. “What are we waiting for? Let’s get going. Your dog needed help, right?”

She decided not to correct him, as she realized he might be doing it on purpose. She once again gave him the look, and looked over to the undead servant.

“What’s wrong with Jerome here?”

“J-Jerome? You named him? He’s undead! The city guard will kill him, and you, on sight!”

He frowned in doubt. “No he’s not, he’s a Soul Servant. Jerome ain’t ever hurt anyone. He’s my bandit butler!”

She growled. “Necromancers are an evil class, and they are not allowed in Havendale, or just about anywhere!”

He smirked. “Damn, that growl is cute. What’s that got to do with me? I’m a Soul Knight! I’m kinda like a paladin and a necromancer at the same time.”

She had never heard of such a class. Still, she didn’t think the city guard would take him at his word. He even looked like undead himself, though he looked handsome and human or elf enough that he could probably pass as just a citizen, despite his glowing blue eyes. If only he wasn’t covered in blood.

She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter, only evil magics from terrible classes can raise undead,” she saw him stir and try to say something, she assumed that his class or race was not evil, but she continued, “normally, so they won’t take you at your word on that and just see you as a threat. You say he’s not undead, but something’s clearly weird about him.”

He shrugged. “Fine, Jerome, put that cloak on. There, happy?” Jerome put a cloak on, and now a hood covered the… servant’s head.

She gestured at his face, his eyes glowing blue just like the man’s. “His eyes glow! There’s no way the guard isn’t going to notice that! Come to think of it, yours kinda do too! … And, you reek and are covered in blood, besides.”

Nick looked at her incredulously. “So what?” He gestured at the servant. “Jerome here like walked straight out of a wanted poster for a bandit, and he did just fine in this town before. You’re telling me the guard would see glowy eyes and kill me, but they didn’t arrest this guy? My pockets itch just lookin’ at ‘em.”

Kaya scowled. “It’s complicated, okay! The guards don’t patrol the blue quarter at night, and bandits would hide during the day and do most of their operations then. The mayor is in the bandit leader’s back pocket, so they turn a blind eye to his and his people’s activities, as long as they stick to some rules. The apothecary is in the green quarter.”

“Damn, they got some organized crime shit going on? Fine. Let’s take Jerome and this… husk to the well right quick and hide ‘em, then we’ll save your dog or whatever. It’s right over here.”

The infuriating man started to walk away, and despite having the perfect chance to run away, she followed. He was weird, but seemed strangely dependable.

Nick smiled at her over his shoulder as they walked. “By the way, why you got furry ears on your head and a tail. You into cosplay? I knew a girl into that once. What is that, a raccoon’s? One of my favorite animals. I used to give them dog food every once in a while, they’d call like all their buddies and share. Raccoons are awesome.”


Chapter 2 - The Angry Boyfriend



They stashed Jerome with the bandit’s corpse in the well which had a path to the crypt he escaped, Nick taking the cloak for himself. The cloak was definitely one that a bandit would like, where it had a hood going over the head and draped over the shoulders. Thanks to it, nearly all of Nick’s features were hidden as they walked through the town.

Jerome had a short sword and various knives on his person, and Nick thought he would do quite well against the rats.

He had only given Jerome the order of “Go kill anything you can find within the crypt” and some mana and soul energy left him, so Nick thought his command took.

Nick had misjudged just how much the servant creature would be fighting. Less than every minute, he would receive what he learned was Essence, thanks to Kaya. He could feel it enter into his body, as he walked through the city with her.

Thankfully, he didn’t seem to become a walking light show from this essence, and it just simply entered him.

He reviewed the spell, to see if he could learn what was going on.


[Spell: Create Soul Servant]
[School: Soul]
[Range: Near]
[Mana Cost: Heavy]
[Summon a soul to inhabit and heal a recently defeated entity, permanently creating a Soul Servant. Requires and reserves soul power. Soul power requirements and reservations increase based on entity inhabited and soul being summoned. Soul servants are loyal to the Soul Knight, and absorb essence from kills to heal and enhance themselves, and send gathered essence to the owner. Can dispel Soul Servant to release reserved soul power back for usage.]


Nick wasn’t sure what all that meant, but it sounded like he could summon a soul into damn near anything that was recently killed, for the new soul to inhabit it. This would permanently create an ally, but would weaken his Soul Blade. 

That was a decent trade for Nick, as his weapon was sharper than it had any right to be.

He followed the red panda beastfolk woman, Kaya, through Havendale as she rushed. She had a traveler’s cloak covering most of her features. However, her face reminded him of Asian-like features, with long red hair hidden by her cloak. The ears atop her head were white and black, much like a raccoon’s.

Her body appeared to be slim, with what looked to be a red raccoon’s tail that was longer and wider.

Nick was marveling at the differences of the city with any Earth city he’d been in.

The place was a combination of a medieval city and stone ruins. Havendale was large enough to house tens of thousands of people, but only had hundreds, most houses in the ruins vacant. Windows and doors were boarded up, in some sort of effort to keep kids from playing inside them, or perhaps animals, he guessed.

He reviewed some screens now that he had a little more time to look over them. He had barely been inspecting the bandit quest when he spotted Kaya and the bandits.


[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen]
[Level: 2 Class: Archaen Soul Knight, Epic Class]
[Attributes: 5.12 Body, 6.25 Soul]
[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant]
[Skills: Intermediate Archaen Swordsmanship, Novice Soul Magic]
[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Raise Soul Servant]


[Race: Archaen]
[A forgotten race, the Archaen were made extinct thousands of years ago. Through their powerful soul pacts, they would build loyalty and strength in their followers and themselves. When the towers first appeared, they delved deep into them, garnering massive amounts of power. The other races feared them, killing them off before they could become too powerful…]


The prompt went on and on about the history of his race, but it was long and mostly irrelevant for Nick currently, so he mostly skimmed it as he followed Kaya and kept his wits about him. However, he found the list of traits:


[Archaen Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant]

Soul Bound appeared to make him stuck with Soul cultivation, unable to cultivate the Mind. Somehow, his soul and mind cores were merged into one, and this appeared to influence how much mana he could use and store.

This trait granted some advantages of Mind cultivation, having the Soul influence them indirectly, albeit a little less, instead. It seemed like he would have less total mana and a limited focus for learning spells, but may benefit by having increased mental defenses. This seemed like a decent trade off to Nick.

Advanced Soul Sense was what Nick had thought was magic at first, on how he could sense the rats coming from all directions. He could both feel and see people’s souls at the core of their beings, and now that he had met three people in this world, he thought he had a decent enough understanding.

Both his and Kaya’s souls were a bright white, untarnished and pure like untouched snow. Her soul even felt like it looked as he neared her, and he thought she would do the right thing even when it was tough.

However, he hadn’t understood the feeling quite at first, but he understood it now. Kaya had lied about it being her grandmother they were getting medicine for. He tested her by feigning to have misunderstood her, and the feeling returned each time she iterated it was her grandmother.

It appeared his soul sense had all sorts of uses.

The bandit’s souls were as black as night, and nearly made Nick sick to his stomach as he neared them. When he used Judgment on them, it was as if he felt their evil deeds being washed away.

He felt vindication and righteousness, as their souls were purified and drained into his core. There was an oddly satisfying pleasure, like what was felt after cleaning something with years of grime with a pressure washer.

Only, times a hundred. He had a hard time feeling bad about killing them after feeling their sins washed away, their souls being burned in torture–just like they inflicted on others.

The wounds on his back ached with angry pain as he walked. Telling the truth, Nick freaked out more than a little, when he realized this was not a game. He had almost died to rats.

He put on a tough show as he shoved all the emotions down, just like any man should–after all, a girl was watching–but he was having a hard time remaining focused.

Teasing the pretty red panda beastfolk was about all he could do to take his mind off of dwelling too long on his mortality, though the angry wounds on his body were a constant reminder.

Soul Mend had helped a little bit by at least closing his wounds and stopping the bleeding. He thought they were healing faster than they should, but repeatedly casting it did very little. Nick was famished after casting it, being so hungry, he almost wished he had eaten that hard tack he found.

He reviewed his quest journal, trying to once again change his focus.


[Quest: Rebuild House Noblefrost]
[As the last of your race and your House, it is your duty to rebuild it. Collect Followers, Wives, and create Heirs. Orion requires that you earn the restoration and access to your Heritage, reclaiming the power of the Archaen through your own efforts. Milestone rewards commensurate with achievement, and new Subquests will appear as Orion dictates.]


[Subquest: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Conquer an Ordeal.]
[Nobility is granted to those able to clear unowned Ordeals. Delve into the Towers of Orion and complete an Ordeal to restore the house’s former glory. The Havendale Ordeal tower is partially in your family’s ownership, a piece of your Heritage. By completing a Trial or reaching the top within, you can meet the requirements.]


[Subquest: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Obtain a Disguise.]
[The Archaen are known as extinct, but you are now the last on Orion. There is a viable disguise to be found upon completion of the 10th floor of Havendale’s Ordeal. Obtain it to protect your heritage, until you are powerful enough to defend it.]


Nick just shook his head. His quests were just too weird. There was only one that was easy to understand and complete.


[Subquest: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Kill the Bandits!]
[Davon and his bandit allies have claimed Havendale for their own, oppressing the people and committing horrible sins. They are operating near the hidden crypt of your heritage, and among it lie secrets of your race and house. Kill them and their leader, rescuing your Heritage from their grasps. Progress: 2/18 Leader Killed: 0/1]


[Update: Kaya offered help identifying the bandits. Help her with her task, and she will aid you in yours.]


Kaya said, “Here we are, the apothecary. I need to speak with him, it might be better if you…stay out of sight. Can you wait here?”

Nick had wanted to meet more people in this fantasy world, but he just shrugged. He’d get a chance to see more things later. It sounded like he would need his disguise to really have much freedom. For now, he had his cloak covering most of his features.

She went around the corner, and knocked on the door out in front of what appeared to be a much nicer place than the ones he had seen. She had an argument with the man who answered, as it seemed she didn’t quite have enough money.

The man sneered at her, then said something that appeared to make Kaya want to claw his eyeballs out. Seeing her long nails, or claws, Nick realized this might be a real possibility.

Nick decided he’d help her out. He had money thanks to the bandits, and he could really use a guide. Plus, she was cute, so his motives weren’t a hundred percent altruistic.

He walked around the corner and did his best to make sure he kept his cloak at an angle to the apothecary to cover his face. He called out to Kaya, “Why didn’t you just say you needed money? Here. Take what you need.”

She seemed pleased for a moment, but then she scowled. The man got somewhat angry for an instant, before a greedy glint showed in his older eyes.

As Nick’s Soul Sense brushed over the man, he felt as though the man was an opportunist, that he would do bad, perhaps even terrible things if he could get away with them.

Unlike Kaya’s white soul or the bandit’s soul tinged black with their sins, the man’s was gray. Tarnished by dozens of small, evil deeds, but nothing that would kill him outright if Nick Judged him.

Kaya was pissed, gesturing her arms between them. “I don’t need your money, I need him to accept the agreed upon price!”

The older apothecary replied, “I told you, Kaya. The price of the materials have gone up! I can’t sell it for only twenty silvers, your grandma’s medicine would eat me out of house and home!”

She growled. “If that was the problem, why are you okay with alternative payment. Fine!” She snatched the coin purse out of Nick’s hand, and she grabbed a measured handful of coins and handed them to the apothecary.

The older man looked over Kaya once more with a bit of regret, making it even more obvious what made her want to claw his eyes out. He then turned to look at Nick with a scowl, but Nick’s cloak hid most of his features, before the apothecary begrudgingly took the coins and went inside.

The old man quickly returned with a small sack and all but threw it at her, before going back inside and slamming the door.

Kaya checked the contents of the sack, then shoved the coin purse in Nick’s direction, him taking it.

She said, “Thanks for the help. I’ll pay you back.” She pointed a clawed finger at his chest, “But don’t you dare think you’ll have me pay you back with anything but coin!”

She bounded away from the door, and started walking away, to which Nick followed and walked by her side matching her pace.

Nick rubbed the back of his head, messing up his now long hair. “Aw, I was hoping you’d help me find a place to stay for the night.”

She kept walking, and eventually replied, “You have enough money in that purse to stay at the inn for weeks. There aren’t many travelers to Havendale, but you should be able to get a room.”

“Yeah, but my eyes, and all this blood, remember? I think it’d be better if I hid out for a few days or whatever, while I tried to find a job or something. I have a quest for fighting in that tower.”

She froze. “You have a quest to fight in the tower?”

Nick nodded. “Yeah. Says I need to either complete a Trial inside, or the tenth floor.”

She scoffed, as she continued walking. “That’s the top of the Havendale tower! Nobody’s been there yet. That’s why this place is just ruins. Where are you from, anyway?”

“I’m from Florida.” Nick couldn’t help but smile, as he knew his answer probably confused her more than anything. He knew his accent was likely weird for her, but it really only came out when he was excited, angry, or being playful.

“Where’s that? I never heard of it.”

Nick shrugged. “Now who’s the one who wasn’t listening? I told you I woke up in the crypt.” He distracted her by changing the topic, ”How far to your boyfriend or whatever?”

She scowled. “I don’t have a– You! My place is outside of town here, we got another half hour or so to go after we reach the outside.”

“Damn, outside of town? That boyfriend better not come out of the bushes and smack me over the head with a rock or something, or Jerome’ll come after you.”

Kaya smirked at him. “How’s he going to do that? We left him at the bottom of that dirty well.”

“I’m sure he’d be able to make it. I was able to climb out, and he is strangely capable.”

More essence surged into him, the amount surprising him. Just what was his bandit butler fighting, more rats? Nick couldn’t believe how many were down there. As the energy entered his body, something within his very soul stirred.

He tried to follow the feeling with what he thought was his soul, trying to match what happened when he used Judgment. Still, not all the Essence, or flickering lights, entered his body.

He followed Kaya’s cute behind. She had a fluffy looking tail much like a raccoon’s, coming out of her cloak that swayed back and forth high, mesmerizing him. Kaya was definitely pretty, and her growl was like the sexiest thing he’d ever heard, for some reason.

They got near a section of the town that he realized was more of a ruin, and she hushed him, and talked in a whisper.

“We need to sneak by here. We wouldn’t want to fight Davon and the rest of his men.”

“Oh, for real, Davon’s here? Ah, but it didn’t say we finished your quest yet.”

She rolled her eyes. “I just gave you that quest because I thought you were going to…do something weird to me. You were—are way too weird. Still, I don’t recommend fighting them, even if you have the quest. Davon himself is close, or at, the second stratum: level ten. You’re only level two, and there is a qualitative difference in levels. You’ll die in but a moment, disgusting spell or no.”

Nick shrugged. “Okay. So we just have to level up in that tower over there,” he pointed at the tower, which was an impressive building, especially among all the ruins. It was almost futuristic looking, a black stone monolith lit with white glyphs and an immense gate in front of it.

They were far away, so he couldn’t pick out many details. The gate certainly looked like the smaller one seen in the crypt, however.

She scoffed. “You won’t be able to. They control the entrance, and there’s only one.”

“What, that archway looking thing? Shows what you know. There’s one down in the crypt with Jerome.”

Her eyes widened. “No way! That would solve… so many problems in Havendale. Only while Davon doesn’t know about it, though.”

They snuck through the area, then used an area to jump down the wall under the cover of night to arrive outside the town. Despite being ruins, the wall was pretty well-kept.

Nick did his best to follow her through the woods without making a sound. While he never visited the forest in real life, in VRMMO’s that he used to play, he learned various forestry skills.

He took to playing them frequently after his health took a sudden turn for the worse, just after High School. Despite never smoking cigarettes anyway, he had gotten lung cancer.

The chemotherapy took away all his energy, and escaping to virtual worlds had become his favorite pastime.

When he realized he wasn’t in a game, Nick was relieved. Now he wasn’t struggling with chemotherapy, or how his personal relationships had been stretched to the point of breaking.

You didn’t know who your friends really were, until you became little more than a burden to them. Of course, Nick’s abrasive personality likely didn’t help.

It left Nick with a cynical view of the world, but this new lease on life gave him renewed hope. That he could instantly tell whether someone was a good person or not, or was telling the truth, by looking at their soul helped significantly.

Perhaps, he had died in his sleep, and he had somehow been moved into this body as some sort of afterlife. Perhaps, some god had moved him into this body.

He didn’t care, he thought. He had been given a new lease on life, and he intended to grasp it and enjoy it to its fullest. His body was revitalized living in this world, and in the past hour or so, his headache had disappeared. Thinking back, perhaps it was the use of Judgement that finally cleared it up, the large amount of the gathered essence entering his body and healing him.

Following Kaya for some time, Nick eventually saw what appeared to be a tree house in the distance, though it was well concealed. He guessed the only reason they could see what looked like a window at all was because of Kaya’s angle and path of approach.

She reached out with a halting motion, her ears flicking and her tail swishing. The leaves rustled in a bush nearby, and what looked like a massive raccoon, or a small bear, came out.

He said, “I knew it! See, I totally called it. I knew your boyfriend would bust out of the bushes and come after me!”

“Not now with your weirdness, Nick! Your Judgment won’t work on it. We need to run!”

“Why? It’s just a big raccoon, isn’t it?” Nick drew his blade of his heritage from his shoulder. It glimmered electric blue in the darkness, brightening the whole forest as he withdrew it from the scabbard on his shoulder, and it was filled with the power of his soul.

His soul hummed along with it as it nearly vibrated in his hands. The blade of light still had a fair amount of essence stored, though it did seem to be less than before.

Killing the rats with the beam of light cost all the essence in the blade, but it had re-absorbed a substantial amount from their deaths.

He didn’t know for sure, but he thought there was a sort of cooldown on the burst ability.

Kaya had been about to say something else, but she was shocked at the appearance of the blade of light, and looked at it with awe.

“What the fuck is that?!”

“My people pay to win, it looks like. It’s too bad Jerome isn’t here, but I’m pretty sure I got this.”

The raccoon the size of a large St. Bernard growled, and began its charge at him.


Chapter 3 - Kaya - The Frustrating Hero



Kaya drew her boot knife as Nick squared away with a practiced stance against the bearcoon. The guards didn’t allow her to bring larger weapons into the city, so it was all she had on her at the moment.

Fortunately, it was much easier to sneak out of the city at night thanks to the walls than it was to sneak in during the day.

Nick held the…blade of light in a lowered stance with one leg forward, in a way that surprised her. Kaya had trained fighting both monsters and armed opponents, but she hadn’t seen anyone fight like him.

The creature charged, to which Nick dashed to the side and sliced along its body’s length, drawing a thin line of blood. He clicked his tongue, as he likely realized that despite the power of his strange blade, it was clearly not sharp enough to cut deep into the creature easily.

The creature was at least level four. While Nick had already killed a level four human, beasts were vastly different from them. Humans and Demi-Humans both naturally and by choice spread their essence between Body and Mind with some in Soul, but beasts would naturally have most of theirs in Body. In addition, they frequently had a significant advantage in their Body levels to start.

Because of that, it was difficult to defeat beasts of a higher level without spells. It took significant amounts of skill, equipment, and usually numbers to overcome the gap of several levels.

She shouted, “Give me your biggest knife! I’ll help.”

Kaya was a level 3 rogue. While she was weak without her Beast Transformation, she thought their chances would be a lot better if she helped.

He danced away from the rabid bearcoon with his sword angled toward it, a fluid movement of his steps on the uneven forest ground. His body flowed through cuts and swings, and she even saw him elbow the bearcoon in the temple, disorienting it.

She was impressed with his skill, likely much better than the bandits. Truthfully, she hadn’t seen anyone so skilled since her own mother. She supposed he was a knight of sorts, but his behavior and words made it difficult to respect his capability.

Just how had he never seen a beastfolk before? Here on the frontier, or the lost world, her people were all-too-common. Here, humans and elves owned most of the land, but beastfolk and monsterfolk were plentiful.

He tossed her a dagger from his belt still within a small scabbard, Nick dancing around the creature as he held his sword with one hand. He kept the creature at bay by keeping his sharp blade pointed at it, the creature not confident enough to skewer itself and go fully on the attack yet.

His style of fighting was vicious, going after the creature’s stance with powerful cuts, punches, and kicks.

That would change soon, but he had bought enough time for her to become better armed.

She held her boot knife in one hand and the dagger in the other, positioning herself behind the beast.

She said, “We need to hurry and kill this. There is a reason I said we should run, and this creature isn’t it, you know. This is the female.”

Nick frowned, then his eyes hardened. It seemed he understood her meaning–there was likely a larger male somewhere nearby.

He dashed forward and swung with a powerful overhead slice, which the creature dodged backward. But it was a feint, him switching the attack to a stab as he rushed forward with fluid movements.

This caused the creature to leap back further: right in her direction. She stabbed both blades low into the creature’s back, aiming for its spine with one and what should be its kidney with the other.

The creature’s weight combined with her own lunge allowed them to reach much deeper than they should have otherwise, but the wounds were far too shallow on its thick, essence-filled flesh.

Nick dashed in while it was wailing in pain, and his blade pierced deep into the beast’s stomach, causing it to freeze and growl.

They both retreated as its claws swiped back at them, and a red aura covered the angry raccoon.

“What the–? It’s powering up?”

“Almost all beasts beyond the second level have a special ability. It’s enraged, so it’s stronger now!”

Nick still kept the creature’s ire, as it clawed and snapped its teeth in his direction. He blocked and cut with his sword as he moved out of its way, and Kaya once again moved in position.

Again, he set up a perfect path for her, by causing the creature to dodge to its right, allowing her to land two cuts on its right shoulder. Kaya couldn’t help but be impressed with Nick’s ability to work in tandem with herself.

She dashed away as it retaliated, and Nick rushed in to land a powerful cut on its left shoulder. His cut landed deep, enough that the left arm of the beast was now limp. He now kept himself to this same side, cutting and dodging the ineffectual one-armed swipes of the creature.

She leaped forward to land a deep cut into the wound near the creature’s spine, and it collapsed to the ground. He quickly stabbed into the creature’s chest, the light leaving its eyes.

Kaya said, “We still need to get out of here. I don’t want her boyfriend to find my home, and my sister in hiding.”

Nick sighed. “Too late, I’m afraid.”

She looked where he was staring, finding a much larger, and more angry version of the same creature exited the bushes. The size of a small bear, this bearcoon was likely level five.

“I hit level three off that one. Thanks, Jerome, but now I’m gonna have to let you go.”

His blade of light brightened, confusing Kaya. He said, “I had to dispel Jerome, it makes my blade stronger. I think we’re still good.”

Level three? Impossible! Even for a combat class, there was simply no way that he could level up that quickly. It would take time to accommodate the essence within his body and absorb it properly–though, she remembered a ton of essence floating around him when they met.

Even if he was close to level two when they met, killing the level four bandit would not get him close to level three. Still, he mentioned Jerome? The undead was somehow gaining him essence?

He pointed at the dead bearcoon. “Create Soul Servant.”

The ethereal light left his hand, and entered into the bearcoon. Wounds were healed as bones creaked, the creature becoming… something else. Its eyes glowed blue-green like Nick’s in the dim light, as it growled and charged at its former mate.

She said, “That’s fucked up.”

He shrugged. “I’m pragmatic. He should have kept his girl from starting fights she couldn’t finish.”

He charged in too, the male bearcoon roaring at its mate’s death or its betrayal, she didn’t know which. Kaya ran along with him on the other side of the servant bearcoon, moving to try to take advantage of exposed flanks.

The servant bearcoon leaped at the larger living one, but was met with a large swipe of the almost-bear’s claws. It sent the other flying, and Nick sliced deep into the bearcoon’s right leg. The wound looked thin, to Kaya.

She leaped into its side as it spun after him with a swing, stabbing into its other leg. She could feel how much harder the creature’s skin and fur was, her blades only reaching fractions of an inch deep.

Nick easily ducked under the bearcoon’s swipe, cutting into the beast’s wrist as he danced away.

She trailed the bearcoon as it followed after Nick, its body now covered with a red aura. It moved with speed which belied its mass, and Nick was quickly cornered against a large tree. Just as the bearcoon was about to swipe its large claws at him, the servant bearcoon barreled into it, a storm of angry claws and teeth.

Nick’s sword glowed brightly, and he swung powerfully at the creature’s leg. An ethereal flame leaped from where the bearcoon was cut, and Kaya could tell some essence leaked from the creature as she pierced into its neck from the other side.

The male bearcoon slammed the smaller one onto the ground, and its tail lashed out and grabbed Kaya’s foot. “Shit!”

Nick was already in motion as she was flung at a tree, her body slamming into his and knocking them both over as they spun and twisted over the ground. Slamming into a tree, they both groaned in pain.

His voice came out muffled from beneath her, “I don’t mind you on top, but I imagined a lot less blood and broken bones when this happened.”

She scowled at him as she got up from on top of him, him getting up as well. “Could you just be serious for once?!”

The flying servant bearcoon caused them to scatter, its body slamming into the tree after they moved. They had each dashed or dove in opposite directions, Nick approaching the enraged bearcoon from the front.

The bearcoon had dozens of bleeding wounds, but Kaya could see them closing up. The creature was expending essence to heal them, the level five or greater beast capable of using it in different ways.

Nick feinted an overhead slash with a shout, the creature attempting to block with its claws. He stopped short and dashed forward, swinging his sword into the already wounded leg. She dashed in from behind, cutting into the backside of the same leg.

The tail grasped out at her again, but she countered with her smaller knife, ready for it as she dodged out of the way. She could see its rear legs were weaker now, the beast switching to a four-legged stance to relieve some weight off it.

That made the creature’s charge a lot more predictable. They both dashed around it, leaving scores of cuts on the beast’s flank. It eventually scored a cut on Nick’s chest, but he traded the blow with a powerful, glowing stab of his own deep into the creature’s torso.

Once again, the essence within the creature leaked out, seemingly aging years in mere moments–its fur whitening. The servant bearcoon then slammed into the larger one, once again biting and clawing into it. It was at that moment, the larger creature released an ear-piercing roar.

Her mind was disoriented, her ears ringing. Her heart stopped beating, and she found she couldn’t move. She tried to stir her essence, but found she could do little more than whimper as her body shook. The servant bearcoon fell to the ground, having the same thing happen to it.

The bearcoon stalked over to her, and it raised its claw. Her life flashed before her eyes, as the claw went for her throat. She had suffered so hard, fought through many injustices just to provide for her sister. And yet, it was all coming crashing down at this moment.

A blue light entered her peripheral, as Nick shoved her aside with a hip check, her body tumbling to the ground as he blocked the claw with blade–his strength and leverage somehow mostly managing it.

“Whatchu just standin’ around for?”

Kaya wanted to growl at his taunt, but still found she still couldn’t move. Just how could he?

“You asked if I could just be serious for once,” he said, as he ducked and weaved around the bear while swinging his blade and dodging its swipes. He fought like a beast himself, giving it vicious elbows and kicks, aiming for its wounds as he parried and countered the bear’s attacks.

He backed away from the bearcoon, drawing it away as she finally recovered her faculties and began to stand up.

“I’m always serious when it matters.” He once again lured the bear to the tree, his back slamming into it. His body and blade glowed with a blinding blue light as the bear lunged, and he ducked under its scissoring claws as the bearcoon struck the tree instead of him.

He thrust forward, his blade digging deep into its chest, a thrust that included the beast’s weight and his own strength. A blue-green-flame shot through and engulfed the creature, its essence draining into the blade.

Kaya charged and stabbed repeatedly into the creature’s back as it roared in pain, seemingly too weak to fight back. It slumped over as the two of them kept digging their blades into it, until eventually, it breathed its last.

She breathed heavily as she cycled her essence, drawing in the dead beast’s energy. It improved and somewhat healed her body, as she made the creature’s massive amount of essence her own.

Kaya noticed Nick was doing the same thing, perhaps instinctually–what he was doing was a little sloppy, from what she could feel. Actually, it appeared he was only absorbing the Soul essence, for some reason. Kaya was drawing in the body, mind, and soul essences as she was supposed to.

She gave Nick another deep look, the two of them breathing heavily. He was covered in wounds, a fair amount of them from coming to her aid.

She hadn’t wanted to fight the two bearcoons, but their mere presence in the area meant that she’d have had to move her sister, if she was able to sneak inside once they moved on. The bearcoons being dead saved her from the struggle and difficulty of spending weeks moving Eirwen and preparing a new place.

Nick’s skill and strength were worthy of respect. Her bestial instincts were at war with her mind, her body able to tell he was a capable mate. Whatever race he was, along with his strange class, demonstrated limitless power and talent.

Her mind was infuriated with the strange man’s needling, and his rudeness. She was not a damned raccoon, and nor would she ever mate with one!

But she could tell he did have a good heart. He hadn’t needed to catch her body with his own, his action saving her from many broken bones and pain. While she helped him wound the beast, her attacks hardly were worth protecting her.

A few of her ribs were bruised, but Eirwen had some high-essence poultices they could wrap around her chest to handle that quickly once inside their home. Likely, he could use some healing himself, though his strange body may not benefit in the same way as hers.

He had a handsome smile, and his feigned foolish confidence was strangely attractive. He had saved her life against the bandits, and then sort-of again with the bearcoons.

She could tell he was attracted to her, as he tried to decipher her body underneath her cloak. Still, she could use such a dependable–

He chuckled. “Damn, your ex was out of control! I can see why you broke up with ‘em.”

She growled at his rudeness. How dare he! “Damn it, Nick! Just when–”

A new voice was heard, shouting from above them. “Kaya? Are you okay? I was worried when you didn’t come home.”

Kaya froze, as she looked up at their treehouse. Her sister, Eirwen looked down at them. A sheep beastfolk, her curled black horns were prominent atop her head of curly white hair.

Nick looked tired, like he was gonna collapse on his feet, holding his strange hilt with one hand, the blade now gone. “I was so close!”

She looked at him confused. “What?”

He gave a tired smile. “The pet dog.”

She groaned. “I… don’t have the energy to be mad at you anymore. I’ve only known you an hour or two at most, and it’s been the most exhausting time of my life.”

He looked indignant. “You’re exhausted? I’m the one who had to fight through a crypt filled to the brim with rats, climb a disgusting well, kill two bandits and save an ornery raccoon when they should be the best creatures of all, pay for some medicine when I don’t even have a place to sleep, then fight an angry ex-boyfriend!”

She growled, then she shouted, “I’m not a damn raccoon! And, the rest is hardly worth a response. This whole time I’ve known you, you’ve been infuriating. Just what the hell is wrong with you, anyway?!”

He looked hurt, and almost like he aged years in just a few seconds. His face went slack, and his eyes stared a thousand yards into the distance–deep into the forest. Eventually, he met her eyes, a remorseful look in them.

“I… I’m sorry. I think I just died? My world had been filled with safety and comfort. I’ve been trying to come to terms with coming here, and while I thought I was ready to die, actually facing it is a lot scarier than I thought. I can’t believe I almost died to rats. Deflecting with humor was all I could think of, rather than stressing out. You’re cute when you’re angry–and that growl is sexy as hell, for some reason. So, I kinda just went with it. I never intended to make you actually mad. I’ll…try not to annoy you so much.”

He dropped his hilt, then Nick collapsed to the ground.

She hardly understood what he was talking about. His world? Did that mean he was from another? It sounded absurd, but his behavior and race was unlike anything she had ever seen.

Kaya frowned as she walked toward him, her bones creaking in protest as she approached. She lifted his shirt, and found dozens of small claw and bite wounds all over his back and the rest of his body. Some even looked infected, clearly more powerful rats having bit and clawed into him.

She realized that the entire time they talked and traveled, she had never once seen his back, his long hair or the cloak covering it. Just how many low-level rats did he fight?

Eirwen had climbed down their rope ladder, the sheep beastfolk girl a lot more energetic than she expected. Kaya had rushed to get her medicine, after all because Eirwen had been coughing and throwing up.

She walked close with her hoofed feet, Kaya too tired to even move. Eirwen put her hands on her hips, and she had a stormy expression that Kaya had never seen.

“Why’d you have to be so mean to the nice, handsome hero! Whatever you said to him made him so sad!”

Kaya grimaced at the mention of the word: hero. For all he did for her in such a short time, perhaps she should have seen him as such. Yet, she had yelled at him, like she wasn’t grateful for what he had done for her at all.

“I’ll tell you later. I got your medicine. Are you feeling up to help? Let’s get us all inside and get our wounds treated. We got a lot to talk about.”

“I’m okay now. I was so worried sick when you took so long, I got all worked up! When you came back and fought those bearcoons with the hero, I wanted to help something fierce. But you better apologize to the man, momma didn’t raise you like that, and I know it!”

The two girls pulled on the man’s hands, lifting him up off the ground. They each got under his shoulder, the man was a lot heavier than he looked.

She groaned as she brought him to the rope ladder. Even knocked out with his mouth closed, he managed to be difficult.


Chapter 4 - The Sister



Nick awoke from a strange dream, looking at a wall he’d never seen before. Made of wood, numerous planks neatly merged with branches of the tree. A small amount of sunlight lit the room, entering from small holes in the walls.

Made of what looked like bamboo, there were spaces carved out for light to come through, with flaps of leaves and wood that could be closed with a string–a makeshift window that could open and close.

His body was on a bed of leaves and straw, and he realized he had many bandages on him. He was propped up on his side, with a pillow wedged to keep him from rolling over onto his back.

The sword of his heritage was within its sheath against the wall, his torn up clothes laid out next to him. He was down to what appeared to be some sort of loincloth underwear, something he hadn’t even known he was wearing, or perhaps, they put it on him.

Off to the side he saw a baggy tunic, likely spare clothing they had lying around and set aside for him.

The smell of meat cooking entered his nose, though he couldn’t quite place the aroma. His stomach rumbled, as he realized he was quite hungry. The hard-tack of the bandit smelled too disgusting, and he hadn’t had a chance to eat anything else.

His dream was the weirdest thing. He had the typical naked in a classroom dream, his classmates all pointing at him and laughing, his body his original chemo version from Earth. The unusual part was that a sheep was there too, and was giggling the entire time.

Nick had run, and the sheep had followed him, giggling the entire way. Before he knew it, he was giving the sheep a guided tour of his house. None of it made any sense, though he guessed that was standard fare for dreams.

He realized it was likely in the afternoon, based on where the sun was in the sky. He had been asleep for far too long. Nick heard a loud snore, a little obnoxious, really. Almost like someone was pretending they were snoring. He looked over, and saw that Kaya was asleep in a similar bed not far from him.

Only she wasn’t pretending. Her loud snores made him cringe at how much they likely hurt her nostrils and throat just to make them–though, maybe as a beastfolk, it was different for her. She was able to growl in a way he never heard a person do, before.

Her body was spread out in a strange posture, her arms actually above her head, and one leg wide to the side. She was in much less clothing now, and Nick couldn’t help but appreciate her lean and lithe body. Her chest was bound tightly in a wrap of bandages, but Nick could tell she was a lot more top-heavy than he originally imagined.

Filing the snore away for blackmail material for later, he got up. He put on a rough-spun tunic and pants that fit him well enough instead of his torn clothes, feeling his body was healed a lot more than he expected.

It still hurt as he moved, but it was like days or weeks of healing had already occurred, a strange herbal smell coming from his bandages.

Finding an antique-looking mirror, he was shocked at his own appearance. They had cleaned him, likely as part of cleaning his wounds. His blue eyes glowed with a strange almost electric blue shine, his long white hair nearly the color of his skin.

He had a swimmer’s body, his muscle definition prominent. His facial features certainly matched that of an elf’s, but he looked more masculine than most he’d seen. Nick supposed if he told people that he was a prince, they might just believe it.

Walking out of the small room, Nick found the rest of the treehouse to be about as small as one might expect. There was a small kitchen with a table to sit and eat at, and he saw the sheep beastfolk girl cooking. Off to the side, a small sort of receiving area where the ladder was.

She was younger than Nick and Kaya, and he would wager in her late-teens. Her soul was as white as her hair, flickering brilliantly inside her chest. Only as he looked closer, there was a green tinge to it, like cracks running through it.

Black horns curled in a circle from the sides of her head, resting in her short curly hair. Her body was lean and lithe, looking a little frail. The woman had odd hoofed feet, almost looking like she was permanently wearing high heels.

There was wooly-looking fur around her legs, almost looking like leg warmers beneath her knees, to Nick. He then noticed cute sheep ears just beneath her horns, that extended wide, and seemed to wiggle with what she was doing.

He was surprised to see what looked like a thin tail–did sheep have tails like that? Nick supposed, like some other farm animals, they might have had them docked for some reason or another, but a beastfolk likely wouldn’t do that.

The girl was carving meat while other meat was cooked and smoked, and he realized it was the bearcoon’s. She seemed happy, though she looked a little tired and weak. The girl spotted him, as he moved in her periphery.

“Oh! You’re awake. Welcome, Nick! I’m Eirwen. Kaya told me so much about you!”

Her voice sounded sweet, and her words came out in a slight southern drawl, or like a girl from the country. Nick was surprised that the girl almost sounded like she was from the Southern United States, just like him.

He grimaced, before forcing a smile. “All good things, I hope! She told me a bit about you, too.”

She frowned in confusion, her face scrunching up cutely. “She did?”

“Sure did. She kinda told me she had a cute younger sister, that she loved very much. That you were a sick and gentle soul, and that she wished nothing but the best for you.”

Nick nearly frowned at his own word choice. It was like…he didn’t want to fib or lie, and say things that weren’t true, so he had altered his own words, to make them at least mostly true. Kaya hadn’t told him those things directly, she had only partially told him that, in a way.

She chuckled, shaking her head as she sliced into more meat. “Kaya kinda told you that, did she? But she didn’t say that, right? You sure have a way with words, Nicholas Jordan. I know my sister– my Kaya. I know she didn’t say any of that. She told me what she said to you. Just how did she tell you any of that?”

Nick froze, as she said his last name from Earth. It didn’t show on any of his menus, and he certainly hadn’t said it since his arrival. He forced a smile, as he remembered the sheep in his dream.

Eirwen continued before he could answer. “Surprised I knew your name? I hadn’t believed Kaya when she said you were from another land, but after seeing your dreams, I understand a lot more than you–or her, realize. You are not the only one who has a strong essence of soul, Nicholas. So? How did she tell you those things about me, or were your honeyed words lies?”

Her pure white soul flickered dark for a moment, and she flourished her knife meaningfully. He chuckled for a moment. He felt a little violated, just how would she look into his dreams?

“It’s kind of rude to look at my dreams without asking, don’t you think?”

She gave him a dark smile, and flourished the knife in her hand once more. “Rights to privacy go out the window when you have so many knives and a sword around my sister. You’re like a walking armory. Trust is not given freely, it is earned. Are you going to answer my question?”

“You’re right–she didn’t directly tell me much of that, she actually lied and said her grandmother was sick, but I kind of figured it out from her lies anyway. Still, she told me most of that–how much she loved you and that you were sick, by what she risked in getting your medicine. She knew Davon’s men were around the Havendale hunting her, and that each entry was a great risk for her. She told me how she wished the best for you, by how she spent her money over and over again on your medicine itself. Kaya’s cute, so she told me you were cute by association. I couldn’t imagine a sister of hers not being so.”

She giggled, and looked at him knowingly. “You left out the gentle soul part.”

He shrugged. “You’re right. She hadn’t told me that. I just saw it, instead. Plus, I figured I couldn’t go wrong with a sheep…beastfolk?”

She smiled, then her soul turned black as her eyes took on a murderous glint. “You need to be a little more careful, Mister Jordan. The world of Orion is a lot more dangerous than you can imagine, and you better not hurt my Kaya–”

Nick rounded the table, and then rubbed his knuckles on her head from behind her–giving her a noogie. While her soul was black, it felt like nothing was wrong. It didn’t give him the same noxious feeling as the bandit full of sin.

She was messing with him, doing something with her soul, probably giving him some kind of warning, but his Advanced Soul Sense pushed past it. He’d seen this nearly a dozen times on Earth, this was her version of the shovel talk.

“Ah! What–”

“You’re being a little too cheeky, Eirwen. You’re a little too young to pull a fast one on me–Holy shit.”

“Awawawa, what are you doing?”

His hands began feeling the top of her super curly white hair, scratching her scalp. “This is the softest thing I ever felt. Your hair? Anyone ever made a shirt, or something, out of it? That’s a sheep thing, isn’t it?”

She seemed to be enjoying the odd head massage and scratching he began giving her, her face taking on a blush, but she snapped out of it in distress.

“W-What? N-No way! Kaya and I work so hard on taking care of my hair, I’m not selling it. B-Besides, that would mean I’d have to go bald!”

Nick realized that her hair was already short, due to how curly it was. Cutting it would probably look bad. Still, he plopped his coin purse on the table in front of her. “It is pretty hair. Still, I don’t know how much this is, but all of that for some of your hair!”

The mouth of the purse was open, allowing her to see the many coins inside.

She blushed, as her sheep ears wiggled cutely as she looked at all the coins with excitement. “W-Wow, that’s a lot! Er, but I don’t know…”

He withdrew a knife from his vest. “C’mon, it’ll grow back, but I’ll enjoy it forever. You don’t want to help me out?”

She looked at the coins again now, but doubtfully. “When you put it like that?”

A new voice entered the fray, “Just what the hell are you doing to my sister, Nick? And what’s burning?”

“Oh crud!” Eirwen snapped up, nearly cutting herself with the knife in Nick’s hand, and ran over to the fireplace with her hoofed feet clomping on the wooden floor as she went.

Nick cleared his throat, returning his coins and knife back into his vest. “Just an unfinished business transaction.”

Kaya seemed to search her sister's face, which was a full blush at this point while she flipped the meats on the grill. Determining somehow he wasn’t threatening Eirwen, she frowned at him, before her eyes softened.

“Just you being you, I take it? I’m glad to see you’re doing well. When you collapsed, I… was a little worried. You had a lot more wounds than you let on.”

He shrugged as he sat back down, and Kaya moved to stand behind the chair of the table in front of him. “Worried about me? I told you there were a lot of rats. It’s a shame some people just don’t listen when others talk. They forget they have two ears to hear, even if they might be like that of a raccoon for some, but only one mouth to speak.”

Her hands gripped the chair tightly, as she gave a fake laugh. “You’re right… Thank you so much for your assistance, Nick. I don’t know what I would have done without you– I don’t think I could have gotten the medicine yesterday if not for you. My sister and I appreciate you!”

Nick sighed, as he realized he was doing it again. Something about Kaya just made him want to mess with her, to get a rise out of her. She fought the anger and was still polite. He could tell she wanted to get along.

“You’re welcome, Kaya. I do appreciate you putting up with me as well. I’m sorry I can be a little… annoying. When are you going to give her the medicine? I can see she’s still sick.”

Eirwen froze at the fireplace, where she was moving food onto a plate. “What do you mean? I had the medicine already. I’m feeling good, so you must mean… You’re saying my soul is sick? But… I should be able to feel that.”

She stilled herself, trying to sense something, but eventually shook her head. Eirwen then delivered the plate of char grilled meat to the table, then took the plate of sliced meat she had been working on from the table and began placing the raw meat with herbs and spices on the grill.

She returned with some wooden plates and forks, placing them in front of each of them.

Nick said, “Thanks, Eirwen. This looks great.”

Eirwen smiled with pride. “We have a lot! That bearcoon had a lot of meat on its bones. I have some in the smoker outside as well. I did have to remove some sections with the bite and claw marks on them, but there was plenty left.”

They settled in to eat, and Nick was surprised at the taste. He had never had bear, or raccoon, meat back on Earth. He didn’t know how, but it tasted like both turkey and pork at the same time.

“This bearcoon is pretty good.” He gave Kaya a serious look. “I’m sorry ‘bout your cousin, Kaya.”

Kaya rolled her eyes and ignored him, as she continued chewing her own bite of the meat.

Eirwen saw Nick’s serious face, and looked over to Kaya with a concerned look. “Oh no, what happened to Mindy? Why didn’t you tell me something happened to her?”

Kaya sighed. “That’s just Nick being Nick again. He was hinting that we were eating the cousin now–that I was somehow related to this dead bearcoon. It was my ex as we were fighting it, and my boyfriend before we did.”

“That’s some good listening there, Kaya. Good job! See? I knew you could do it.”

Eirwen started to laugh. “That’s funny! Because… you’re like a bearcoon too! You can even turn into one!”

Nick looked at Kaya. “What’s this now? She can turn into a bearcoon? Damn, you've been holding out on me, Kaya!”

“A red panda, damn it! And, I grow a bit, so it ruins my clothes. I’m often naked or near it when I come out of it. I also have a hard time thinking straight during, so I may lash out at allies. I had wanted to use it to escape the bandits, but likely would have charged at them instead. When the roar froze us, I tried, but I found I couldn’t. By the time I could move again, it already wasn’t a great idea to use.”

Nick looked at Eirwen with a bit of longing, thinking of her soft wooly hair. “Can you do that, Eirwen? Become a sheep?”

Eirwen looked a little distressed. “W-Why are you looking at me like that? I can’t, though. Not all beastfolk can do it. It’s more common among predators or just those that fight a lot, and it’s the same with the monsterfolk that transform.”

Eirwen got up and finished off cooking the rest of the meat, cleaning up the grill.

Nick asked, “What’s a monsterfolk, anyway?”

Kaya said with a frown, “How have you never seen a monsterfolk before?”

“They ain’t got any of those down in Florida. Eirwen didn’t tell you?”

Eirwen giggled. “That was just between me and you. She passed out not long after I treated both of your wounds, I hadn’t had a chance to tell her. I can keep it a secret if you like?”

“You’re the best, Eirwen! Best hair, and the best sister there is. Nah, though.” He looked at Kaya. “I don’t know what a monsterfolk or beastfolk is because I’m not from this world.”

She looked shocked, speechless and doubtful, so he just continued, “But this body is. It’s like I took over it, as it was resting in that tomb, or such. I was a human on Earth, and there were no other intelligent races but humans there. No magic, or this essence you talk about here. Just technology and machines. All that is magic and other races were all just fiction, on Earth.”

Eirwen nodded. “It was a very strange world. Almost nobody carried weapons, and it seemed quite safe. Also, people were very fat.” She came back and returned to the table, finishing her own meal.

He chuckled. “True, things only got worse once more folks got into VR, too. I don’t think a majority of people knew how to fight, either…”

Eirwen asked, “Where’d you learn, then? You seemed very proficient.” She took on a far away look, with almost a dreamy expression. “You really danced around that bearcoon, like you could fight it forever. You were amazing!”

Kaya scoffed and looked like she wanted to say something, but just continued eating her meal.

Nick chuckled. “VR games. You would put on something like a helmet, and it would replace your senses, kinda like a dream. Inside the game, I could learn all sorts of skills without actually going anywhere. It’s where I thought I was when I arrived here. I was surprised when I only had intermediate skill in long swords here because I was beyond an expert in most games.”

Kaya scoffed. “Experts are usually in the second stratum. They can weave the essence of their Body and mana into their very blade, cleaving even boulders in two with a single swing!”

“Damn, maybe that’s all I needed. But I can weave soul essence into my soul blade, I think.”

Kaya nodded. “And your blade seems exceptional, but ultimately, it’s not the same thing. There are those that weave mana into their bodies and blades as well, often having spells that can do the same thing. It takes much more skill to merge body essence and mana, and extend it into their blade on their own. I never heard of anyone weaving Soul into their weapon, but I can tell what you do is not at the level of an expert. Momma was able to do it.”

They finished eating, Nick eating well past being full. “I was worried when I had that hard tack, thought you all didn’t know how to cook. But some of y'all be grubbin’ good.”

Eirwen giggled, “Grubbin’? What you mean by, you all?”

“You Orion people, isn’t this like medieval times? We got tons of great food down in Florida. Anyway, let me try to heal you, Eirwen.”

Kaya and Eirwen looked on with doubt. Kaya said, “You, heal her?” She narrowed her eyes. “How could a knight heal someone?”

Nick pretended to sigh. “And here I thought you were becoming a good listener. I told you I was like a paladin and a necromancer. So, will you let me heal you, Eirwen?”

She nodded as Kaya rolled her eyes, but kept quiet as Nick walked over and put his hand on Eirwen’s back as she sat on the chair. He used his soul sense to feel her soul out, along with looking with his eyes. He compared her soul to his own and even Kaya’s.

His and Kaya’s were like a perfect sphere, or as close to it that he could perceive. Eirwen’s was not only cracked, but misshapen. Really, it reminded him of the bumpy globes that showed topography back on Earth. There were what looked to be ravines and mountains, bumps around the many cracks.

Nick doubted he could even heal this, but he would still try. Perhaps, he could fill in the green cracks somewhat.

He willed to cast the spell, his mana and soul essence coalescing as he said the words to focus his intentions, “Soul Mend!”

White light left him, and encircled her soul sphere. It brightened, and Nick did actually see some green being removed. However, it was just a fraction of the total. Unsure of how much effect it really had, he had to ask.

“How’d it feel? I can cast it a few times, but I don’t know that much about it.”

Eirwen blushed. “I-It felt good? I think it’s helping!”

Kaya looked on with doubt. “The soul is a complicated thing. A few minutes ago, you didn’t think anything was wrong with it, Eirwen. Now he waves his fingers, and you think he’s helping you?”

Nick shrugged. “I mean, if you don’t want me to heal her–”

Eirwen interrupted, being firm and looking at Kaya as she spoke with a little anger. “No, Nick. Please cast the spell again. Kaya might have doubts, but I am appreciative of your efforts.”

Kaya’s face went slack in but an instant, almost looking like she was slapped and looking at Eirwen in confusion.

Nick smiled. “No problem, Eirwen. Think nothing of it. Soul Mend!”

He made sure to pay even more attention this time, as the lights entered her sphere. The green cracks definitely lessened, and he thought the sphere almost grew in response. Though, he did notice something else–the sphere grew a little dimmer, as a result.

Eirwen yawned. “That did feel good! But, I do feel a bit tired now. Maybe a little hungry, too? It’s weird–we just ate.”

Nick nodded. “It might be best we take a break from it. Your soul grew just a tiny bit dimmer the second time. It makes some sort of sense that I’m using mana, I can’t just make your soul out of nothing?”

A low rumble came out of Kaya’s chest, almost like she was growling–but Eirwen glared at her, causing her to stop.

Eirwen gave Nick a brilliant smile. “I can tell it helped, even if only temporarily! Thank you so much, Nick! I think I’m gonna go take a nap–I was up most of last night, preparing much of this meat for cooking.”

She stood up, and gave Nick a hug from the side, then a kiss on the cheek before she went toward the bedroom.

Nick chuckled. “See, Kaya? That’s how you thank a guy for his help. Shoot, I bet if you were more like your sister here, there’d be heroes lined up ‘round the corner just waiting to help you out.”

The rumbling from Kaya returned, becoming a full growl.

A tingle went down Nick’s spine, and he whistled. “Damn, that works as a reward for me too. We talked about this, didn’t we?”


Chapter 5 - The Ordeals of Orion



Nick interrupted Kaya’s growl with a good distraction. “So, what next? We goin’ to that Ordeal?”

Kaya was startled. “W-Well, we do need to heal a bit still.” She frowned in thought for a moment. “You revealing the secret entrance to the Ordeal, the tower, is quite attractive. If we can gain some essence inside, we can become strong enough to leave Havendale. We’ll need to get food and other preparations to get ready.”

Nick frowned. “What do you mean, strong enough to leave? Can’t you just take a road or such?”

She shook her head. “The wilds are simply too dangerous because there is no managed Ordeal nearby. In a way, this location is a lot like an island. The creatures in the surrounding area vary too much. We might face a level five bearcoon near town, but just a few miles away a level fifteen shadow mantis could eviscerate us with no warning. It’s impossible to travel without protection, by having either large groups, high levels, or enchanted items. There is a caravan that comes quarterly, but once again–”

Nick groaned. “Damn, he’s got his hooks in that too? He’s really like some kind of island bandit king, huh?” He chuckled. “He’s got a pretty nice setup. He’s even able to sleep in a bed in town instead of some cave or tree or something.”

Kaya growled. “Nice? He’s a tyrant, a terrible person!”

“Take it easy, Kaya. I may mess around, but I’m on the good side, remember? I’m like a paladin!”

“A-And a necromancer, though?”

He chuckled. “True. But I even have a quest to take the guy and all his buddies down.”

Kaya frowned. “All of them, and it even names him? That’s…strange. Can you share it with me?”

Nick ran his hand through his long hair, thinking about it for a moment. “I dunno about that, Kaya. You ain’t trusting me, why should I trust you? These quests are kind of personal. I’ll share it with Eirwen, though.”

That detail appeared to almost hurt Kaya. She looked conflicted, and Nick felt a little bad.

“Alright, I take that back. To tell you the truth, I don’t know shit about this world. I mostly hate people, but you know what? I liked you the moment I met you. Why?”

He approached her, and she backed away slightly with a frown. “Well, the pretty face didn’t hurt. But it was because what you got, right here.” He reached out quickly, tapping the area in the center of her chest before she could react–where a necklace might be worn, which made her blush.

Nick supposed that their soul being a known-factor, this probably had significant meaning.

“I can see it, I can feel it–my strange race makes me able to. And I know–you’re a good person, Kaya, and I can trust you. You may be untrusting, and easy to anger, and ungrate–”

She growled, so Nick cleared his throat and continued, “And that growl still does weird things to me, so I’ll just take a chance, listen to my heart, and all that? Here you go, just don’t share what you learn there with anyone else! You can thank me later.”

Nick didn’t just share the details of the bandit quest, he shared all the quests. Kaya’s eyes widened, threatening to pop out of her head.

“Damn, Kaya, that is not a good look on you. Careful there, wouldn’t want that look to get stuck.”

She ignored him. “Nick, this is crazy–”

Nick cleared his throat, doing his best not to smile. “That’s, Prince Noblefrost, to you, thank you very much. I didn’t go wakin’ up in no dusty crypt and fight like a thousand rats just to be called plain ole Nick.”

Kaya groaned. “Whatever! A special entity gave you these quests! The Orion system does give quests out, but they are not specific except within a Test or Trial–it is meant to stay neutral in most things. It would give you a quest to kill bandits, or climb a tower, but this tower, these bandits? No way!”

“Whatchu mean, like, some god gave these to me? Well, I am a prince, you know. We don’t play by the same rules as you peasants.”

Kaya ignored his needling. “It’s definitely a god, or perhaps a powerful ancestor.”

“Damn, they got those here? It says I’m the last, though. How could they give me a quest if they’re dead? From beyond the grave?”

She shrugged. “Things are supposed to become a bit different once you become immortal or reach godhood, they say. Not that Havendale has ever seen any. Did you get any details besides the quests?”

Nick filed that detail for later, but he thought about that. “Not really. There was nothing in those crypts besides a ton of rats. Well, there was this chest where I woke up. It had my sword in it, so maybe there could be another room somewhere. We’re gonna have to get back to that crypt, maybe there were some more clues.”

“Well, it sounds like we’d be heading there anyway, since it’s such a huge advantage. Leveling in the Ordeal is much safer than in the wilds, and we can earn plenty of funds for Eirwen’s medicine–if your healing didn’t help.”

“So? What do you think?”

“About what?”

“The quests, lady! You gotta admit, they are some weird ones. I gotta make soul pacts, and collect followers. You gonna help me out?”

She scowled at him. “Oh, so you want me to help you collect wives, is it? Just why would I want to do that? Just for your information, I just want to either get out of Havendale with Eirwen, or I want Davon dead. After that, we can go our separate ways. Till then, I’ll work with you–and don’t you dare try to convince my sister to help you with this quest!”

Nick whistled. “Damn, so it’s like that, huh? I disagree with you about your sister–she’s a grown woman, she can make her own decisions, no? You know as well as I do that I won’t be the one tricking her, so what’s the problem with me asking her nicely?”

Kaya began to scowl and growl, but instead, she deflated with her shoulders slumping. “Fine, you’re right.” She pointed at him, “But you share that quest before you go flirtin’ with her!”

He shrugged. “I was gonna share them with her anyway. So, how do these Ordeals work? Do we just go in there, and fight? How long does it take? I ain’t know shit about these Ordeals, but that tower didn’t look that big. Explain it to me like I’m five years old.”

“It might be better if we wait for Eirwen to explain that. She’s much more…studious.”

Nick was liking Eirwen more by the second. He had always liked girls that were smart and studious, dating more than one while he was back on Earth–before the cancer.

“Oh really? But she’s taking a nap. How about the 50,000-foot overview, at least.”

“The what?”

“My bad–it’s just an expression. You ever looked over the land from a tall building, or like high up on a mountain? You can get the lay of the land, but the details are blurry. Like that, but just with what you’re explaining to me: Ordeals.”

She frowned in thought. “Fine. Generally speaking, when we get inside the tower, it’s powered by and filled with mana and essence. Each floor will be somewhat randomized and like its own world, and have their own Tests, or rarely, Trials. Tests are often just a need to complete the floor and move on to the next, but sometimes will have us needing to survive a series of encounters, or complete a special challenge–such as enduring great cold for a long period, or crossing a desert. The former is actually the known first floor of this Ordeal. It should give us information in our Quest Log when we enter the floor.”

Nick groaned. “That sounds terrible. I’m going to have to fight through ten floors of that kinda crap? You sure we can’t just hunt us some more bearcoons? Maybe there’s enough rats in those crypts, there was a lot.”

Kaya shook her head. “I told you, that’s not an option. Hunting in the wilds for essence might work for days, maybe even weeks. But eventually, our luck will run out. A powerful creature will find us–and, there are even such things as Roaming Tests and Trials. The only reason we’re here in this treehouse is because of an enchantment. It makes most stronger creatures avoid the area, while still close enough to the Tower to avoid roaming Tests and Trials. It’s almost wearing out. We’d rather live in town, but Davon and his men have been after us. The man is sick.”

“Wow, those Tests and Trials can roam? This place is crazy. What are the Trials?”

She thought about it for a moment. “Rarely, a floor doesn’t have a Test, it has a Trial. A Trial has a special challenge, and it’s a lot more complicated than a regular floor. It may have intelligent denizens, like you or me, within. The other floors are just essence-constructs, not truly alive. These people might have their own Test, and we can either aid them in it, slay them, or accomplish our own to complete the floor. It depends.”

Nick noticed something. “Hey, you said you didn’t know a lot, but you do. That sounds kinda cool, we can meet people inside? Where’d they come from?”

Kaya blushed. “Eirwen would always tell me these things, she’s in love with her books, after all. Anyway, it’s said that people living in the Tower could be from anywhere on Orion, or perhaps from somewhere else. Something happened to them that caused them to end up there. Eirwen told me once that many of the intelligent denizens of the Tower had failed a Trial or Tribulation. Others, it could just be someone from another Tower on Orion.”

Nick raised his brow. “That sounds even crazier, you mean these Towers might be linked? But Eirwen here doesn’t seem like a fighter, really. Are we able to bring her?”

“Hmm… I’d rather not, unless your soul mending really did work. Not only is she not strong enough for travel, but she hasn’t been able to get a class, or gather essence to level. If she could, she’d probably want a non-combat class. They don’t count heavily against the difficulty.”

Nick noted that detail for later. “How or when did she get sick, anyway?”

Kaya appeared hesitant to explain this to Nick, but she sighed. “It happened a few years ago–when my mother died. We got attacked by a crazed scalemaw, and… together, we killed it, but… Mother didn’t make it.”

She paused and got a bit teary-eyed, perhaps at the pain of the memory returning. “Eirwen was hurt real bad, but the biggest problem was she absorbed too much essence before her Body, Mind, and Soul were ready. Typically, you shouldn’t absorb enough essence to reach the first level until you’re fully an adult, around eighteen years old, or when the three main attributes reach close to 2.”

“Damn, what is the scalemaw, some kind of giant lizard or something? That sucks, Kaya.”

She nodded, and looked sad, thinking about the past. Nick returned to the original topic.

“Those Ordeals, it’s like balanced based on a party’s entry, then? This really sounds like a game. Anyway, what can you do?”

“That’s right. I’m a Rogue, for now. You saw how I fight, mostly. I’m meant to flank targets, dealing high damage to them. I have a bonus to the loot gain from enemies, and I should get more things like that later.”

“Okay. Why?”

“Why what?”

“Well, a lot of things. But why would a Rogue increase the loot? Why do Ordeals test you? Why do people live inside the tower? Why don’t you live inside the tower? This place makes no sense at all. It’s like a game and not, at the same time.”

“W-Well, essence and mana make up the fabrics of reality, and as a Rogue, my passive skill will influence the merging of awarded essence from our kills into, more often, items through the Orion System. The rest, it might be better if Eirwen answers. She cares a lot more than me about that stuff.”

“Alright. But you said for now you’re a Rogue. You can change your class?”

Kaya nodded. “Before the second stratum, you can channel your essence into another class. Some is lost, so people don’t always do it. You do keep skills, but not passives related to the class. If you go up in class rarity, you’ll find yourself at a much lower level once complete.”

“Huh, you get extra skills? Maybe I should be doing that now. I got the option of switching to a Soul Mage–”

She shook her head. “That sounds like a rare class, the higher the rarity the more that is lost, and, the more harm to your spirit. If it’s just the skills, don’t do it for that. You can simply purchase or find skill crystals if the system does not grant them. Passive traits do not transfer, unless the class is highly compatible or an upgrade of the class in question.”

“Damn, so I should have started with Warrior or Rogue then moved up! Soul Knight is an epic class, so I’m really stuck. Why do people choose the weaker classes anyway?”

She seemed shocked at the mention of the epic class, but Kaya scoffed. “Lower rarity doesn’t always mean weaker. Sometimes, the higher rarity classes split focuses, and they also require more essence to level. More often than not, the higher rarity classes also have special, challenging requirements. Their prerequisite Body, Mind, and Soul would be high, and also skills with things like controlling mana, weapons, or soul, as examples. Another example is that a Hunter requires vast knowledge of forestry, the use of bows, traps, and other things to acquire it.”

Nick said, “Huh. I just had so many choices when I woke up in that crypt, I didn’t realize people here had such a hard time. So why’d you pick Rogue? What’s your dream class, then?”

“I really chose Rogue because of Dash. It’s a life-saving skill when you’re on the run, as you can imagine, and I’m pretty good with daggers and blades, besides. I didn’t think I’d ever have a real shot at getting much over level five in my lifetime here in Havendale, unless I got lucky. Anyway, I think if I could pick the perfect class, it’d be Beast Warrior.”

“Why aren’t you a Beast Warrior, then?”

She blushed. “It’s–It’s because…none of your business!”

Nick frowned, wondering why she got so defensive suddenly. “What, you’re embarrassed? I can’t even be a Beast Warrior, either. Sounds kinda cool.”

Kaya scowled, getting even angrier at this detail. “Of course you can’t, you’re not a beastfolk!”

“Alright, alright, no need to get mad. How am I supposed to know that?”

Kaya froze as she probably realized this, but she just turned her head away with a huff, her tail flickering in irritation. This girl had a light fuse. Nick sighed, at least he got some information out of her, before she got mad.

“So what now? We got some time to kill before Eirwen gets up. We gotta prepare for the Ordeal, right? Dungeoneering supplies? We’re gonna need a lot of rope. Actually, one more thing–I really could use a haircut–which of you gals is good at that?”

Kaya hesitated, looking at his hair. “I’ll take care of the dungeoneering supplies, and I can do your hair. I think it looks kinda good, but it needs to be evened out for sure.”

“I’m ok with longer hair, but we’re going to be adventuring. This is too much. I’m used to much shorter hair, this gets in the way. I’d have just lopped off my ponytail, but I know that makes it look terrible.”

“I’ll take care of that. Tell you what, I’ll do that now, and why don’t you absorb some of that essence that’s floating around you? You’ve wasted a lot! Just what are you waiting for, anyway?”

Nick stared at her like she was stupid. “Did you forget already? How am I supposed to know about all that! There was no essence in my world. How do I…absorb it?”

“I… but I thought I saw you absorb it!”

“That was just my Judgment ability. It did something, pulling in all that… Soul Essence into me, I guess? I don’t think it did anything for the… Body. The Mind Essence, I guess my blade absorbs. Later, I kinda just copied what the spell did.”

“You’re too weird. The best way to describe about how to absorb essence from kill rewards is meditation, also called cultivation. Once you get good at it, you should be able to do it on the move, but the gist of it is that you weave the essence into your body, mind, and soul.”

Now it was Nick who scowled at Kaya. “Aw, hell nah! This is some new age bullshit. I hate this game now!”

Kaya was taken aback. “W-What? I don’t make the rules, Nick. That’s the truth of our world! The Orion System rewards us for winning against enemies, completing quests, or overcoming life’s challenges–and we must weave that essence into ourselves. There’s even essence in the air we breathe, and the food we eat. You can just absorb that through cultivation as well, but it’d take years unless you’re outside a managed Ordeal or deep in the wilds.”

Nick sighed, defeated. He would do his best to try to imagine he was just absorbing experience, and not some nonsensical energy. “Alright, fine. So what do I do?”

“It’s easy to get started. It’s best you take a seat in this chair, and I’ll cut your hair to something more manageable while you do it.”

She started combing out his wild mane, the act of it oddly calming and intimate. Her touch was much more tender, and Nick could tell she had done this many times, likely for her sister. Perhaps, even her mother.

Her calm voice interrupted his musing, “First, you slow your breathing, finding the center of your body, your Body Essence.”

Nick frowned. “You mean like the Soul?”

Kaya tsked. “No, I mean like the Body. It’s lower, behind the navel. The Mind is above, in the head, of course.”

“Oh, I ain’t got that one. The Mind.”

“H-Huh? What do you mean?”

“Just what I said–my race combines the Soul and Mind into one. I just got the Soul and Body, I guess.”

She shook her head and said something about him being too weird under her breath. She started making cuts into his hair, cutting off large swathes of it at the neck level.

“Well, once you’ve found it, you will the surrounding essence to join yourself. For me, I imagine my essence cores spinning like a whirlpool, drawing in the essence from further away. Somehow, that appears to draw it in, but also add it to ourselves. I repeat this for the other essences, alternating the spin of the whirlpool.”

“Wait. Do we gotta do this in the Ordeal?”

Kaya nodded. “We do. We’ll watch over each other when it’s a lot all at once. Thankfully, not a lot is lost over time, and once you get good at it, we can mostly do it on the move. Keeping up with it, the loss is minimal.”

Nick did as she instructed, doing his best to visualize it. He found that what she described was not all that different from what happened when he used Judgment, it was just the Soul Essence moved so much more instinctually for him.

Eventually, he found his Body Essence, and he could sort of feel the essence floating near his body, as if orbiting him. Something like a sphere or core of the essence of his Body, much like his Soul, began to spin and draw in the essence, making it a part of his own.

As it was drawn in, he felt a warm feeling spread throughout his body. He entered a trance, and he didn’t even notice Kaya as she cut his hair and even trimmed his nails, and eventually left the room after cleaning up.


Chapter 6 - The Entering of the Ordeal



Nick’s meditation was interrupted by some hooves on the wood floor. He opened his eyes, to find Eirwen back, chewing on some bearcoon meat. He realized that nearly all the Essence was absorbed, already.

Smiling up at her, he felt much better having absorbed the Body Essence. His wounds were now mostly healed, he could tell. Running his hands through his hair, he found it much shorter and serviceable.

“What do you think, Eirwen? Kaya cut my hair. Oh snap, she even cut my nails. Didn’t even notice that.”

She giggled. “You look great, I think that style looks good on you. You absorbed your essence finally, I can see. Sometimes you enter a trance, the feeling of absorbing it calming you.”

“How ya feeling, Eirwen? I hope better, after all that. I got Kaya mad at me again, since you weren’t here.”

She giggled. “I’m sure she’ll come around. And I feel fantastic! Starved something fierce, though. I think we should wait to heal me some more, maybe even see if I can earn some essence first. I can pick a class now!”

Nick could see she was happy, so he gave her a big smile. “Really? Which ones?”

“Hehe, you don’t ask a girl her classes, just like you don’t ask about her age! I’ve got my eye on Ordeal Supporter, though.”

Nick just stared at her, waiting for her to continue, but she didn’t. “That’s the end of the conversation any time you bring up something new. ‘Less you want to me to ask what the hell that is, every time.”

She giggled. “R-Right, I’m sorry, Nick. Your situation is pretty unusual. An Ordeal Supporter is someone that aids a party that delves into the tower–the Ordeals. I get the ability to Loot, which both creates resources from fallen enemies, and helps with the splitting of essence fairly among the party, instead of them needing to huddle near fallen foes. Then, I can increase my carry weight–”

“What the–? You’d be like a pack mule? That’s not cool at all. You gotta be careful here, Eirwen. I know you got Kaya and me to watch your back, but–”

She smirked. “Oh? I have you to watch my back, do I?” She placed a hand on her chest, “Why, how nice of you, Nicholas.”

Nick nodded. “Of course. How could I let that beautiful hair come to harm? That right there is a national treasure. Stick with me, and I won’t let a hair on the pretty little head of yours get hurt. Still, you should pick a class that will help you fight, or protect yourself a little better. Can’t you get something that can shoot powerful fireballs, devastating lightning, or a barrier, or something? You got that soul magic too, right?”

Eirwen chuckled and shook her head. “You’re such a silly man. But no, I’m afraid I have no talent for most magics outside of the dream magic, and I’m not much for fighting, as you can imagine.”

Nick could imagine that. He could feel, with his Advanced Soul Sense, that she probably never hurt anything but her and Kaya’s dinner in all her life. Then, she looked frail. He liked girls with a bit more meat on their bones, but Eirwen definitely stirred his protective instincts.

She continued, “Like you, I do have some talent with soul magic, but mine would be less defensive or offensive than the Ordeal Supporter. I have the choice for Dream Oracle and it does seem like a powerful class, however, it’s the opposite of a combat one. If anyone powerful found out about my class choosing that one, I’d probably end up locked in a room, forced to give visions forever.”

“Damn, that one does sound crazy. Does Ordeal Supporter at least get a weapon or something?”

She nodded. “They do get the bow and crossbow skill–which, we do have one for me to bring that I have practiced. Then, they have few restrictions on what skills they can learn from crystals, even if their capability is far lower. The biggest thing that will improve our safety is that I’ll be able to detect safe areas, and establish a camp. Once I have the skill, if I expend enough essence, we can create our own safe area, with some exceptions–especially Trials.”

“Huh, that doesn’t sound so bad. With Jerome, we should have a pretty good party then.”

Eirwen looked confused. “J-Jerome? Who’s that?”

“My Soul Servant, a spell I got. I suppose I had to dispel him, but I’ll find another. Anyway, I think now’s a good time to share my quests with you. If you’re going to be coming with us into the Ordeal, it’s important. All I ask is you don’t share them with anyone else.”

Eirwen seemed a little shocked, but she nodded as she sat down in another chair near him in their sort-of living room. Sharing the quests with her, she gasped as she read them. “Wow, Nick, you’re a prince? Prince Noblefrost? But how? You come from another world!”

Nick sighed as he ran his hand through his hair. “I got no idea how it happened. Still, somehow I’m the last of my race. I’ve got this duty, but… I dunno. The idea of several wives sounds fun, but I have a hard enough time keeping just the one girl happy, usually. They normally do that here on Orion, or is this just a nobility thing?”

Eirwen blushed, suddenly acting a bit shy. “Um, kinda? The monsterfolk and beastfolk are very, um, enthusiastic about the idea. We–they like a powerful mate, so–”

Kaya arrived through the rope ladder in the floor, dragging up a few bags of supplies, and interrupting their conversation.

“I’ve gathered quite a few supplies, but really only enough to last us a few–Eirwen, how are you feeling?”

Eirwen gave Kaya a beaming smile. “I’m great! I was able to pick my class when I woke up. I can be an Ordeal Supporter!”

Kaya’s eyes widened. “That’s amazing! Those are highly sought after! I guess…” Kaya looked over at Nick.

Eirwen smiled, and folded her arms in front of her. “That’s right, Nick’s soul healing really helped me! I don’t think I’m perfect yet, but he truly helped, I’m sure of it. I think you owe the prince here an apology.”

Kaya froze, likely realizing Nick shared his Quests with Eirwen. She definitely looked conflicted as she looked at Nick, but she gave him a small smile. “I… Thank you, Nick. I’m sorry for doubting you. Eirwen is the most important thing in the world to me, and you really helped her out. It means a lot.”

She sounded both apologetic and thankful, but he thought he saw pain in her eyes. Nick had to stop himself from suggesting the reward he talked about earlier, but he just barely managed.

“It’s all good, Kaya. We just met yesterday, it’d be a little much to trust a guy you just met covered in blood, right? Thanks for taking care of most of that, by the way. Was that you, or Eirwen?”

They both blushed. Eirwen said, “It was… a joint effort. You’re even heavier than you look, it took both of us tying you up with the rope ladder to even bring you up here!”

“Alright, so what’s the plan? We gotta sneak back into that well. But really, we probably need like armor and stuff? You sure this Davon guy isn’t going to be looking for us? Maybe someone might have spotted us and snitched. Of course, his two guys died, that’s gotta be a big deal, right?”

Kaya sighed, and looked a little worried. “Of course, I’m worried about that. But his men aren’t exactly a tight operation. Still, if we sneak in at night, we should be able to get to the well. I wish we could shop, but… we should be able to begin delving with what we got, the Ordeal shouldn’t be too dangerous at all. If I get to level five, I can get the Sneak skill. Then I can get around town, and they won’t be able to stop me, really. They only have so many guards that can detect it, and they are stuck watching the entrances.”

“Huh, you don’t seem to be worried about the danger. I wonder what that ominous feeling was. I had like four hundred rats after my ass, and that gate felt scarier.”

Kaya was confused. “Huh? The first floor Ordeal should hardly be a challenge for us–you beat that level five bearcoon, after all. You can leave at nearly any time, and until after the tenth floor, it should typically mean enemies’ levels match the corresponding floor. It might take us more than one run through a floor to level up, especially after the fifth floor, but by then we should be in good shape–Tests, that is, the floors, should give rewards that include currency, equipment, and skills.”

“What about the Trials?”

Kaya scoffed. “Trials are extremely rare in the first stratum. I don’t think Havendale has seen one in a hundred years, there’s no way we need to worry about that. We know that because when a Trial appears, anyone within the tower can enter when they arrive at that floor.”

Nick just stared at her. “You just raised a flag, there. I’m calling it: we’re getting a Trial, first time. I’m a prince, after all.”

Eirwen chuckled at Nick’s antics. “I hope not, but who knows, right? Your family owned the tower according to the Quest.”

Kaya interrupted, “Whatever. Let’s just get moving. It’s gonna take some work to lock everything up here, so we don’t find animals have moved in here when we return. I’m hoping we can find some other allies to join us when we exit the Ordeal before we get rid of Davon when we return, but things may not work out so well.”

Nick shrugged. “Alright. Just tell me what we gotta do and it’ll get done.”
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The girls were now prepared for the Ordeal, wearing their equipment. Eirwen had a thick cloak that looked like it had a bit of leather lining it. Then, she was wearing a large backpack.

Her clothes looked good for traveling, but not overly protective. A thick sweater-like gambeson protected her upper body and thighs, which ended where her sheep-legs began, at around her knees.

Kaya was wearing her cloak still, and now she had a bandoleer of throwing knives. She had two short swords, and then proper leather armor. There appeared to be a proper mixture between hard and soft sections, providing different coverage for her vitals or things like hard bracers to deflect attacks.

Her shoes were open-toed boots, which he imagined were for in case she transformed.

Nick marveled at his own armor. It was of an interesting design, somehow fitting tightly where it mattered, but also being a one-size-fits-all. Among men like Nick, anyway. It would be huge on Kaya, but it also had the same advantages as her.

He had his many knives he obtained from the bandits inserted in their bandolier-like belts around his chest, ready for throwing.

“Damn, Kaya, these bracers and armor are not bad. You said they were your mom’s? What was she, a bear or something? How does that work, anyway?”

Nick and Kaya were sneaking around the well, scouting it out. Eirwen was currently hiding outside town. Nick wasn’t worried, his Advanced Soul Sense able to detect anyone near.

Kaya shushed him, whispering. “Quiet! We are near. But what do you mean? She was a red panda too, of course.”

Nick looked at her like she was stupid, but replied in a low voice. “She musta been ripped, huh? What, am I supposed to ignore Eirwen is a sheep? How does a sheep come from a panda?”

Kaya groaned. “She’s not actually my sister by blood. Like a lot of families on the frontier, she’s found family. Her mother was a friend of my mother’s, and she died nearly a decade ago—thanks to Davon.”

Nick was nearly filled with rage on Eirwen’s behalf. “That guy been running the show this long? Oh–we got contact.”

Kaya frowned, her ears and tail swishing left and right and a hand on her blade, ready to draw.

Nick crept along the building, and he could feel her scoff at his actions. But Nick was silent as the night, as he got closer to an alleyway. As he did, he could tell a man was creeping through it slowly. The soul approaching was as black and filled with sin, and he knew he was a bandit for sure.

He did the best he could to signal to Kaya, but he prepared to draw his blade over his shoulder. Nick’s body was tight up against the building, and he felt the soul come out the edge–but nothing else was seen with his eyes. It froze, stopping its movement.

In one fluid motion, Nick drew his blade as he ignited it with his soul, and sliced through the space just above where he spotted the tainted soul. A head tumbled to the ground, the body falling and appearing in front of them as Nick retracted his blade of light.

“Shit, that guy was sneaking? That don’t work on me.”

Kaya exclaimed, “Holy–You can sense someone using Sneak that easily? That guy was at least level five!”

He tried to use Create Soul Servant, but the spell appeared to fizzle.

Essence rushed into him from his kill, and he did his best to begin absorbing it.

“Aw man, they need their head. That sucks, I didn’t wanna use Judgment because of the light show and noise–mostly from his screaming. Hopefully we can get this body to the well, the rats will just eat ‘em?”

She just stared at him wide-eyed for a moment, before they gathered his weapons and belongings. Kaya frowned, but helped him move the body, stashing it into an alleyway.

Kaya said, “It’s clear they had eyes on this area, but weren’t sure where to look. Let’s check a few more alleyways.”

Finding nothing, they knew they needed to hurry before someone spotted them, or someone noticed the bandit missing. They got Eirwen and circled back to bring the corpse to the well, dumping the body down it.

“Alright, where’s that rope, so we can lower Eirwen down.”

Kaya blushed. “We don’t have any.”

Nick nearly swore in anger, but switched just in time, his southern drawl coming out once again with his anger, “What the f–I asked for one thing, lady! You’re telling me, we don’t have the most important adventuring tool? If you asked me whether I wanted a sword or rope for an adventure, that would be a tough call. I think I’d choose the rope and just punch everything to death. That’s how important rope is, and we ain’t got it!”

“We don’t have what we don’t have!”

“Don’t you guys live in the forest? If I knew we ain’t got it, I’d have made it with some vines or something. You even had that rope ladder. Alright, Eirwen. Since we ain’t got rope, let me carry you down. Get on my back.”

Kaya scowled. “Why are you carrying her down? I will.”

Nick looked her up and down. “You’re going to do that? You’re but a slip of a thing, I thought I’d have to carry you down next.”

“Now who is the one who doesn’t listen? I’ll use my transformation! Look the other way.”

Nick shrugged. “Alright.” He could hear her undressing, and he could tell she was handing her equipment to Eirwen. A rumbling like Kaya’s prelude to a growl was heard, and he thought he could almost feel her soul itself shift.

Eirwen giggled. “‘Kay, you can look now, Nick.”

He turned around, and he was shocked. Kaya now looked exactly like a human-sized red panda, which, was like a large red raccoon.

Raccoons could kinda stoop over and walk on two feet, but she looked a lot less awkward–like her bone structure was more human-like. Still, he thought she might be able to run well on two feet and fight with weapons, or shift to a four-legged stance like a beast.

She was definitely bigger than she was, and…

“Wow, you’re cute as hell! You should just stay like that all the time, if you ask me.” Nick wanted to check what her fur felt like, but she growled at him as Eirwen climbed onto her back.

“Er, don’t do that. It does weird things to me. When you’re shaped like that…” He shivered.

He thought Kaya smirked with her raccoon-like muzzled face, before she began climbing down the well with Eirwen on her back, and Nick joined her.

Kaya moved dexterously, the weight of the girl and her load no problem at all for her as she gripped and climbed down the stones of the well.

Nick had trouble moving down with her, but eventually found a path, his body able to climb down the footholds and grasp on the walls easily once he picked out the right spots.

Arriving at the bottom, he was surprised to find that very little blood remained from his furious assault, that only stains sort of remained.

“Damn, they picked this area clean. I guess they licked up the blood or something.”

Kaya froze at the edge of the well, and Nick stared at her. “Why don’t you wanna stay like that? It’s awesome. I’d be a red raccoon all the time if I could.” He smiled at Eirwen. “Well, maybe not all the time.”

Kaya gave a low growl, and Eirwen giggled. “Let her change. She goes a little too… bestial when she gets in a fight. She doesn’t want to hurt us.”

Nick shrugged, and Kaya shifted and got her clothes on in the adjacent pathway. They moved on, and came to the Ordeal gateway down just two hallways. There were no rats to be found, and Nick was a little worried that they would be still upset with him if they did.

Kaya noticed the portal, and the lack of rats. “This didn’t take long at all. I thought you said this place was filled to the brim with rats?”

“They’re hiding, or something. We should try to find that room I emerged out of.”

“Why? Didn’t you get everything?”

“I did, but maybe there might be more clues near there.”

Kaya shrugged. “Whatever. Which way?”

Nick groaned. “I remember I was running from that way when I came in here with about three or four hundred rats chasing me. Beyond that…”

They began to work their way down the hallways, but once again, rats immediately began charging after Nick from the furthest reaches of the rooms. They quickly ended up backing off, Nick knowing this was more challenging than it was worth, protecting Eirwen.

“Wow, what’d you do to piss them off, Nick? They don’t feel like they should be aggressive.”

“Nothing! I didn’t do anything! Don’t kill one or get any blood on you, I’ll take care of ‘em. Let’s just go back to the portal, when I’m done with that I will kill that rat named Davon, then it’s rat genocide time.”

He fought through and killed the numerous rats away from the rest of the party, doing his level best to keep the blood from splattering on himself.

Kaya chuckled once he finished. “We might be able to lure them all away for you with some food or something, next time. That is, if there isn’t anything else in this crypt for us to worry about.”

Nick muttered, “I wish I didn’t kill that…”

Kaya’s ear snapped over. “Kill what?”

“Nothin’, damn those things heard that?” Nick commented on her raccoon-like ears.

Eirwen giggled. “That’s her Enhanced Body racial passive. Each point in Body does more for things, like her senses and muscle elasticity, than the base–humans and similar.”

“Y'all know about elasticity?”

Kaya chuckled and shook her head, and patted Eirwen’s shoulder. “Eirwen here does, anyway.”

Nick filed that away for later. He continued, “Huh, so my senses get better as my Body goes up? That’s neat. So ladies, you ain’t feeling that? As I get closer to this portal, I feel danger. I got goosebumps over here, and I ain’t afraid of no dungeon.”

Kaya and Eirwen shook their heads.

“Alright, so here’s the deal. I can go in by myself, and you girls go in separately? I think my deal is gonna be dangerous here. That’s my gut tellin’ me.”

Eirwen looked shocked, and Kaya shrugged. “Maybe that’s for the best. Nice knowin–”

Eirwen scoffed. “We’re not going in there without Nick! Kaya, he got hurt for you, don’t you wanna help him? He even healed me, and showed us the gate to make this possible. Don’t you have any gratitude in your heart at all? If it’s dangerous, won’t he need our help?”

Kaya frowned. “It was him who offered! If it’s dangerous, I don’t want you in there! I’m only considering a normal run and staying safe, Eirwen.”

Eirwen held her head up high, and folded her arms. “Well, I’m tired of waiting behind and staying in safety! I wanna help from now on, and I’m tired of being weak. It’s in part thanks to you taking care of me that I can be here today, but it’s also thanks to Nick. Invite me to your party, so I can enter the Ordeal, Test myself and become more, Prince Noblefrost!”

Nick thought Eirwen’s angry face was cute as hell. He wasn’t sure how to invite her to the party, but like most everything else with the system of Orion, he just willed it and she accepted. He did the same for Kaya, who had a rumbling growl in her throat.

“See, Kaya? Eirwen knows how to show gratitude and respect, you should learn from your lil’ sis’.”

Kaya’s growl increased, but Nick continued, “Alright. I don’t know what’s behind this portal, but I know it’s gonna be trouble. Let’s go!”


Chapter 7 - The Test of Steadfastness



[Welcome to the Lesser Ordeal, Prince Noblefrost!] 


[Your Family has failed Ordeal Noblefrost’s Tribulation, leaving Havendale in ruins. To reclaim ownership of this tower and reclaim your Heritage, a difficult Trial must be completed. You will find the Trial on the fifth floor of this Ordeal.]


[Exit or respawn is not allowed for Prince Noblefrost until Trial is completed.]


They were standing in snow nearly up to their knees, and a cold wind was beating against their skins. Within a valley, they could see a mountain and various snow-covered trees in the distance and around them. 

Next to them was the portal they entered, and Nick knew that it was meant for being able to retreat. Except he could not.

“What, you mean I’d be able to respawn if not for this? This is some baby game stuff!”

Kaya was getting her bearings as they arrived in the Ordeal, but looked at him confused, “Huh? You can’t respawn now? What did your message say?”

Nick read the two girls the message, leaving them gasping at the different parts.

Eirwen was worried. “Oh no, Nick. During the first stratum, the tower allows for respawn, though it takes time, and your spirit is wounded. The Tests within the Lesser Ordeal are mostly meant to be just that–Tests. They are meant to grow you as a person, to prepare you for Orion’s dangers.”

Kaya nodded. “It’s good that the danger’s only for you though, and that Trial does seem worrisome. It can have its own rules, but it should give Eirwen and me a chance to opt out or escape, so we’ll cross that bridge when it’s time. Now it’s a really good thing Eirwen and I came to help you out.”

“Whatever. I always play hardcore mode, this is nothin’. Let’s get moving.”

Eirwen smiled, her ears wiggling in excitement. “Parties do increase the difficulty, but they are statistically proven to reduce and mitigate risk, increase rewards, and be that much more fun! I’m excited to explore!”

Nick chuckled at her enthusiasm and cute smile. He was certainly going to enjoy having her around. “How you girls doing, are you cold, Eirwen? It seems my body handles this just fine.”

All three of them received the same message when they had arrived, but Nick looked over it.


[First Floor: Test of Steadfastness. The biting cold will chill you to the bone, while the starving wildlife test your steadfastness. Make it to the portal to the North.]


Eirwen smiled. “I’m fine, Nick! My wool’s not for nothin’. And I’m sure Kaya will be good here too. The portal should be that way.”

She pointed off into the distance, and Nick started walking. Luckily, the snow was hard enough that he could get decent footing, but every few steps would see him stumble through a softer patch of snow.

Nick asked, “That’s North? Is it just me, or is the essence thick here? Like we could just sit here and gather it?”

Kaya was walking by his side, on the lookout for threats. Eirwen stayed a few paces behind them, her crossbow at the ready.

Eirwen replied, “That’s right. You should practice gathering essence on the move. If you spend enough time within the floor, you can absorb essence until you reach the level of the floor without a problem. However, as you spend more time, the difficulty should increase. It can become pretty risky to stay too long, as it can add more Tests. If you die, you lose a significant amount of essence when you respawn.”

“Huh, so that’s why that bandit lord isn’t level ten. He got stuck on probably the eighth floor?”

Kaya sneered. “Maybe even earlier. He probably doesn’t want to expend too much effort. By restricting access to the Ordeal, nobody can get stronger than him anyway. The essence in the ruins and surrounding area is kept low, part of the protection they use to keep monsters out. They–”

Kaya was interrupted by a howl, which sounded like wolves to Nick. Her ears flicked as she looked side to side.

Nick pointed, “Let’s run over to that big tree! It’ll be easier to protect Eirwen with it at her back.”

Kaya frowned but acquiesced, the three of them running for the tree. Nick saw about a dozen wolves with fur the color of snow running through the woods, gaining on them rapidly.

Nick and Kaya stood in front of Eirwen, the wolves surrounding them. Just a few over a dozen, they didn’t look that strong to him.

“These guys are level one?”

Kaya now drew her two short swords she had prepared. “Yes, but I’m still surprised there’s so many. The Test sounded like it was more about lasting in the cold…”

Nick shrugged. “This will be good for Eirwen. I’ll cut them down quickly.” He drew a single throwing blade from his bandolier, preparing to throw it.

The wolves started posturing, trying to draw out Nick and Kaya, but the two stuck close to Eirwen. She fired a shot from her small crossbow, nailing one of them in the shoulder with a yelp.

She began reloading her crossbow, while many wolves charged at once.

Others circled looking for the right time to attack, and Nick flung his throwing knife then quickly decapitated it, and swung into another that leaped at him in quick succession. The first didn’t even get to cry out, and the second was nearly sliced in half with a pained wail.

Kaya didn’t handle her enemies quite as well–Nick’s skill and legendary weapon allowed him to cut through the enemies with ease. The wolves were larger than the rats, but he cut through them just as quickly.

He felt like their bodies were somehow weaker, that perhaps the rats were higher level, or closer to the second, than the wolves.

She used both blades to pierce into the chest and deflect one wolf that leaped at her, guiding it into the path of another. They tried biting her, but she wedged her bracer into one of their mouths as Nick’s throwing blade pierced the untouched one in the eye.

The rest now charged, six at Nick and four at Kaya. She did her best to finish the one she pierced her two blades into, swinging her blades with focused precision.

Nick noticed she was light on the strength of her attacks–her attacks not cutting very deep. She finished it just in time for two of her wolves to arrive.

She activated some ability, her body being charged with some kind of energy. Kaya began moving faster, and he realized she activated Dash.

The wolves came from several angles, three of them leaping at the same time. Nick was quick to slice through one and sway under another, elbowing the third so hard in the head that he thought its skull might have cracked.

He threw another knife at one of Kaya’s targets, and danced through the surrounding wolves leaping high, kicking and slicing through those that attacked him low.

Eirwen barely had time to shoot her second shot at one of the wolves near Kaya, before she moved with a blur and cut through the last ones. Kaya had taken a bite on the leg, but it didn’t look overly serious–likely, some bruising, as they probably barely pierced her leather if at all.

She was already taking care of it, removing armor and applying bandages.

The three collected their ranged ammunition, and Eirwen touched one of the downed corpses.

Nick felt some essence stir, and a wave of white energy went over the corpse as Eirwen spoke the word, “Loot.”

The wolf corpse was bathed in light, and a pile of meat, some wolf teeth, and a decent patch of fur was left over.

Nick looked at what they received with a frown. “I’ll try the meat, but who would want this other garbage? Is Eirwen here gonna lug around dozens of pelts and teeth in her bag? By the second floor, you’ll be wanting to dump everything you find in here, won’t you?”

Eirwen giggled. “You might be right, Nick. But our people have a saying. The Ordeal provides what’s needed to pass its Tests. You never know: What if we get to the second floor, and sewing up all these pelts to make a sled or something might be just what we need to get through it? If we didn’t take them, we could be in a lot of trouble.”

Kaya added, “And wolf pelts and teeth are both valuable. Creatures from Ordeals are full of essence that belies their level outside. Nobody’s sure why, but the creature’s essence within is more… perfect. While the hide might not look anything special, it’s actually quite strong for a level 1 reward. Outside the Ordeal, it might be comparable to a level two or three wolf’s pelt, which would be a difficult challenge to kill by yourself.”

Being reminded of the essence, Nick did his best to visualize the two whirlpools and draw it into himself. He had noticed that essence had pooled up around both Kaya and Eirwen as they slayed the wolves, and the two girls immediately drew it into themselves to where it wasn’t being lost when they moved or otherwise.

“What would we do if we didn’t have the wonderful Eirwen here? I’d have to skin the corpses?”

Kaya chuckled. “She is wonderful, but no. With no looter in the party, they would dissipate into the floor of the Ordeal quickly, leaving these items and a bunch of essence that we would have to split by absorbing ourselves. Her skill is much more efficient though, splitting some additional essence among us and usually getting more and better items.”

As Eirwen worked through each wolf, additional essence besides what he got from killing the wolves would trickle into him. Rather than it drifting over to him, it was more like it arrived from somewhere else, like when his Soul Servant was getting kills far away from him.

“Oh, forgot about that. Create Soul Servant!”

A small amount of soul power left him, along with some mana, filling out one of the lesser maimed wolves. When it stood up, Nick felt a familiarity with the creature, a special connection to it.

Nick’s eyes narrowed on the wolf. “Hey, I think it’s Jerome.”

It barked once happily, and stood at attention, it’s tongue lolling out and panting.

Nick frowned in thought. The bandit had cost more soul power, but the wording of his spell description made it sound like a random soul inhabited these servants.

Perhaps the wolf was just much lower level than the bandit, or something.

He cast the spell on another wolf, getting him two. He wasn’t sure if the soul was similar to the bearcoon or not, but he found it interesting that the first cost more than the second.

With his soul power, he thought he could perhaps have four or five, but he kept himself at two for now, as it would reduce the strength of his soul blade.

Eirwen looked at them with interest. “They feel funny. It’s like they are alive, but not. This is totally different from a necromancer’s reanimation!”

Nick said, “Yep, I don’t know how, but it is. It’s probably because we Archaens are awesome.”

Kaya rolled her eyes, but Eirwen chuckled. “That’s really neat. Those will be a lot of help.”

“Yup, I’ll have Jerome here protect you. You ain’t got anything to worry about with me around, Eirwen.”

Eirwen smiled as she went about looting each of the corpses and as far as Nick could tell, there was nothing of import as she loaded the results into her bag. On the eighth, she exclaimed. “Oh! I got a skill gem.”

Holding up a tiny red gem, she had a wide smile on her face. “It’s Map! This is a great find.”

Nick narrowed his eyes on it. “How do you know?”

Kaya snorted. “You just will it to provide you information. Please tell me you at least did that with your sword?”

Nick chuckled. “Oh yeah. I dunno, I had to pick my class just for it to tell me. Who’s going to use it, can anyone?”

Eirwen continued looting the other wolves, but said, “Anyone can use Map, but many skills have certain restrictions, or can be more powerful with both the right attributes or affinities, and class. Because I have Ordeal Supporter as an option, I’d likely get the most out of the skill–my radius in which things are mapped with the tool automatically will be much further, the map much more detailed.”

Kaya added, “If Eirwen has Map, she’d be a lot more valuable in future groups. Her life as an Ordeal Supporter would be set.”

Eirwen snorted. “What do you mean, Kaya? I’m supporting you and Nick, aren’t I?”

Kaya spoke softly, “It’s just…in case I’m not around…”

Nick nodded. “I’m good with need and efficiency before greed, then. I do think you should use it, Eirwen.” He gave her a smile. “I’m going to make sure you’re the best Ordeal Supporter sheep girl ever. The belle of the ball, every party is gonna want you for their party–but then they ain’t gonna get ya, since I'll keep you in mine as much as I can.”

Eirwen giggled. “Belle of the…?”

Nick did his best to give a charming smile at Eirwen. “That’s right. The belle of the ball is the most beautiful, most important girl at a party. That’s gonna be you, I’ll make sure of it.”

She blushed, as Kaya coughed and motioned to the portal. “Let’s keep moving, before the difficulty increases.”

“How does it do that? You mean just spawn more enemies?”

Eirwen said, “Depends on the level, and the Ordeal type. Being in the Ordeal and absorbing the thick essence within is a privilege that must be earned. Here, it will probably start becoming colder, in addition to us seeing more wolves or perhaps other monsters.”

They continued their march toward the portal, withstanding the cold for nearly thirty minutes with nothing happening. Eventually, more wolves howled and charged them. This time, there were already trees around them, so Eirwen had her crossbow loaded and ready to fire with her back up against a tree almost right away.

Jerome the wolf protected Eirwen, Nick ordering it to stay by her. The other supported Kaya, so he could go all out without having to worry.

Nick decided to be much more liberal with his throwing knives, preparing to throw several before he drew his blade this time. He laid into many of them as they approached, and Kaya threw several as well. Combined with Eirwen’s crossbow bolt, four were downed or limping before the first ones even arrived.

Going on the offensive since Eirwen was protected, Nick charged this time instead. There was a column of them running towards their party, and he met them head on. Piercing straight through the first with his blade thrust out, much of the wolf disintegrated around his blade as he passed through it.

He quickly spun and slashed as each tried to bite into him as he passed them, and they took on mortal wounds with every swing of his blade.

Five had separated from the column of wolves as he fought through them or were passed by him dodging and slashing another, and he threw another knife into one from behind as he charged back toward Kaya and Eirwen.

Kaya managed to get one blade right into one wolf’s skull, and the other she dragged across the wolf’s side as it went for Eirwen. Wounded, it still went for her, but it was met with Jerome the wolf going for its throat in a takedown, shaking it until the life left its eyes.

They finished off the wounded wolves with ease, and Eirwen was filled with awe as she looked over Nick’s handiwork.

“W-Wow, Nick. It looks like you could handle all the wolves by yourself?”

Nick snorted. “What do you mean, looks like? I totally could, no problem. This blade is real powerful, but really, the wolves are kinda predictable and weak. The rats were smarter. Well, they did have more buddies too.”

Kaya frowned. “You mean the hundreds of rats you killed were stronger than these wolves?”

“Yup. Had more essence, too. Man, think of all that loot I missed out on. Or, do monsters outside the Ordeal have loot too?”

Kaya had a look of doubt on her, but didn’t say anything as she went to collect her knives.

Eirwen nodded as she looted the creatures once more. “They can when using the looting skill, but Ordeals are usually much better. More often than not, the rewards are more tailored for the people challenging themselves within. Of course, people get stuff that they end up just selling, but sometimes later they realized that they had a person within the party that had high affinity for the skill and could use it to make themselves much better, but they ignored it.”

They collected the loot with nothing special appearing, and began absorbing their essence as well. The party then continued toward where they believed the portal was.

After continuing on for a little more than fifteen minutes, they were suddenly buffeted by icy winds. Snow began falling as well, the temperature falling drastically.

The girls, even being beastfolk, started to wrap themselves up a little better in their cloaks, but Nick felt like he was at home as they continued their march. Over the next hour, they fought through two more packs of wolves, providing Nick with no real challenge at all.

During this time, they all absorbed as much essence as they could. It wasn’t just to increase their level, but it also warmed their bodies.

“Oh! I hit level two as Ordeal Supporter. I got a passive: [Detect Safe Area]. It appears there is one ahead, I think near the portal itself.”

“Nice! Isn’t that a little fast? I suppose like a noob I didn’t really absorb the essence, but I killed hundreds of rats before I did.”

Eirwen giggled. “That’s part of it, no doubt. But I had absorbed essence over the years, just got…stuck, is all. The third level will be much slower, though, with this many enemies… maybe not?”

Kaya frowned. “The safe area near the portal is a little worrisome. That probably means that the next floor is a staged event, not likely safe near the entrance.”

Nick smiled at her. “Look at you, knowing all this Ordeal stuff. Thought you said Eirwen was the studious one.”

She blushed. “W-Well, I really wanted to find a way to gain essence! I’ve wanted to break out of Havendale for a long time now.”

Eirwen’s ears flicked up and down. “She’d always ask me about them, and to read ma’s books on the Ordeals. The Hero’s Path book has a lot of good information! I’ll show it to you at the safe area.”

As they moved near the portal, something had laid out an ambush for them, waiting in the snow. His soul servants picked up on them before he could feel them within his Advanced Soul Sense range, growling and barking.

Nick moved near it with the wolves still protecting the girls, and a large furry maw came out of the snow. Ready for it, he quickly moved out of the way, and aimed for where the body would be. The strange creature was awfully familiar to Nick, looking almost like a white-furred alligator.

He pierced into its rib cage targeting its soul, just as new figures emerged from the snow and moved in for the attack, more wolves. He had managed to finish off the…snow alligator, and quickly moved on.

Nick faced the wolves undaunted, slicing into them as they leaped from under the cover of snow to attack him. Jerome and the other servant wolf kept the two girls protected, and the party worked together to kill the remaining wolves easily.

Up to their waists in fallen snow, they rapidly piled the corpses up for Eirwen to trigger her looting ability on them and move on.

“Damn, could have used some snow shoes. This part would be really easy. We’d be at the portal already.”

Kaya frowned. “This is the only floor I know much about, the bandits being loose lipped about it in the bars. But they always talk about how this floor is frustrating on their runs.”

Nick moved to the strange corpse of the creature. Looking at it, he was right. It was much like a strange furry alligator. He slayed it just the same, but the creature bothered him, creeped him out. Gators weren’t supposed to be like that.

“It’s just not right.”

Eirwen looked over it as she was working through looting the other wolves. “What, the wollywompus?”

Kaya looked at Nick with a raised brow. “What’s not right?”

Nick snorted. “This thing, and I’m not calling it that. Gators are cold-blooded. There’s no way it could live in the snow. This thing is just not right.”

Kaya smirked at Nick’s discomfort, and took on a teasing tone. “Hmm, but don’t you think the wollywompus would be useful as a soul servant? What was that you said? You’re pragmatic? Well, mister pragmatic, or is it Prince pragmatic? You should use the tools that are available to you.”

Nick wasn’t watching her, he was staring at the strange creature. But he could feel the sneer or smirk in her words. He cancelled the unnamed wolf, and used Create Soul Servant on the creature. A new random soul took over it, and he willed it to move around.

Opening its mouth, so he could observe it, it was really like an alligator that had white fur all over it. It was an abomination, but at least it was his abomination now.

Nick tried to turn it around. “You were right, this thing should be helpful. Thanks, Kaya. I appreciate you pointing that out to me.”

Kaya scowled and Eirwen giggled, as she finished looting the last of the wolves.

They arrived near the portal, a cave off in the distance at the base of the mountain. The portal was within a stone archway that resembled the same one they originally entered.

Eirwen pointed, “The safe area is in the cave. We can stay there safely for a time, usually at least 12 hours.”

They waded through the last bit of snow, one more ambush attacking them as they passed by the portal. This time there were two larger wolves that went straight for Eirwen, and Nick would be unable to reach it in time.

While the wolves seemed to have no trouble running on top of the thin crust rapidly, Nick had to wade through.

He threw several throwing knives at a large wolf that pierced into its flesh, but they were ignored as it focused solely on Eirwen. Jerome, the wollywompus, and Kaya were ready, the three mobbing one double-sized creature as the rest of the wolves surrounded them.

The alligator-like creature captured one of its legs in its maw, and Kaya worked to attack its vitals while it was captured.

The other large wolf raced towards Eirwen, so Nick leaped through the air when he got close enough, shocked at how far he could actually jump in the snow–perhaps, his odd race was actually quite good at jumping so high.

He sliced through the large wolf’s back legs, almost completely crippling it in one swing. Leaping again, he arrived next to Eirwen, cutting down two additional wolves.

“Damn, I should have just done that to start with.”

Kaya managed to trigger Backstab on the second large wolf, her body being filled with a powerful burst of speed and strength. Her short swords dug into the creature’s ribs deep, piercing into the creature’s heart.

From there, cleanup of the remaining wolves went rapidly. As soon as they killed the final wolf, the snow, and biting wind let up. He transferred Jerome into the larger wolf, happy to have him just a little larger or more effective.

Trudging into the cave, there was a small area for them to build a fire. A hole opened to the sky at an angle above it to let the smoke out, without letting the snow in. They would need their own wood, but a circle of rocks was clearly laid out for them to use in the almost circular room within the cave.

“Cool, this isn’t bad at all. But what’s with that other cave, is that safe?”

A branching cave lead off to the side, the walls lined with ice. It gave Nick an ominous, foreboding feeling, almost like the portal into the Ordeal originally had, but weaker, a thin blue barrier covering the entrance.

Eirwen frowned. “No, I think that’s…another Test.”


Chapter 8 - The Test of Fortitude and Resilience



Nick snorted as he shook his head and chuckled. “Tests within other Tests? Crazy. But this one’s optional, huh?”

Kaya walked near the entrance, receiving a prompt that she shared with Nick and Eirwen.


[First Floor Optional Solo Test of Fortitude and Resilience: Pain is a valuable signal of danger, but it can be a weakness. It requires courage to withstand pain, to continue when there appears to be no end. Through this cavern, no harm can come to you, but pain and weakness will make this no easy Test. Show your bravery and reach the end of the cavern, thinking only “Retreat” to escape the pain. Losing consciousness will cause a forced retreat. Only those with unwavering will, can overcome this Test.] 


Eirwen said, “I have the Hero’s Path book in my bag. Let me take a look and see what it says about these Optional Tests, after we set up camp.”

Eirwen placed her bag down, retrieving several pieces of what looked like wood from her bag. These were odd to Nick, having strange carvings on them. She flicked two pieces of stone together, and the blue logs lit aflame.

He noticed that there was little to no smoke wafting up from them. Nick asked, “What’s that?”

It was Kaya that responded, “That’s our unending fireplace. It draws in essence and mana from the Ordeal, to fuel the flames. It was my mother’s.”

Nick sat on an oversized rock that appeared to be for that purpose, next to the circle that contained the campfire. Eirwen sat down and opened her bag, up against the cavern wall. Kaya picked a similar rock closer to her.

His soul servants laid near the entrance, guarding it, even though the location was supposed to be safe. He didn’t feel cold or all that tired, the trek through the snow only taking them nearly three hours.

Nick supposed that if a high level was forced to fight through this floor, it wouldn’t take that long to reach the next–as long as they had snow shoes.

Eirwen handed him and Kaya some colorful looking berries. “I’ll start cooking in a bit, but snack on some of those for a while. They don’t last long before they go bad.”

Nick could tell Kaya was already more heavily absorbing some of her essence as she began eating, and he started doing the same. He tried to keep from entering a trance as he ate the berries, wanting to know what Eirwen found out about the Test.

She rummaged through her bag, taking things out and putting them back in after she found her book. Oddly, she also grabbed some reading glasses, which once again defied his expectations for what kind of access to knowledge or items these people on Orion had.

Opening up the large, ornate book, she placed the spectacles over her eyes, and carefully flipped through the book. She took great care with turning every page, as if she treasured the book greatly.

As she did, it was like she transformed from a cute sheep girl into a sexy librarian, to Nick.

It gave her a look of sophistication he had not known she was capable of, as she flipped through the book to find the section she was looking for.

With a serious look, she pointed at a location on the page. “Found it! Optional Tests. Within the first stratum, most of these are designed to Test you. The risk of death is low or non-existent, but often these challenges will push people to their limits. Some can even be taken more than once. Because of the low risk, the challenge is ramped up to provide a larger reward. When entering a Solo Test, you will get a private instance–meaning, many people can enter at once, but they will not see each other.”

Kaya gave Eirwen a playful shove. “It doesn’t say all that, and you didn’t need to read that. You know it all already, and added that part about the instances.”

Eirwen blushed. “I-I just wanted to make sure I remembered it all!”

She continued looking over it, Nick barely paying attention. Something about this girl had stirred something within him, and he’d never wanted a girl more than her. Originally, she had actually seemed a bit young for him. Inexperienced. But somehow, showing this studiousness had made her ten times more appealing to him.

Unaware of Nick’s attraction, she pointed and read again, “It has a reminder here–that Ordeals and Tests are meant to be challenged, the rewards not only provided by the Ordeal, but intrinsically preparing yourself for Orion’s Trials and Tribulations. Ordeals are meant to reveal and improve things about yourself, making you better than you were before you started. A Hero walking the Hero’s Path must take on all challenges, building their courage and resolve, to stand up against injustice and protect the weak.”

Nick was unaware of when he stood up, but he was now looming over Eirwen. He placed his hand next to Eirwen on the cavern wall, and leaned in with a smile.

“I want you.”

Eirwen blushed, as Nick’s face was right next to hers. “N-Now? I mean,” she giggled and shoved Nick a little, “you’re so goofy, Nick.”

“Who’s goofy? I’m as serious as a heart attack. I’ve decided!” He stood up abruptly, and his loud proclamation startled both the girls, and stopped Kaya’s growl that was building up in her throat.

Something stirred within him, and Nick wasn’t sure what it was. It felt incomplete as his soul thrummed in his chest, but the words spilled out anyway.

“I’m going to do whatever it takes to convince you to be my wife. I’ll fight any dragon, climb any mountain. I’m going to take on this Test and prove it to you. If that’s not enough to convince you, then I’ll take on the next challenge, wine and dine you, or I’ll better myself and come back. Whatever it takes, I’m going to make you happy, and make you mine.”

Nick froze as he completed his words, just as confused as both girls were. Before either girl could respond, shocked into silence, Nick left and entered the Test, walking through the blue barrier.

Kaya looked over to Eirwen with her arms folded and mocked, “N-Now?”

Eirwen blushed, but then shook her head at Kaya with a smile. “Why are you mocking me? You know, I could do much worse than Nick–he’s a prince, after all.”

Kaya scowled. “He’s hardly a prince! And he can’t be trusted. When the going gets tough, he’ll show his true colors.”

Eirwen raised her eyebrows at Kaya. “He will be soon, won’t he? And why can’t he be trusted, he seems quite dependable? He might be a little silly, but I think he’s got a good heart–he healed me for free, not even one word asking for payment, and even while you were quite rude to him. Your bestial instincts say he can’t be trusted?”

Kaya froze, as she thought of what her instincts were telling her–that it was the opposite. But she shook it away, “T-Those instincts can’t be trusted either. I mean because he’s–”

Eirwen chuckled. “So your instincts say he can be trusted then. So why don’t you think he can. Because he’s a man? Not all of them are like those in Havendale, or are bandits, you know. Momma used to trust her instincts just fine, and told you so until she died. I know you’re scared of them, but it’s about time you believed in yourself.”

“I–I just worry about you! Ever since I hurt you, I can’t bear–”

Eirwen huffed. “That was an accident, and it was years ago. You shouldn’t give up on that part of yourself. If momma were here, she wouldn’t let you! Back to the main topic, you may not trust your instincts, but I trust mine. He believed every word he just said,” she blushed, “even the part about the belle of the ball thing.”

Kaya knew that Eirwen was referring to her soul sense. More often than not, she could detect a lie, though it wasn’t perfect. “R-Really? Even the part where he said he’d fight a dragon for you?”

Eirwen chuckled. “He’d try, I know it–I could feel his conviction in his words. And with how good he is with that blade, I bet it won’t take too long before he could win. Against a baby one, anyway. So? Which part of Nick are you dissatisfied with, for me?”

Kaya scoffed. “Wasn’t that tirade of his creepy? He made it sound like you were some object to be won over–”

Eirwen blushed, then frowned in thought. “Wasn’t that strange? Y’know, when I was growing up, I always dreamed that I would be like the princesses from those fairy tales in my books. That someone would want me enough that he would do those sorts of things for me, to win me over. I don’t really believe I need that, but do you think he somehow knew I’d like that? I felt something strange when he was speaking, maybe soul magic?”

Kaya couldn’t help the growl that came out of her throat. She was not happy with where this conversation was going.

Mother had died five years ago fighting that scalemaw, and Kaya had protected Eirwen going through a lot just to keep her safe and healthy. Suffering several injustices in her life, Kaya had fought hard for everything she had, and just barely protected Eirwen and kept them both alive.

Then Nick just came walking into their lives, and everything came so easily for him. An Epic class, limitless talent with the sword, a powerful heritage including some ridiculous legendary blade, and a healing spell that just so happened to heal her sister’s illness–one that was caused by her failure to control herself.

Kaya knew she should be happy, but instead, she felt jealous and envious. Healing her sister was supposed to be her burden to carry for her failure, but Nick just waltzed in and fixed her so easily. She should be thankful and relieved, but instead, she felt like her shot at redemption had been stolen away. Eirwen was her sister, and it felt like Nick was taking her away, too.

Her thoughts became muddled, as she stripped away her leather armor. Eirwen’s questioning voice about what she was doing felt far away, as she used her bestial transformation, turning back into a red panda, which was totally not like a bearcoon at all.

Entering the Test, the pain from the biting cold was immense. It washed over her furred skin, but she felt it couldn’t match the pain in her heart.
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The pain of biting cold spread over Nick’s skin, causing a burning sensation. He felt weak as he pushed through the caves, his race seemingly unable to counter what was being inflicted on him from the Test.

Thinking back, Nick wasn’t sure what the hell he was thinking–the words he just spewed out of his mouth before running into this Test.

Of course, Nick liked Eirwen–just what was there not to like? She was cute, appeared to be smart, had a great attitude, and despite being ill the last few years, had some sort of inner strength that he respected.

Perhaps, it was him being sick from his chemotherapy all that time that allowed him to empathize or connect easily with her.

She even seemed to be welcoming of the crazy idea that he’d have to have several wives, last of his kind or not.

Then, something about putting those glasses on just made her extra sexy to him, and it was like the last straw.

Something stirred within him, and it was like he wanted her to be his. He’d been a little possessive of girls in his last life, but it was nothing like he felt in this one. Something about being an Archaen made him want to play for keeps, and he didn’t just want Eirwen to be his girlfriend–he wanted her to be his wife, forever.

He had skimmed his racial entry earlier, and there was definitely something about that in there. Mostly ignoring it because he thought it was a game, the words came back to the forefront of his mind.

Nick knew he would be able to use the [Soul Contract] spell soon, and in it would be something that could accommodate somehow making her permanently his.

Despite the words he said to Eirwen being something he’d never have said in the past, he had believed them himself. He’d do just about anything he could to make her his now, short of something deplorable to her.

At the same time, he hadn’t thought his words through at all. They were completely one-sided.

Of course, he got the feeling that he and Eirwen were already connecting. He didn’t fail to notice her blush and how, for a brief moment before her mind caught up to his words, she was down for some action.

However, what he saw in Eirwen and hoped for in his future wives was to be partners. Because the burden of rebuilding an entire family line and kingdom was not a burden for one person alone.

Partners were not people that you just won over in some kind of contest, at least not in Nick’s mind. Perhaps that’s the more modern-society way of thinking, though. He knew little about Eirwen and her goals and dreams, and he would need to learn more.

The burning and the numbness caused by the cold were like knives stabbing through his flesh and his veins. Somehow, these pains were eerily similar to the pains from chemotherapy, though even stronger.

He was all too used to this kind of pain and weakness, as he continued to trudge through the cavern. The pain was greater, but he knew that it would go away–unlike his chemotherapy pains, which would persist for hours and days, weeks and months.

As he continued, the pain increased, and he became even weaker. He could barely put one foot in front of the other without falling over, and he knew if he fell, he wouldn’t be able to get back up. His only choice if that happened would be to think about retreat and escape.

Taking his mind off the pain as he marched through the cavern, he thought about Kaya. The girl was remarkable in her own ways, but she was just so… angry. He wasn’t sure what it was about, but he thought he had a decent theory.

She didn’t trust others, but she was selfless when it came to her sister. The talk about what happened when she lost her mother, her words had not hinted that she felt like it was her fault.

But her ears and her tail, the two would usually be animated in just about everything she did. When she talked about that, he couldn’t help but feel they were flat or still in guilt or shame.

Somehow, she thought her sister getting hurt was her fault, and he remembered her red panda transformation. The girl didn’t trust or believe in herself, so she couldn’t do either for others–only Eirwen.

For Nick, this was the only explanation that worked for him, since she even agreed about Eirwen being able to make her own choices.

Rounding another corner, the frost built up even further. The burning pain increased, causing him to groan in agony. His mind nearly blanked from his suffering, a wordless scream leaving his mouth.

The thought of retreat entered his mind, the pain so significant. He focused on why he had even entered, to test his mettle and show his courage, to prove both to himself and Eirwen he would, and could, do anything for her.

It wasn’t that long ago that he was weak and suffering. His new life was in front of him, and he was going to live it to the fullest. He grabbed onto the power of his soul, his soul magic, and flooded it through his body.

Through the strength of his will, he weaved the power of his soul through his icy veins, shoving out the invading energies of the Test.

But it was not entirely enough. The frosty energies of the Test continued to bear down on him, continuing their burning sensation against his skin. They were reduced, and power returned to his body. His feet now moved one after the other, an almost jog as he hopefully neared the exit.

He rounded one more corner, and he nearly fell to his knees in despair. A large cavern awaited, and the path was long and winding down to the bottom. If he had to guess, he was only about half way there at best.

The difficulty increased further, and now he was back to the pain and weakness he felt not long after he entered, despite pushing his soul magic.

Nick did the best he could, to feel his soul magic and weave it better throughout his body. Continuing to walk through the cavern and not trip and fall, he was at least happy there was no place to fall into some chasm.

Focused on his task, he put the pain out of his mind. He did the best to push his will into his actions, about his desire to complete the Test. It was challenging him, and Nick was never someone to shy away from a difficult contest.

His soul magic–that is, the soul energy combined with his mana–danced around in his body, and he pushed and shoved it through his extremities. Trying everything he could think of, he had a hard time getting a bigger effect than just willing the energy to flow through his body.

Remembering his cultivation, he tried to visualize the opposite of cultivating, creating a reverse whirlpool. Sending the energy out through his body in a tight spiral, starting from his chest.

The effect was almost immediate, the energy snapping into place as it encompassed his body. He tried the same thing with his body essence, but found the energy extremely sluggish, like he could barely move it at all outside of its core at all.

Still, it eventually flooded his body after more than ten seconds, and strength started to fill his body.

Nick was now in an enhanced dash to the finish line now, the end nearing rapidly.

Waves of frost slammed into him, the pain like knives slashing against his skin. His enhancements of the body and soul defenses were pierced, along with the cold bearing down on him even further.

He was so close now, he could almost taste it–no, that was just blood, from him clenching his teeth too strongly.

Nick hadn’t realized he started screaming from the pain and the effort he was exerting, but he kept putting one foot in front of the other as more frost slammed into him. But no thoughts of retreat entered his mind, as he had the single-minded focus on victory.

He had sworn he would face even greater dangers and pain if this one wasn’t good enough for Eirwen, after all, so he could not falter here. The weakness of his last life was now over, Nick was given a body that wouldn’t let him down like his last one. He would struggle in this new life, but Orion would make him stronger for it.

There was a visible, nearly solid wall of frost at the end, and Nick somehow knew it was the end of the Test. Despite the pain it probably represented, he fearlessly walked into it.

Instead of pain, ice covered his body, burrowing down into his very soul. Something shifted within him, as his will itself was baptized in the Test’s enduring frost.

Nick stumbled past the wall of frost, the pain, and the weight leaving him. He now had several notifications from the Orion System to read through, as he stood in front of the cavern exit that lead back to Eirwen and Kaya.

Essence surged into him, some kind of reward for completing the Optional Test. He guessed it was nearly a quarter of what he needed to get to the next level, but he wasn’t sure. He did his best to start absorbing it, as he reviewed his notifications.


[Optional Test Completed! Through the power of soul and strength of enduring will, Nicholas Noblefrost was the first to complete this Optional Test in 27 years. Rewards increased! Rewards granted based on how Test was overcome.]


[Passive Trait Earned: Will of Frost]
[+0.5 Body, +1 Soul]
[Your courage and steadfast will were tempered by unyielding cold, soul magic used to overcome your weakness. Your body and soul are now strengthened against debilitating attacks. Spells and abilities meant to impede you are reduced significantly through strength of will alone.]


He looked back at the long cavern he struggled through, with a proud grin. Nick had struggled, sure. But he was now stronger for it–numbers going up proving it. 

This world rewarded him for his struggles, when on Earth they almost always just resulted in things becoming worse for him. He was already starting to enjoy Orion.

His confidence soared as a result of his success, his breaths filled with triumph. But then–his smile faltered. He’d now have to face Eirwen and Kaya after his ridiculous claim, his dumb words coming out of his big mouth.


Chapter 9 - The Angry Red Panda



When Nick exited the cave and saw Eirwen, he nearly immediately began bragging about his success. However, when he saw her expression filled with worry and sadness, including her cute long ears drooping, his voice caught in his throat.

“What’s the matter, Eirwen? Where’s Kaya?”

“She…transformed and went inside. I know she can’t die in there, but I can’t imagine what kind of pain she’s going through. Is it bad?”

Nick considered lying, but realized she deserved the truth. “It…gets really tough. It’s not that bad when you enter, but it makes you weak, and gets worse as you push through. Abilities do counter it somewhat, so maybe her transformation helps. It’s not just the pain, but the ice makes you weak, and slow…”

Eirwen looked thoughtful, but her worry hadn’t lessened. “Oh, but I don’t know. She doesn’t exactly think straight when she transforms, and she was pretty upset before she left. Kaya could be clawing at the walls right now instead of going through the Test.”

Nick couldn’t help but grimace at that. He had withstood the pain, but part of his ability to withstand it was knowing that it would eventually end, and that he would be rewarded.

If he fell down and couldn’t get up, he couldn’t help but feel like he would have chosen the retreat option. But if he couldn’t?

“Is there anything we can do? I can’t enter her instance and help her out, can I?”

Eirwen sighed. “No, I guess not. Still, I can’t help but worry. I suppose, if she passes out from the pain, that will kick her out.” She looked over at Nick once more, and she blushed. “H-How did it go?”

He wanted to boast, but still kept it in. Nick decided to try to take her mind off it. Something was definitely cooking, the smell of meat and spices filling his nose. Nick thought his sense of smell was much better than when he was a human.

“We’ll talk about it later. What’s cookin’?”

She smiled. “Oh! I got some of that stew going. I got bowls over here, you can have as much as you want!”

He gave her his best smile. “I can’t wait, that sure does smell amazing. Fighting them wolves in the cold had me famished already.”

She ladled some soup into a bowl and handed it to him, a sad smile on her as she looked at him. The brown stew had tons of what he assumed was bearcoon meat in it, along with what looked like potatoes, mushrooms, and carrots that Kaya had gathered.

It was steaming, and he had to blow on his spoonful before putting it in his mouth.

The spices and flavors that reached his senses were a lot closer to chili in terms of spice than a stew he was familiar with. The bearcoon had started out a little rough, but now it all but melted in his mouth, as it had likely been simmering for hours.

He wasn’t sure exactly how long he was inside, but he thought there was no way it was more than a couple of hours.

“Damn, that’s some good stew. Thanks for cookin’, Eirwen.” He smiled. “I could get used to this.”

She giggled, her ears flicking up and down on the side of her head, and her tail flicking behind her.

“There’s a lot more where that came from! We have to make sure to eat and rest up, to have our energy up for the next Test.”

Nick continued to eat, and took a look at his other notifications he’d received.


[Soul Magic Reached Intermediate]
[Body Enhancement Reached Novice]


He frowned as he read those messages. He had just copied what he had done with his Soul magic with Body. Perhaps the whirlpool wasn’t the best image for how to manipulate or utilize that type of energy within, since it didn’t reach the same level of capability, or maybe something else was missing. 

Nick looked over his status sheet. He had hit level three long ago, but hadn’t bothered taking a look at his updated attributes.


[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen]
[Level: 3 Class: Archaen Soul Knight, Epic Class]
[Attributes: 6.62 Body, 8.25 Soul]
[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Will of Frost]
[Skills: Intermediate Archaen Swordsmanship, Intermediate Soul Magic, Novice Body Enhancement]
[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Raise Soul Servant] 


Nick wondered if anything good was going to happen at ten soul attribute. His Soul was set to hit it at level 5, roughly, unless he got some kind of additional trait before then.

Eirwen had glanced at the exit to the Optional Test several times while he was eating.

Nick did his best to reassure her. “I’m sure she’ll be fine, Eirwen. Kaya’s will is as tough as nails, isn’t it? She put up with me, and I didn’t even get a scratch on me. She even cut my hair, I’m sure the desire to just jam them scissors into me was high.”

She gave an awkward chuckle. “I-I guess. She really doesn’t trust men. Kaya had gotten attached to a boy in town, but when he learned about me… He said he’d pay for my medicine if we both slept with ‘em. Then, he threatened to sell us both out to Davon’s men. That’s when we moved out into the woods, a couple of years back.”

“Damn, that sucks, Eirwen. You two have been through a lot.”

“She has always worked so hard for me. Kaya really beat herself up over what happened when we were younger. It tore at her, that she had permanently harmed her sister.”

“Wait–she’s the one that hurt you? How?”

“During the fight against the scalemaw, both Kaya and Momma transformed to face it. When it died, both of them were all bloodied, though Kaya was mostly fine. When I came to help, she…lashed out at me, and I lost consciousness. Since I got knocked out, I got bathed in the large beast’s essence. As kids, on Orion we’re taught to shunt the essence away from us until we are old enough, but since I wasn’t awake… After that, something in me had shifted.”

She continued, “With Momma gone, we only had each other. I did my best to not be a burden, but when my symptoms flared up, I’d get so sick and weak.”

Nick looked over at her soul, and noticed that it had brightened–perhaps, to above the original level.

“Speaking of, I think you’re due for another mending. Whether it’s just time passing, or absorbing essence and leveling, I think we can get one more in no problem.”

“Oh! Okay.” She smiled, but then her eyes grew teary. “I thought Kaya would be happy about me being healed, but somehow, it only made her…sad.”

“I’m sure she’s happy, it’s just that a lotta things are changing for her all at once. The more she sees you in good shape, I bet the more it’ll hit home. I can tell how much she cares about you.”

She nodded. “I have no doubt about that, but it wasn’t her fault! She had just learned her transformation, and wasn’t used to it. Plus, Momma being hurt likely didn’t help with her…emotional state.”

He prepared to cast his spell by standing next to her with his hand on her back, and this time did what he could to weave the Soul Magic as it left his body. “Soul Mend!”

Cradling the sphere in his magic, he once again did his best to fill in the cracks. Much of the green receded, and this time, he was sure her soul grew as he did. It grew slightly dimmer as well, and he knew that if he cast a second time, she would get extra-tired like she did last time.

“We’ll leave it at that for now. How’d it feel?”

Eirwen beamed. “Great! I think it’s working! Do you know how many…?”

He shook his head. “With how many green cracks I saw when we started, I thought we had a hundred to go. But after only three mends, we’ve made a lot of progress. I did get a bit better at it, too, but I’d guess we’re probably getting close to half-way.”

“I… Thank you so much, Nick. You’ve been a real blessing, even if my sister doesn’t see it that way.”

“That’s alright, Eirwen. It just worked out. I’m glad I could help you, no matter what happens between us.”

She blushed, perhaps in remembrance of his declaration. “I…did you succeed in the Test?”

Nick did his best to tease her a bit. “What do you think? Did you believe I was gonna pass it? I sure said a lot before I went in, huh?”

She giggled. “You really did. And yes, something in me knew you were gonna do it. You certainly believed you would, but I believed you, too. So what did you–”

Eirwen was interrupted by a stomping and growling sound coming from the cavern.

Kaya appeared in her full red panda glory, and Nick thought she was even larger than before. Steam appeared to be billowing off her, and her breaths came out in a fog. Her eyes were filled with rage and pain, as she stomped through the entrance to the cavern.

Eirwen was filled with fear and worry. “Kaya! It’s me! You’re okay, you’ll be just fine!”

Her words were just met with a louder roar coming from the bestial Kaya.

Nick sighed. “Get ready to take care of a few bruises.”

“And claw marks, and bites? You’re not going to use your blade, are you?”

“Huh? You think I’m the one that’s gonna be hurt? You gotta have a bit more faith in your man.”

“M-My man? This is serious, Nick! She’s strong like this.”

“I am always serious. Don’t you worry your pretty little head. I’ll take care of this real quick, and Kaya and I will both be fine.”

Kaya charged on all fours, and Nick led her away from Eirwen. He began slowly filling himself with his body enhancement, and swayed under a swipe of Kaya’s clawed hand. Kicking the side of her furred knee, his goal was to make it buckle.

When he struck it, it felt like he was kicking a wall. It only buckled slightly, but the next several swipes came in furiously at him, causing him to have to dance and twist out of the way of each one.

Nick quickly found himself getting pushed toward a wall, but he mixed in alternating kicks against each of her knees as he dodged her attacks, and his body essence built up. Thanks to her leg buckling and his superior speed, he was easily able to get out of the way of the wall.

She seemed strong and her claws and teeth looked dangerous, but he was faster. His wire-like muscled body was nimble, so unless he got caught, he thought he could fight her all day if he had to.

Kaya became frustrated, and leaped at him. Swiping both of her claws as she did, her swipes missed as he ducked underneath. Using her momentum as she recovered from her leap, he elbowed her hard in the chin, snapping her muzzled head to the side.

Nick followed it up with a knee to the same spot that made her unsteady on her feet, and he danced away at her unfocused retaliation.

Eirwen shouted worriedly, “Don’t hurt her!”

Nick nearly laughed. The large claws of hers could easily disembowel him, and had been inches away from doing so more than once. There were a few close calls, but the leather armor he was wearing let the claws slide off thanks to the angle in which she struck.

Dazed, Kaya looked at him with an odd expression. He said, “Kaya, you in there? You’re making Eirwen real sad.”

She froze for a second, her eyes becoming unfocused.

“Eirwen believes it’s not your fault. You need to stop beating yourself up over it. If you work hard, you can control this. Even if you can’t, I’m here. I’ll make sure you can’t hurt your sister. There’s no need to be afraid.”

Kaya growled even louder than before, and Nick thought he saw her building up the red energy like the bearcoons he fought.

“Oh, shit. I’m gonna have to hurt her a bit, Eirwen.”

Her claws swiped at him brutally, and he was only barely able to sway his body back as if doing the limbo under a bar, springing forward and landing a vicious counter on her chin. She kept up her attack even faster now, the red energy making her persist through the pain.

His dodges and counters included his elbows and knees, striking her chin or her attacking hands. Kaya only used her claws, but Nick used his entire body. She now fought like a predictable beast, while he used precise technique.

Her tail reached out to wrap around his leg, but he drew a knife and cut into it instead. With a howl of pain, she tried to use her larger body to try to barrel into him, but he twisted and shoved her over his shoulder, slamming her into the ground with the classic judo throw. She was surprisingly heavy, but Nick was strong.

She howled in pain, but her claw grasped onto his leg painfully. He struck with his elbows powerfully into her wrist repeatedly, causing her to release. Only the leather armor kept her claws from piercing too deeply, but he knew he was bleeding.

Kaya was now unsteady on her feet as she got up, breathing heavily. The pain and hurt in her eyes had increased, from what he could tell. Nick really wished Kaya had brought that rope, he could be tying her up or something right about now.

Eirwen was crying now, and she approached from the side, just in Kaya’s line of sight. “Kaya, please… wake up! I… I still need you!”

Kaya’s raccoon-face changed its expression like she was slapped. She groaned, and her body began to change. Fur receded into her skin, and her body shrunk. Fur became hair on top of her head, and soon, naked flesh was shown to Nick’s eyes.

Eirwen caught her as she fell to her knees, and Nick went over to the backpack, finding a blanket on the outside, rolled up.

Kaya seemed to have passed out, so Nick helped Eirwen move her near the fire.

“Is your leg okay?” Eirwen asked.

“It’s probably pretty bruised, but I don’t think her claws got too deep. She had quite the grip. I’d take care of her tail first, it sounded like it hurt a lot. Those are sensitive, right?” He looked at hers.

Eirwen’s thin sheep tail arrived in her hand, her clutching it protectively. “Y-Yeah. I’ll bandage it real quick, but she’s got a load of bruises. Get your armor off, so I can take care of you next.”

“Yes Ma'am. You don’t have to ask me twice to get my clothes off. Kaya will be fine, don’t you worry.”

She giggled. “T-Thanks, Nick. I’m glad you’re here. Kaya gets mad at your humor, but I know you’re just trying to make me feel better.”

They spent some time taking care of Nick’s wound, and Eirwen got Kaya clothed and her bruises treated. Her tail now had a bandage as well.

When Kaya awakened, she pointed at Nick. “Y-You–You cut my tail!”

“Really? You come after me and your sister with claws and teeth, and that’s the first words outta’ your mouth?”

Her expression changed to that of remorse. “I-I’m sorry. I–”

Eirwen hugged Kaya from the side. “It’s okay, Kaya. I’m here, and I am fine. Everything’s all good now. Did you pass the Test? Hopefully that was worth something.”

Kaya looked proud, as she shared what she earned.


[Passive Ability Earned: Veins of Frost]
[+.75 Body, +.25 Soul]
[Power, anger and fury flow through your veins, and were tempered by unyielding cold and pain. Your body and soul are strengthened against the ice. Spells and abilities using ice affinity are less effective against you.] 


Nick whistled. “Not bad at all. That’s two in one day. Sorry about that, Kaya. Your reward would have been more if I didn’t finish first.”

He shared his reward, and both girls seemed to remember his declaration, as they both blushed.

“That’s amazing though, Kaya. You did something that hadn’t been done in 27 years. You should be proud of yourself.”

“W-Why do I feel like you’re using me to brag?”

“Me? Nah, no way.” He grinned. “Still, whether I beat the Test or not, shouldn’t subtract away from you. You’re awesome, Kaya. I mean it.”

“Yeah!” Eirwen added with a big smile at Kaya, “That’s amazing, sis.”

Kaya couldn’t help but smile back, but then looked over at Nick’s bandaged leg. “I… Thank you. Sorry for the trouble. I really–”

Nick snorted. “Don’t worry about it. Look, I realize you’re worried about using your transformation, but guess what? I faced your worst. I’m still here, and nobody got really hurt. That skill is a part of you, so you should be able to use it. With me around, you don’t have to worry–you should work hard, and master it. I can tell doing that would make you even stronger and safer. That’s what the Tests and Trials are for, aren’t they? To help make you better, to prepare for Orion’s dangers? Now’s the perfect time.”

Kaya frowned, but she reluctantly nodded at Eirwen’s worried look.

Nick looked at his armor again. “This armor I’m wearing, it was your mom’s right? I can tell it was made to stretch over her body, allowing her to transform. Why don’t you wear it, so you can use it while fighting?”

She sighed. “I… I don’t think I’m ready for that, and you need armor anyway–mine won’t fit you. We’ll practice at the next safe area. I… thanks, Nick.”

“No problem, Kaya. I gotta thank you for this haircut, after all. Made me snazzy and all that.” He fluffed his hair up, as if showing it off.

Eirwen giggled at his ridiculousness and Kaya smiled, but she certainly looked tired. She now began to eat some stew, her eyes staring into the wall.

Nick asked, “You gonna try the Test too, Eirwen?”

“M-Me? Um…”

“I think you can do it, it can’t hurt, right? I do think using Body, Mind, or Soul, you can get an advantage to win. I mostly used Soul, but I mixed in Body toward the end.”

“I’ll do it! But, in the future. My Soul isn’t healed yet, and stressing it out seems like a terrible idea. I can do it later.”

He snapped his fingers. “Ah, you’re right. It didn’t seem like my level mattered, it certainly didn’t reduce my reward. It’ll be here the next time.”

Nick and Eirwen both had a bowl of the stew, and Nick went to the entrance of the cave and resummoned his Soul Servants. He wasn’t sure at what point it was, but they had been dispelled as he had trudged through the Optional Test.

At one point, his mind was barely functioning with how much pain he was in, so he must have canceled them for the extra bit of soul power.

Recreating the two using the wolf and wollywompus corpses, he could tell Jerome was back in the wolf, but the other spirit or soul within the furry crocodile was just random or drawn from somewhere else.

They rested and took a nap in some bedrolls hanging off Eirwen’s pack, but Nick couldn’t really fall asleep. Kaya began snoring loudly after just a few minutes, and she had placed herself between Eirwen and Nick.

He whispered, “You awake, Eirwen?”

Eirwen’s voice was soft. “… How couldn’t I be?” Eirwen shifted to laying on her side and facing at Nick by propping her head up on her hand, looking over Kaya.

Nick couldn’t help but snicker at that, as it was punctuated by a loud snore from Kaya. He shifted to look over to her as well. They talked in hushed voices.

“At least someone is getting rest, though I get the feeling she’s not getting enough of it.”

Eirwen sighed. “She really doesn’t. Kaya has always worked hard for me. My medicine didn’t come cheap.”

“Well, she doesn’t have to worry about that anymore, and not just because you’re healed. I’d do that and more, if you’d be my woman, Eirwen.”

She blushed. “J-Just then?”

Nick snorted. “I might be an okay guy, but I’m not selfless. I think I’d help you out while you’re in front of me, but I like the goals and the Quests given to me. They might have fallen into my lap, but I already had a life in which I suffered. I want to live this life to the fullest, and to do that I need followers, I need partners–wives that I can trust. If you refuse to let me pursue you no matter what, I don’t know what I’ll do, but I may have to move on.”

Eirwen frowned. “But you said you’d fight any dragon, climb any–”

Nick chuckled. “I did, didn’t I? And I meant that, but that depends on if it’s a no-no, rather than a no-maybe. I ain’t about to force myself on some girl that doesn’t want me. I ain’t into some one-sided thing. So, what’ll it be, Eirwen? You want to be my girl?”

Eirwen blushed, then got a mischievous smile as she tapped her lip. “Maybe-yes?”

Nick raised his brow, “Maybe-yes, what–”

She giggled. “Maybe I like the idea of you wining and dining me, or climbing a mountain for me? You’ll still do that if we have a little fun, right? How did you know I’d like that, by the way?”

Nick smiled. “Of course, I’m more than down for a little fun if you are, and we’ll still go on dates–that’s a promise. As for why I knew you’d like that–I didn’t really know. It was like…my body, or soul knew, maybe? I don’t know.”

“Well, I won’t say it’s the most important thing to me, but it seemed fun and romantic! Still, we can’t do much until we get out of this tower, can we?”

Nick snorted. “Why not? This girl is still snoring up a storm, she won’t be wakin’ easy.”

Eirwen covered her mouth and stifled a giggle. “Well, the Ordeal is really not the place for that, but maybe at the next safe zone we can have more time to get to know each other? But also, I’m worried about Kaya. I think…she believes you’re taking me away from her, and she could tell if we…had a bit of fun.” She pointed to her nose.

Nick frowned. “What, she’ll smell us? I'm not so sure if I like the idea of sneaking around Kaya forever–”

“N-No, it won’t be for long, just until, maybe after we finish the tower? I think she’ll feel better then. I just don’t want to hurt her. Or perhaps I can use some dream magic… Can you do that for me, wait until then?”

“Oh snap, you can do something like that? I’m on board for some of that! I suppose that’s not much to ask. But the dream date sounds like fun, can we do that now? I might just be able to fall asleep knowing that was waiting for me, even with this snoring.”

Eirwen snorted to stifle a giggle. “I think we’ll definitely need real nightfall for that. Even with my magic, I don’t think we can sleep for hours in the middle of the day. We need a good sleep for that to work.”

“Alright, it’s a date. But I’m going to need something to hold me over.”

Nick stood slowly, and quietly moved around Kaya, coming up alongside Eirwen. Kaya’s ears started twitching as she snored, and Eirwen looked worried.

He leaned in, and she motioned, holding up her hand in a stopping motion as he moved to wrap his arms around her. Nick raised his brow, giving her a questioning look.

She blushed, then motioned to herself. Then leaned toward Nick but with her body away from him so that they wouldn’t touch anywhere except their lips.

He’d take it. Eirwen’s cheeks were red, and as he leaned in, he couldn’t help but feel she looked cute. Her white curly hair framed her heart shaped face, and her sheep ears wiggled up and down in excitement as his lips met hers.

Enjoying the soft touch of her lips, he let it linger for a moment before pulling away. When he did, her face followed along with him, so he kissed her again. She had a sharp intake of breath, as her green eyes stared at him.

Smiling at her, Nick got up quietly and returned to his bedroll. Kaya continued snoring, his mission accomplished.

Nick whispered, “Let’s get some rest, the sooner we beat this tower, the sooner we get to enjoy the outside.”

Eirwen nodded with a blush, then turned to go to sleep.

Nick found himself able to fall asleep, and after a time, they woke up and got ready to leave the floor. Eirwen packed all her things by loading up her backpack, the bed rolls stored on the outside.

Nick and Kaya both checked their throwing knives and blades, making sure they were ready for the next floor.

“How ya feeling Kaya? Your tail all good?”

Kaya held her bandaged tail in her hand. “Y-Yeah. Eirwen’s bandages have essence soaked in them. I… I’m sorry, Nick, I’ve been real…difficult with you. You’ve really helped us both, and even if you are…eccentric, I can see I can count on you.”

Nick nodded sagely. “That’s right. You can just count on the fantastic, incredibly awesome Prince Noblefrost. ”

Kaya chuckled, and rolled her eyes with a small smile. “Don’t forget humble.”

Nick snorted. “Whachu trying to say? My awesomeness is only exceeded by my humbleness!”

Eirwen giggled, as they all continued their approach to the portal.

Nearing the portal to the next floor, Nick couldn’t help but realize.

“Man, that was kinda crazy. That was just the first floor!”


Chapter 10 - The Test of Courage and Endurance



Arriving near the portal and ready to exit, they received the completion prompt. 


[1st Floor: Test completed. Individual reward: 1 silver, Iron dagger.]


A coin and a dagger landed on the ground in front of him, with similar items or objects landing in front of Kaya and Eirwen.

“Is this Ordeal fucking with me? I thought it was supposed to provide. I got like twenty knives on me, why’s it giving me a dagger?”

Eirwen laughed, and Kaya replied, “That’s probably why the bandits had so many. I got a pair of throwing knives too, the Test was mostly for level one. We get a reduced reward, since we’re above that.”

Eirwen gasped. “I got a skill! First Aid!”

Nick smiled at Eirwen. “Oh snap, you’re a healer now? That’s awesome!”

She shook her head. “Not really. It’s just an emergency healing spell. It doesn’t even use mana, it uses ambient essence to enhance a bandages’ healing effect to seal and restore the wound, mostly. Still, it’s a great skill to have!”

“This Ordeal sure likes you, Eirwen. That’s two great skills for you.”

He could tell she learned the skill, the stone crumbling to dust in her hands, and her eyes becoming unfocused. Once they got their bearings right, they entered the portal.

Nick, Kaya and Eirwen arrived at the next floor, Nick’s Soul Servant wolf and snow gator coming along for the ride. Their party was within a shimmering barrier that seemed to be at least partially translucent.


[Second Floor: Test of Courage and Endurance. Face your fears as you climb the stairs of burden. Erase all fear and doubt, as those will only weigh you down and march with certainty. You have 5 minutes to begin, and a faster ascent will mean greater rewards.]


They were standing within a cavern on a hill with stairs. 

Torches were interspersed at different levels or floors, and the shadows alongside the cavern walls themselves looked ominous. He could see far up the stairs into the distance, perhaps over a mile worth of stairs or more.

“So, we gotta remove all doubt and fear.”

He drew his blade of light, and took on a heroic pose. “Remember, Prince Nicholas Noblefrost is here and you girls have nothing to fear. We’re gonna get to the top quickly, even if I have to carry those cute behinds up there. You got this.”

Kaya groaned, but Eirwen giggled. “Thanks, Prince Noblefrost! I know your blade of light will blast back the shadows!”

“That’s some good thinkin’ there, Eirwen. As always, you got a great attitude.”

Nick looked around through the translucent shield, but couldn’t really see any special way up. He’d love to skip a section, like in a racing game, but they were going up.

The way through the Test was mostly up and forward, so he didn’t really see how climbing up the cavern would really help unless he was by himself.

“Any ideas on strategy? We just march forward and fight shadows as we climb or such? It’s time-based, so let’s move quickly.”

The girls shrugged but nodded in response to his suggestion, and Nick once again set the wolf and snow gator to protect Eirwen and Kaya, so he could focus on fights. He was the first to stride forward through the barrier, and nothing really changed as he did.

However, the shadows and darkness looked even darker and ominous, now that the magical barrier wasn’t in the way. The torch every two dozen meters or so only barely pushed away the darkness, and there was one near where they started.

There were groups of five to ten steps, with a long walkway in between each set. The stone walkway and stairs curved along with the face of the cavern, them never being too far from the ominous shadows on both sides.

Nick set the pace with a near jog, making sure to keep a speed the girls could keep up with. Kaya was nimble on her feet, but Eirwen was carrying the pack.

“Want me to carry that, Eirwen? I could probably still fight well enough with it on me.”

She was breathing heavy. “N-No, Nick. This is my job, my class. I’ll get some help when I level up, the third level passive is to increase my carry weight. It’ll make this easy!”

“Let me know if you change your mind. I’ll take care–”

Kaya interrupted, “Shadows!”

Nick’s soul sense started to pick up the very enemies she saw, as they reached within his range. From what was the middle distance between two torches, three shadows appeared.

They were hazy and indistinct and when they neared Nick felt something press down on his soul, trying to influence him. By the way the girls gasped, he knew they felt something a lot worse.

Drawing his Soul Blade, he easily cut through their shadowy forms with quick slices, but left one for the wollywompus to bite into as it neared.

It dispersed and disappeared, and a bit of essence was released. Nick did his best to make them feel confident in their success.

He looked back at them and smiled. “See? Those things are easy. Jerry and Jerome will keep you safe if I miss one, you got nothing to worry about. We’ll get to the top in no time.”

Kaya looked at the snow gator with doubt. “Jerry? What kind of dumb name is that?”

Nick frowned in thought. For some odd reason, he really liked the idea of butlers, of having soul servants. A nostalgic feeling, that he didn’t really understand. Thus, it was another name he just associated with butlers. He kept this to himself.

“It’s a million times better than wollywompus is what it is.”

Eirwen smiled at the creature, and even Kaya’s lips were curling upwards in a small smile.

As they continued up, the strange effect bearing down on him increased, but Nick didn’t really feel much. After two more spawns of shadows as they climbed, it was getting to the point where the permanent effect was the same as being near the shadows themselves.

Then, the shadows spawned were a lot more distinct. One was a large lizard, another was a bearcoon, and another was…

Kaya asked, “Why’s there a bald, scrawny-looking guy there?”

Eirwen giggled, and as she did, Nick thought the lizard shrunk. As Nick drew his Soul Blade again, the three shadows became a little indistinct. He still swiped through all three easily, dispersing them.

Despite how easy they were for Nick to defeat, essence flew out of them and joined the three of their bodies. He guessed it was due to them having no loot, the essence was split equally as if they were.

Kaya looked at Nick skeptically. “I get the scalemaw might be Eirwen’s, and the out of control red panda is my fear. But what’s with–”

“That’s me.” Nick interrupted.

Kaya was surprised. “H-Huh?”

“Rather, that was me, before I died. I was kinda like Eirwen. I had an illness, and I was weak–even lost all my hair. But that ain’t me no more.”

Eirwen asked, “Why would that be your fear, then?”

Nick shrugged. “No idea. If I had to guess, something about me becoming weak again? Let’s keep moving.”

Kaya now wore a frown, but they continued their jog up the stairs. At each halfway point to the next torch, more shadows came out. But Nick was uniquely suited to taking them out, being easy for his blade of light to defeat.

“See, girls? Nothing to fear. That scalemaw will never touch you with me around, Eirwen.”

Continuing their march, both girls were eventually breathing hard. Traversing the steps and jogging up the cavern was not easy, though Nick’s body was able to handle their pace with ease.

Then, odd sounds were starting to come from all directions, strange echos of their movements and moans, sounds of combat, and more, making the place more eerie.

As they continued, the Test’s difficulty eventually went up. The shadows were much thicker, and there were even more of them as they charged the party.

But Nick approached them undaunted, his movements sure. He pierced through the shadowy scalemaw in the front first, before rolling under a large red panda’s claw. Spinning around, he cut through the red panda’s back twice, dispersing it into essence.

Two had bypassed him, another scalemaw and red panda, while two versions of himself charged at him, their fists turned into angry claws.

His were clearly weaker, and he rolled his eyes as he sliced through them in one swing and began his charge after the remaining shadows.

Jerry and Jerome both locked down the current shadows by biting into them, and Kaya dispersed one with her short sword. Jerry shook the remaining shadow with its prey trapped, and it eventually dispersed too.

“I don’t think we have too far to go, girls. We got this.”

As they rushed up the stairs, eventually, the shadows got even thicker. The lights had become even further apart, making them exposed to the overbearing darkness for longer.

Nick kept his Soul Blade out as he ran, staying near the girls. Spawns of shadows started to come more frequently, and from each direction. But Jerry and Jerome kept the girls safe, Nick not really wanting to find out how much damage these creatures could cause.

His blade of light was simply too powerful for the monsters, cutting through them with ease.

The portal for the next stage was in view, and shadows began coalescing near the end. Feeling something ominous, Nick filled his body with his soul magic. A wave of darkness slammed into his party, and Eirwen and Kaya both screamed.

This time, it coalesced into a single man. He had more than just shadowy features, a man holding two long curved blades.

Kaya’s eyes were unfocused, and she looked in both disbelief and fear, “How–how did he find us? How could he be here?”

Nick asked, “Huh? You know this shadow guy?”

Eirwen began to shake, but she immediately fired her crossbow at the man. The bolt was merely cut in two with his short sword. The shadow creature started jogging toward them.

Kaya shouted, “It’s Davon! We need to run!”

Both Eirwen and Kaya started to turn around, but Nick put himself in Eirwen’s way and grabbed Kaya’s shoulder.

Jerome and Jerry positioned themselves between the girls and the oncoming Davon, while Nick shook his head. “We’re not running, that’s just a shadow. We’re in the Ordeal, remember? He can’t come in here.”

Eirwen seemed to snap out of it, but Kaya was trying to tear herself away from Nick’s arm. He tried to push his soul magic into her, to try to kick her out of it.

“Snap out of it, Kaya! We’ll fight him together. We’ll beat his ass.”

The shadow twisted, almost in response to Nick’s soul protection being lost, as he focused on Kaya instead. It twisted into more of a ghost, in the shape of a man.

Nick scoffed. “I ain’t afraid of no ghost. Get the hell out of here with that.”

However, focus returned to Kaya’s eyes, and she drew her blades. Seeing that Kaya was now not going to run, Nick drew his soul blade and stood between his two Soul Servants.

Raising his blade above his head, he had both hands on the hilt as the blade trailed behind him, parallel to the ground. Like Nick was about to chop wood, he could bring powerful momentum and his blade’s longer reach onto the target.

Shadow Davon had two short blades, and would be unable to fully bring power and leverage to bear to match Nick. As the enemy neared, it activated a sort of Dash-like ability, moving faster.

It dodged to Nick’s right, as if trying to bypass him and go after Jerry, the snow gator. But despite its increase in speed, shadow Davon was not faster than Nick.

Nick twisted and stepped forward powerfully lunging toward the shadow. Like a guillotine, Nick’s sword came down with both speed and power. Shadow Davon raised both blades to block in a cross guard, as Nick’s attack was as fast as it was powerful–the creature could not dodge.

His blade pushed down into the shadow’s shoulder, as it did its best to counter Nick’s strength. Jerry and Jerome both bit into the creature, but it had much more resilience than he initially thought.

It was clad with a sort of shadow armor, the creature resisting all three of their attacks. It seemed that the shadows somehow absorbed the damage, but were being reduced as the shadow was injured.

Nick’s blade of light especially burned into it as he cut into its shoulder, but the shadows around its body were alive. It made blades out of the shadows, and they moved to pierce Jerry and Jerome, and even Nick.

Nick kicked out, knocking shadow Davon back as his creatures let go. Dashing left and right, Nick tested shadow Davon with feints and lunges with his longer blade. Finding the shadow to be decently skilled and fast, he angled for his Soul Servants to surround the shadow.

“You gonna get in on this, Kaya? I can take him out, but you should face your fear. Don’t be a pussy–you can’t even die in here like me.”

Kaya was confused. “A pussy? What’s that gotta do with–” She shook her head, before she joined in on the charge.

Nick swung as Jerome leaped at the shadow’s leg, but it was ready. It blocked Nick and sliced at Jerome, causing him to back off. But Jerry edged in after the other leg, and Nick swung his blade in a series of slashes that put the shadow on full defense.

His swings were vicious, always going for what would be a vital or removing the shadow’s hand holding a blade, depending. The wolf would dart in and out, and eventually Nick scored a blow on its arm.

The shadows burned away, and Eirwen managed to land a crossbow bolt in its side.

Nick was about to congratulate her, when Kaya’s blades pierced into the shadow’s back, triggering her Backstab ability with a fierce stab. The shadows began to shift, and Nick swung his blade right into its neck, decapitating it.

The shadow disbursed into essence, and Nick cheered. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about! You girls did great.” He froze as he felt the essence surge into him. “That guy had a lot of essence. The end is right there, let’s go!”

Stepping near the portal, Nick got a new prompt and reward.


[2nd Floor: Test completed. Individual reward: 999 Copper, Copper dagger.]


A large clump of copper coins hit the ground, making a loud clinking sound as they scattered around. The copper dagger lay on top.

“Aw, hell nah! This place is really fucking with me now. How can the reward not be great, there’s like no way we could have been faster. And now I gotta carry all this copper? What the hell!”

Kaya seemed to laugh at Nick’s plight, as she inspected one of the two bracers she received. It looked like the one Nick now wore, which could expand with her growth if she used her bestial transformation.

Eirwen laughed. “That’s almost ten silver, that’s really good! I’ll carry it for you, Nick. That’s weird.” She frowned.

Nick scoffed. “Don’t tell me there’s some dude running this place, and he hates me? And nah, I shouldn’t make you do that, Eirwen. Gimme one of those wolf pelts.”

She gave him one of the pelts with an amused look, and he wrapped it up like a sack. He tied the corners together, since they didn’t have any rope.

He looked around as he jingled his hefty bag of copper. Nick thought it weighed a little over five pounds or so, like a shot put ball. “We can’t stay here forever, right? How long can we hang around?”

Eirwen replied, “Just ten minutes, it’s mostly to handle your loot and get a quick breather. It’s like Kaya said, often times if the floor is smaller, there will be a safe area either near the beginning or the end.”

Nick nodded. “So it’s possible there might be one near the beginning of the next, since there wasn’t one here. Guess we’ll find out. This floor went quickly, but it took a lot out of me.”

Kaya gave Nick a small smile. “Thanks for knocking me out of that. I was terrified of Davon, but you proved once again you were dependable.”

Nick acted a little shy, “Aw, shucks Kaya. You sure know how to compliment a guy.”

Kaya growled a little. “D-Don’t make me regret thanking you.”

Eirwen laughed, as she hugged onto Kaya. “You both were amazing!”

The coins clinked in his makeshift sack as Nick entered the portal. His goal was to beat an enemy to death with it.


Chapter 11 - Eirwen - The Bag of Coins



Arriving at the other side of the portal, Eirwen found herself standing in a forest. The trees were mostly sparse, with wide clearings and light underbrush. 


[3rd Floor - Test of Strength. Defeat Hobgoblin Chief in camp to the East.]


Nick shouldered his bag of coins. “Fucking finally, we get something normal! Now this I can get behind. Can we just farm the hell out of this floor or something?”

Eirwen looked around at their surroundings as she asked, “Farm it?”

“Ah yeah, my bad. To do something over and over again for certain benefits is what farming means, in this context. Like if those bandits really enjoyed throwing knives…”

“Hehe, then they’d farm the first floor over and over again. If this was a managed Ordeal, then yes, we might be able to enter this floor only, repeatedly. For now, you can only enter once per week, and you can only enter every fifth floor. Typically, there’s a boss then.”

Kaya’s ears were twisting each way. “Is there a Safe Zone we can work towards, Winny?”

Nick latched onto that right away with a grin. “What’s this, is that your nickname? That’s cute as hell, just like you, Eirwen.”

Eirwen blushed as she heard the truth of his words. “Y-Yeah. And no, it looks like the Safe Zone might be near the end of the stage again, or at least it’s quite the ways off toward the East.”

She pointed off in the distance, and Nick shrugged. “Alright. So hobgoblins, huh? Those guys are basically green humans, maybe a little smaller, and use weapons?”

Kaya frowned. “I thought you had no monsterfolk where you were from? How do you know about hobgoblins?”

Nick replied, “That’s what monsterfolk are? Huh, I wonder. Hobgoblins were fiction where I was from. Then again, I’m speaking your language, maybe it just translates it for me?”

Eirwen added, “That is weird, but if you or your soul somehow crossed over to our world, maybe other things do too.”

They began their march, Nick in the front. His steps were silent, but his coinage clinked with every movement. He had an easy smile, as if it not only didn’t bother him, but like it brought him some kind of strange pleasure.

Kaya seemed to notice this too, then she smirked. “Copper for your thoughts?”

He chuckled. “I gotta hand it to ya, that was good. But I’m just picturing how I’m going to bludgeon these bastards to death with these coins. Maybe I ought to melt the coins down and make a mace out of it? All for efficiency’s sake.”

Kaya groaned. “Why do you have to be the way that you are?”

Nick shook his head. “Right back at ya’, girl. Why you gotta look down on my fun? I’m just making lemonade out of lemons, and trying to enjoy myself. And maybe trying to make Winny smile a bit. Is that so horrible?”

Kaya sighed. “No, I guess not. I’m… sorry for being such a stick in the mud. I see how you’ve been making her laugh.”

“You don’t need to keep apologizing– I hope you can enjoy the adventure too, like Winny here.”

Eirwen added, “Yeah, Kaya! You have worked hard for a long time. We are almost free of Davon, so you should be excited. Once you hit level five in here, you’ll almost be completely safe from him.”

Kaya smiled. “You’re right, but I won’t feel completely relaxed until you’re safe, too. What good is Sneak and running away if it leaves you behind?”

“Don’t you worry about protecting Eirwen from that Davon. I got her covered.”

Kaya snorted. “You gotta make it out of the Trial first, don’t you? Then, his goons are a challenge on their own.”

Nick shrugged, and Eirwen got the impression he wasn’t afraid of the bandits at all for some reason. He asked, “By the way, how does maiming work here if you guys can respawn?”

Eirwen was once again shocked by how little he knew about the world. She thought a moment, and tried to answer with as much information as she could. “When we leave the Ordeal, for a portion or all of our earnings–essence earned within or loot, it can fix any maiming like the loss of a limb. You can refuse and have a healer do it, though that’d be a terrible idea in Havendale–nobody there can accomplish that.”

“Weird, so you could lose your level? That’s crazy.”

As they crested a hill, they saw some goblins milling about the forest, a sort of patrol. The goblins spotted them right away, and Nick dashed off as quickly as he saw them. Jerry the wollywompus followed him.

Kaya shouted, “Don’t let any escape, it may make the challenge more difficult!”

Jerome barked next to her, almost as if to let Eirwen know he would be protecting her. She was thankful for it, but felt like she was being a burden to the party.

An Ordeal Supporter was meant to protect themselves for the most part, but she wasn’t quite at that level.

She would later get a passive skill that would make enemies that much less likely to approach her, before she joined combat. A supporter would still be Tested, but their challenges were different than a true combat class.

On the other hand, the difficulty within this Ordeal appeared to be higher, in part thanks to Nick drawing in more danger. He and Kaya were also over leveled, possibly scaling up the difficulty, so it was hard to know what the reason for this was.

That should mostly stop for this floor, finally experiencing what the floor should be like to a party that was within the same level. Still, something was definitely strange. The difficulty felt even higher than that. It was easy for Nick, but if he wasn’t here, Eirwen and Kaya wouldn’t last but a few moments and be forced to leave or take on wound after wound.

Readying her crossbow, she once again marveled at how fast Nick was. Kaya could only barely keep up despite her heritage, running along by his side as his long strides took him quickly to the target. As he neared, he spun and threw the bag of coins.

It smashed into one of the goblin’s chest and sent it flying into a tree with a crack. He then punched the next one in the face, sending it through the air. Eirwen lined up her shot with the crossbow, aiming at another goblin, which had a bow drawn.

Pulling the trigger, her shot took it in the shoulder, but only after it fired its little arrow at Nick.

But he saw it coming, and deflected it with his bracer. The tiny arrows were crude, and once again she was surprised at the speed of his reaction, as he…

Kaya groaned. “Do you have to use those coins?” as she cut into another goblin with her blade, her Dash increasing the speed of her movements. Despite stabbing the enemy repeatedly, it still hadn’t gone down yet.

Nick had picked up his bag of coins, and threw it at another oncoming goblin, knocking it to the ground. A knife was then thrown into the downed goblin’s throat. If it wasn’t already dead, then it would be shortly.

“Who, me? The Ordeal provided for me. Isn’t that like your religion, or something? I like have to use the coins now that it gave them to me, don’t I?”

Kaya growled, as she cut into another goblin. There were only around a dozen, and the primary danger was that they could escape, and warn the Hobgoblin Chieftain to send more scouts.

Eirwen was reloading her crossbow, but she knew she would only barely get one more shot before the goblins were killed.

“The coins don’t count! And why are you punching them instead of using your soul blade?”

“Huh? Just getting used to them. These guys are terrible. Half their swings wouldn’t even connect if I didn’t dodge.”

Eirwen almost giggled at his silliness. While he sounded carefree and aloof, his piercing eyes took in the battlefield with rapt attention. She was amazed by how each of Nick’s movements were so fast and fluid.

The goblins looked like stumbling children in comparison to him.

Several goblins surrounded him with their knives and short blades, but he used their positions against each other and tactically took their groups apart safely.

His punch or swing of his sack of coins would snap their heads back and send them falling to the ground or into another goblin’s way.

Nick’s kick would send them flying through the air, and he’d pick up his thrown sack and bludgeon the next goblin to death.

Jerry bit into another goblin next to Kaya, allowing her to finish off another with a stab to the throat.

She had cut down four of them on her own over the course of the fight.

Finishing off the final goblin, Nick smiled as he inspected his weapon proudly: the wolf skin bag of coins.

“You were totally right, girls. This wolf pelt did some serious work, didn’t even break with all the beatings. Maybe I can add the wolf teeth to it somehow?”

Kaya shook her head with a small smile. “You’re crazy, Nick.”

Nick just stared at her with an easy smile. “Crazy? No way! Did you see it, Winny? These coins one-shotted that first goblin. This is the best weapon!”

Eirwen giggled. “Even better than the soul blade? That one you punched over there didn’t get back up, either.”

Carefully approaching that one with a dagger in hand, she activated Loot with the other. Turning into essence which was split and sent to each of their party, and some copper coins, the goblin disappeared.

“Nah, you’re right, but it’s pretty good though. Hey–Lemme get those coins.”

After adding the coins to his ridiculous bag, Nick started smacking his coins against his open palm loudly, as if to measure the new weight, repeatedly as he spoke.

“Man, you know what would be real good? Some rope. I could spin and fling this at the enemies, then tug it back. It’d be even better.” He gave a dramatic sigh. “Too bad, though. If only someone had brought some.”

Kaya groaned. “Whatever! Can’t you just drop it regarding the rope?”

Nick chuckled. “I’m just playing with you. But here’s something I won’t drop: why are you holding back your blows?”

Kaya froze. “What do you mean?”

“I was watching you. You’re really fighting against yourself when you fight. I thought it was because we were fighting animals or shadows, but even against these monsterfolk you hold back your blows. What is it, you transform when you go all out, or something?”

Eirwen could feel what he said was true, but she was shocked he had the presence of mind to spot Kaya’s capability while fighting on his own.

Kaya was shocked. “You can see that? How?”

“You’re supposed to be strong for your level, Enhanced Body Eirwen said, wasn’t it? But only when you went for their vitals did you take them down. These guys are easy, but it took you a few blows. Those blades aren’t that dull. You’re holdin’ back.”

She sighed. “Fine. You’re right. I limit the strength of my attacks because my body might transform if I went all out. It also doesn’t help that…you’re needling me.”

“You should try out those bracers, and practice it. What time is better than now? These guys are a joke. We can practice more in the safe area if you like, but I got your back. You can count on me.”

Eirwen hugged Kaya from the side, trying to placate her before she got angrier at Nick. “Just try it, Kaya? It’ll make us all safer if you get it under control. The Ordeal gave you the bracers, after all. It’s a sign.”

Kaya was worried, but she gave a small smile. “Fine. I’ll wear the bracers, and I’ll give it a try. I’ll do it for you, Winny.”

Eirwen took out the bracers from her bag and handed them to her, hugging her from the side. “Thank you, Kaya. It’s important to me that you master this, I know it’d make momma proud. Then you can probably be a beast warrior, too.”

“I… You’re right. She–” She sniffed, and her expression changed to a confused one. Eirwen backed away to continue looting, as her sister continued smelling the air and looked at Nick.

Eirwen had already used some mint after their kiss while they were packing, and Kaya still smelled something was off!

Nick was about to say something, but Kaya’s confused look halted him as she put on her new bracers. She finished her original thought, “She would. I know she always encouraged me to practice.”

Eirwen worked to absorb the essence as she looted the enemies, splitting the essence evenly with the party as she collected Ordeal coin and some odds and ends.

She knew her sister pictured the whirlpools, but for some reason, imagining her Body, Mind, and Soul Dantians as stars, and the essence as cosmic dust being drawn in worked better for her. She would find herself entering a trance much quicker and easier.

Before, her soul in particular would burn and feel like it was going to be torn as she tried, even while focusing only on body or mind. Now, she felt nothing but a pleasant, warm sensation as she grew.

The pure, perfect essence from the Ordeal felt wonderful as it entered her, and she felt gratitude for what Nick had done for her. It was easy for him, sure.

However, out of the several hundred that called Havendale home, none could help her.

Kaya gasped. “Oh! I hit level four. I got Critical Rate Up. Just one more…”

Nick frowned. “That sounds pretty good, makes like no sense to me, though. How can it make a hit become critical? You either hit a critical point with your blade or not.”

Eirwen continued looting as she replied, “It has to do with essence. Because of the passive ability, when it triggers the essence in the area will be drawn in, and will enhance the cut or blow, making your attack or cut reach deeper than it would otherwise. You’ll reach an artery when you wouldn’t have, or the path of your swing might shift through the essence.”

Nick looked at his fist and frowned. “That mean some guy is gonna use some essence bullshit on me, and my perfect block or parry might shift impossibly to let some guy’s attack through? That’s terrible!”

Kaya frowned. “If you’re in tune with the essence, you may be able to feel it when it happens. But yes, you should be careful, as your opponent's attack could be shifted or enhanced by essence after you already lined up your perfect parry, as you say.”

Eirwen added, “In the first Stratum it’s rare for essence to influence another before their attack landed, most skills influence yourself or your attack. So it shouldn’t shift them through your guard impossibly, it might be more like a perfect correction. If you have a truly perfect counter or parry, they won’t be able to magically bypass it. You can counter them with skill. That will change in the second stratum though.”

Nick ran his hand through his hair. “Huh, well alright. I’ll be careful. I guess I’ll work on trying to feel the essence better. Oh yeah, those goblins didn’t use any skills.”

Eirwen said, “Beasts often have an active ability early, but humanoids usually don’t get theirs until close to five. Level 3 is possible, but it will be somewhat rare. A common goblin gets more passive enhancements. One makes them slightly stronger the more of them there are.”

Nick smiled at her, and she could tell he was impressed with her knowledge. She looted the last corpse, finding…

“Oh snap, some rope! Just what I needed. Thank you, Ordeal! In a way, isn’t that thanks to you too, Winny? You’re awesome. Lemme at some of that.”

It was a bundle of rope, probably close to a hundred feet. Nick cut off about ten of it with a smile, tying up his bundle of coins, enough slack for him to swing. With all the new coins inside, he started to swing it around in a circle, the heavy weight whipping the air as it was spun.

“That’s gonna fuck up these goblins real good. That’s a good weapon. See, Kaya? The Ordeal agreed with me. That rope is important.”

Kaya growled. “Whatever! It’s not like I knew we were going to be entering an Ordeal, to stock up on rope in advance!”

Nick chuckled. “Just trying to see if I can be rewarded with one of those growls. I’m just giving you a hard time, sorry, Kaya. Tell you what, when this Ordeal is done, you can have all of my copper coins. You can thank me later.”

Kaya smirked. “I’ll show you where you can stick those coins!”

Eirwen laughed. Nick was really something else, and she thought that Kaya was starting to get used to him.

They finished their looting and retrieval of their throwing weapons, and continued toward the safe zone. The Ordeal strategy was to secure the Safe Zone early, to have a point of retreat in case something bad happened.

The portal could usually be used the same way, but Nick was unable to.

Nick, Jerry, and Kaya formed a net as they went toward the safe zone, Kaya being guarded by Jerome. Eirwen just enjoyed breathing the fresh air and feeling the sun on her skin, as she started feeling stronger than ever.

She had times when she hadn’t felt very sick thanks to the medicine, but she almost felt like she was getting stronger by the minute. As Nick finally fixed her soul with his mending, she had finally reached 2 Soul.

Thanks to her level-up, she was even above that now, her body already starting to become much stronger.

As a sheep beastfolk, her 2 Body wasn’t precisely the same as the 2 Body of Kaya with her Enhanced Body, or whatever made an Archaen special, but soon she wouldn’t be considered weak.

Her Ordeal Supporter class provided only .33 Body, Mind, and Soul per level, but before skills, attributes scaled in a sort of logarithmic way. 2 Body was 2 times stronger than 1, and it required around 10 Body before you were 3 times stronger–before spells and passives were considered, which often multiplied this even further.

From there the scale changed somewhat, most skills or abilities that reached the second stratum having even larger multipliers.

They ran into another patrol of goblins, and this fight went even easier than the first one. Nick was a furious whirlwind, spinning his coins with his precious rope. Goblins were flung in every direction, as he spun and twirled the improvised weapon.

He had one hand on the slack of the rope at all times, sometimes adding a second to change the trajectory of where the bag of coins spun.

Kaya was just as astonished as Eirwen, barely throwing her knives at the goblins trying to flank Nick. Eirwen also shot her crossbow at one holding a bow. But there was no point, Nick was just slaying them all with ease.

Nick laughed nearly the whole time, his boyish smile having a special charm. That his unbridled enthusiasm was matched by talent beyond anything Eirwen had ever heard of was more than a little attractive.

How could he be so great with such a strange weapon?

As the last goblin in the patrol was finished off, Nick turned to them with a big smile. “That was fun! Easy though.” He started to tie his coins to his belt when Kaya suddenly shouted in alarm.

“Look out!”

A goblin leaped at him from a tree directly above him, and Nick just looked at Kaya confusedly as his hand landed on his blade’s hilt on his shoulder. In one fluid movement, his blade was drawn at a strange angle, and she hardly saw a flash of light as he holstered the blade again.

The goblin’s split corpse hit the ground, its body cut nearly vertically. “What? I saw ‘em. Hey Winny, why do you think I can’t use Judgment on these guys? Ain’t they evil? Don’t tell me I won’t be able to use this spell the rest of the time we in here.”

Kaya and Eirwen just gaped at him for a moment, before Eirwen answered his question. “These are just essence and mana constructs, unliving creatures. Within the Trial, there will likely be people of all kinds inside.”

Nick frowned as he looked at the goblin corpses. “Huh, I guess these are the less ugly kind, too. This goblin girl here is kinda cute. Are hobgoblins more even more human-like in appearance, or less?”

Kaya answered, “That kind of just depends on them. They can become more monstrous if they lean into those attributes. Many do.”

Nick whistled. “Man, this place is complicated. I don’t have a chance of busting my numbers up and becoming some ghoul guy or something, do I?”

Kaya smirked. “I don’t know, your Monstrosity attribute didn’t go over 10 yet, did it? You might grow sharp teeth, claws, and warts if it does.”

Nick’s eyes became big. “Oh shit, how do I find that out? My Body is almost eight already!”

Kaya had to stifle her smile and giggle at his worry, her tease successful, but it morphed to a look of shock. “W-What? No way. You’re only level three!”

Nick let out a breath. “That was close. My Monstrosity is only four. You had me scared there, Kaya.”

Now Eirwen gasped. “You’re a monsterfolk? You didn’t tell me this, Nick!”

Nick raised his brow. “Whachu mean, I’m a monster because I got the Monstrosity attribute?” He narrowed his eyes on Kaya, before he chuckled. “Didn’t know you had it in you, Kaya! You were messing with me. I’m gonna have to be more careful.”

Kaya still looked at Nick with doubt, but she nodded. “Only monsterfolk and monsters have Monstrosity. Beasts and some beastfolk have Ferality, for example. You really have almost 8 Body?”

She looked at Eirwen for confirmation, which she gave a small smile. Nick wasn’t lying, anyway.

“That’s right, I get one Body per level, and this body nearly had four when I woke up in that Tomb. I must be really close to level four, besides. Plus there’s the trait I got, that added some. Is that good?”

Eirwen was amazed at this. Most children were lucky to hit 2 in their three attributes at best by the time they reached adulthood, and they started absorbing essence and gaining levels in their class. Just how could Nick have such high attributes?

Normally, the Race wouldn’t change this number by too much. Of course, some races would end up with more or less of an individual base attribute which made up the main one, but the differences were usually higher within the base attributes. The main attribute which raised on level up was just an average or a rating.

It was more training and other investments from parents as in a heritage. If someone was a high level when they had their child, they would end up more perfect, Eirwen had read. Nick was really the child of someone powerful!

Kaya frowned. “How much Soul?”

“That’s over eight. Epic class has one Body and one Soul per level.”

Eirwen smiled. “Nick here is going to be really strong! No wonder those goblins were so easy for him. But Nick, what Kaya said is actually true. If you have an imbalance in your attributes, you may become more monstrous. You can really only do that if you consciously focus on it, though. Few do any of that until about level five or so, not wanting to become too weak in one way. By just absorbing the essence, it is distributed mostly evenly, maybe closer to the default of your Race.”

Nick smiled at Eirwen, setting her heart aflutter with how he looked at her. His eyes were filled with desire, and she thought he looked impressed besides.

“Thank you for that, Winny. You’re just as smart as you are cute. Let’s get moving? I’d like to get this hob chief slain sooner rather than later.”

Eirwen blushed, remembering just why he might be interested in getting this Test finished. She worked on looting the goblins once more with a smile, splitting and absorbing the essence. Eirwen had been a burden to Kaya for so long that she was happy to be able to contribute in this special way.

She was having fun exploring this Test, just excited to be out of the house. Gratitude had filled her heart, for what Nick and Kaya had given her. An opportunity to excel, to become more.

Learning his attributes made her even more confident about him becoming her mate, and she knew even Kaya was already looking at him a little differently.

Beastfolk were attracted to strength, each for different reasons. Kaya had made a mistake with a man before, but Eirwen wondered if maybe she’d be able to move past it and find her happiness.

Nothing mattered to Eirwen more than Kaya being happy, and she thought Nick could be the one to do it.


Chapter 12 - The Boulder



Nick cut down the last goblin with his soul blade. They had fought through three more patrols, and he was actually getting bored with his bag of coins weapon. It was even bigger now, having added a few hundred more copper coins from the goblins.

But when Kaya wasn’t annoyed by it anymore, it wasn’t as much fun. Nick did like to see how impressed she and Eirwen were by it at first, but eventually even that wore off.

He would pretend it didn’t exist by the next floor, he was sure. Kaya seemed to be thoughtful after their attribute discussion, and Eirwen looked at him with something bordering adoration.

She had an extra pep in her step, even though he could tell that backpack was getting more and more full of random bobs and bits. They had a break for a snack of bearcoon meat and water, just before this group of enemies.

Nick felt he was really close to level four. As Eirwen picked up another item that looked like a grungy, metal macaroni necklace, Nick couldn’t help but ask. “People will really pay you for these in town? You’re sure about that?”

Eirwen giggled. “Yes! They might not look like much, but they are chock-full of essence. Various crafters can use this essence either as fuel, or to enhance low-essence materials. Pushing them over a certain threshold, they can then hold enchantments or other uses, like powering magic spells. It’s worth carrying them, don’t worry about me!”

Kaya had a frown as she looked at Nick. “How did you get so good with that weapon? I’ve never seen anyone use anything like it.”

Nick chuckled. “Impressed? I’m not even that good with it. Part of training to high levels with the sword was training with and against all other weapons. It helps you understand what they might do when you face one. A big advantage of a flail-like weapon is that it’s not a commonly faced weapon, opponents not really understanding what it might be able to do or how to properly counter it. Actually, some rogue types called ninjas in my world used something like this, with a sickle on the other end of a chain instead of a rope. I mostly trained with it to eliminate that advantage.”

Kaya’s eyes grew wide, as she understood the implications. “T-That is interesting. Maybe I could train with a non-standard weapon, for when I come out of Sneak? I’d imagine combining the unfamiliarity with the weapon helps even more when you surprise the enemy.”

Nick smiled at her. “That’s right. Hey, I noticed your arm might have bulked up a little, but it hasn’t been a problem, huh? You’re faster now, your attacks more sure. Nice work.”

Kaya seemed to blush at his praise, as Eirwen added, “She’s relaxed a lot, that helps I’m sure. You’re only growling at Nick once an hour now!”

Eirwen continued looting the corpses, and Nick focused on absorbing the essence. As he did, he got the notification that he leveled.


[New Passive Trait Learned: Soul Blade Efficiency]
[Maximum Soul Blade Power now requires 30% less Soul Power.]


Digging into his Menu, Nick found that the maximum power of his Soul Blade was based on several of the base attributes under Soul. A function of his race, these were heavily focused on by his Soul cultivation. He was now over 8 Soul, and his Soul Blade would max its strength at less than 6 now. 

This meant that Jerome and Jerry would no longer reduce the power of his Soul Blade at all. He would only have a weaker blade once he added more Soul Servants, or perhaps got some other ability that reserved some of his Soul Power.

He drew his blade once more, marveling at how bright it was now.

Eirwen smiled. “What happened, it looks brighter now? Did you level up and get a new skill?”

“Yup! Level four! Does anything big happen at certain levels?”

Kaya nodded. “Most classes do get close to a class defining ability at five. Some might even get a choice for specialization. Rogues don’t just get Sneak, we can choose to evolve Backstab instead, into Flanking Strike.”

She continued, “Instead of only being able to trigger from behind, it can be triggered from any direction as long as the enemy’s focus is not on you.”

Nick noted, “You know, that second thing sounds a lot more useful for a beast warrior. You can’t leave Eirwen alone anyway, so maybe you ought to go for that. You’ll be a beast warrior, won’t you?”

Kaya was startled, and Eirwen gave her a big smile. “I think you can do it, Kaya! Just keep focusing on getting your ferality under control. It’ll show up eventually, I know you can do it.”

Kaya blushed. “Thanks, Winny.” She gripped her fist a few times, then looked at Nick. “And thanks for encouraging me, Nick. It feels good to not be afraid of my own skin.”

Nick said, “You did it all on your own. We almost at that Safe Zone, Winny?”

Eirwen looted the last goblin. “I think we’re close? Still, it’s not yet evening. The day-night cycle within mostly mirrors that outside, and we’ve still got a couple of hours before nightfall. We should at least scout the Hobgoblin camp.”

They came up to the Safe Zone, a bubble or barrier enshrouding it. It looked like a standard camping ground you might see on the side of a road, complete with a place for Eirwen to cook food. Then, there was something Nick was excited about: a pond. They could get clean, and he knew the girls would probably enjoy it quite a bit.

Moving on, they encountered another scouting party of goblins. One had nearly gotten away, but Nick threw his throwing knife and got it in the leg, making it easy for Jerry to take it down.

“These guys sure got a lot of scouting parties, are there gonna be like a hundred at this camp?”

Eirwen shook her head. “This is a Test of Strength, so some of these might have actually been respawns. We’re only able to use the Safe Zone once on this Test, so while we could stay here and farm here for more than just a single day, it would get risky. It would eventually wear us down if we got greedy.”

Nick imagined that managing endurance was a big challenge. They had been marching through the wilderness, and fighting several groups of enemies. Their stamina was declining, and they would make a mistake or become too weak to fight effectively with enough time.

Eventually, they reached the base of a mountain. In front of it was a cave, and the ground was like a bowled slope leading into it. Nick’s party stayed low as they observed over the top of a hill, looking at the number of goblins.

However, Eirwen and Kaya seemed relaxed. Nick frowned and whispered. “Aren’t you girls worried about being spotted?”

Kaya shook her head. “You’ve seen the goblin’s eyes–they are all white? That shows they are Ordeal creatures, controlled by the Tower. Patrol monsters are different in that they hunt us out. The usual monster in the First Stratum is not really going to detect us until we get pretty close.”

Nick raised his brow. “Like a game’s aggro radius? Too much is like a game here.”

Near the back of the camp, in front of the cave, was a palisade. A staked fence that protected the many tents at the back. There were dozens of goblins, perhaps almost forty. Many goblins had ranged weapons, and breaking through the palisade looked somewhat challenging.

If not for Nick’s soul blade, which would probably cleave the door in two, anyway. The arrows from the goblins were usually ineffective anyhow, Nick knew that a warrior with decent armor and a shield would easily fight through this.

Even as Nick was hardly armored with leather, he had confidence in rolling through. He would only be worried about him or the girls getting struck by a stray arrow, especially Eirwen.

“How do additional enemies work? If Winny tags one of those guys with her crossbow, will all forty or so run out and charge at us?”

Kaya frowned. “And leave a defensive barricade? I think that will sort of depend. If we hit them from where they can’t fight back, they might run and hide in that cave, and eventually new enemies will spawn to replace the ones killed. If they can fight back with ranged attacks, they will. They may even follow us out, but it would have to appear they might be able to get one of us, or something.”

“So we might be able to pull some out if we bait them a little? What about the Hobgoblin? I only see goblins.”

Eirwen nodded. “That’s a common strategy. It starts to work less as you get higher in the Tower. He’s definitely in the cave, and likely with others. It will almost surely be two separate battles.”

Still, Nick was a fight smart, not hard kind of guy. He spotted something interesting on the other side of the bowl-shaped area, on the hill off to the side.

Nick pulled the girls and his soul servants back, and pointed to their left. “Let’s head over to that side? I see something that could work well.”

They headed to the other hill off to the side, and at the top was a large boulder up against a rock. It was easily taller and wider than a person was tall.

“What do you think? We can just crash the barricade with this! It’ll be easy.”

Kaya looked at Nick like he was stupid. “Oh really? How are you going to get it to budge, let alone get it to roll all the way there? Last I checked, you didn’t have the strength of an ogre!”

Nick chuckled. “So the Ordeal won’t be mad if I succeed? That’s all I need to know.”

Eirwen shook her head. ”This is a Test of Strength. Strength can mean many things. We could poison their food, sneak straight into the cave under cover of night, or…smash the barricade with a boulder, I suppose.”

“What happens if we beat the boss early? We can still go to the Safe Zone, right?”

Eirwen nodded. “As long as we don’t get too close to the Archway, we can backtrack. New enemies might spawn, but the Chieftain will be gone. The timer on spawning enemies halts while we’re in the Safe Zone, too.”

He walked over to the boulder and drew his soul blade. Lopping off a few edges with powerful swings of it, Kaya’s eyes grew big as after a few swings, the boulder was already starting to look close to a spherical shape.

It definitely wasn’t perfect, but with the rounded shape of the bowl leading to the goblins and the momentum gained from rolling down the hill, he thought for sure he would get it to smash into the barricade.

Eirwen laughed. “Wow, you really made it round. That soul blade is amazing!”

Nick said, “See, tell me it’s not supposed to be used like this!”

Kaya still looked skeptical, folding her arms. “I’m not telling you that. How are you going to get it to move? There’s no way you can push it.”

Nick walked over to a smaller tree, and sliced right through it. Pushing it, he had it fall away from the girls. He cut through again, making a section of wood that he could still carry, but thin enough that he could wedge it between the boulder and the rock.

He leaned it up against the rock.

Climbing up to the top of it, he pulled his improvised lever to the top. When it fit between the two, he was sure he would have it. He pulled it a little, and felt it begin to budge a little with not quite all his strength, but he pulled back.

Kaya rolled her eyes. “See, told you. This was a fun waste of time, but–”

“I was just gonna tell you girls to get ready. We’re going in, we’ll get this fight over before dinner time.”

Eirwen loaded her crossbow, and Kaya drew her blades, and positioned herself on the hill off to the side. Nick began pulling on his lever, picturing his body filling with his essence like the reverse whirlpool once more.

It took far too long for him to use in a burst in combat, but eventually, he felt his muscles fill with power. Giving it a strong tug, the boulder shoved away from the hill. It began to roll down the bowl shape of the hill, picking up pace somewhat rapidly.

It picked up speed until he thought it was traveling around twenty miles per hour, and Nick took off at a jog, following it with a smile.

The boulder crashed right into the gate like planned, sending shattered wood as shrapnel into several goblins standing near it. The boulder kept on going, and rolled over two more goblins as it entered the camp, and rolled over what appeared to be tents before stopping.

Nick laughed almost maniacally as he sent Jerry in and ran inside with his Soul Blade drawn. At least ten goblins were either killed outright, or knocked over by the wall shattering.

Eirwen targeted one of the archers, and Kaya used Dash toward some others as Nick began his dance of death.

He didn’t mess around with his bag of coins, keeping it by his side. Having a dozen throwing knives, he still threw plenty as he watched over Kaya and Eirwen, cutting through goblins left and right.

Nick was the vanguard, fighting through enemies as Kaya cut through the flanks of enemies going after Jerry. Her blades moved with fervor, her arms bulked up from a partial transformation, her movements sped up from Dash.

Eirwen only shot a crossbow bolt every five to ten seconds or so, but she usually took out a goblin each time she fired.

A few goblins tried to ambush Nick by charging out of their grungy tents, but he was able to sense them coming with his soul sense. His blade carved through them like a scythe through wheat, their terrible weapons unable to protect against its sharpness.

As he finished slaying them all, he was surprised when his soul blade was nearly all charged up.

It took all this time to charge up. Or maybe, it was just gathering enough essence in a short period. He thought that was likely, but he hadn’t really noticed it leaking. He’d try to pay attention to it.

Kaya was cutting into each of the downed goblins, making sure they were dead. Nick threw a knife at one, causing it to gasp and gurgle as it expired.

“Rest are dead, Kaya. Soul Sense, remember?” Nick started picking up his thrown weapons, as Eirwen started looting the dead.

“See, my plan worked perfectly. You can count on Prince Noblefrost.”

Eirwen giggled. “That was really neat! When the rock hit the fence, the wood really splattered everywhere.”

Kaya sighed, but looked somewhat impressed. “You hardly needed that boulder, but it did help make the attack safer. Let’s be careful with the hobgoblin, it might come out any minute. Let’s gather our essence, but be prepared for the boss.”

While collecting the loot, they heard a roar coming from the cave.

Nick stood protectively in front of the girls, drawing his soul blade.

Jerome got in front of Eirwen, just as an arrow shot out of the cave, faster than Nick could move–some kind of ability triggered. It struck the large wolf instead of Eirwen, and Nick was thankful as his creature died.

She ran wide of the cave now to force the enemies to come out in order to get an angle on her, and Nick sent Jerry to take its place as her protector.

Spinning his sack of coins, he charged toward the cave entrance, just as three goblin warriors came out.

Just behind them, was the large hobgoblin chieftain. There were several other goblins charging in, and Nick started to wonder how a regular party would have taken this battle on.

Much bigger than its goblin brethren, it still wasn’t overly imposing to Nick. It held a large bone axe, but only wore leather armor.

In the gloom of the cave, Nick now saw that there was more than an archer, but some sort of goblin or hobgoblin shaman as well to his right.

It started casting its spell, just as Nick threw his sack of coins at the caster’s face and dashed to the left, putting the chieftain between him and the caster.

But the chieftain swung his axe, colliding with the sack of coins and tearing it in half. The over-a-thousand copper coins scattered everywhere, but mostly on or around the chieftain, as the shaman completed the spell.

A burst of lightning rippled out–striking the coins. Nick stared on incredulously, as the chieftain was shocked instead of him, the lightning moving like a snake through the air and into the chieftain.

Kaya’s throwing knives flashed, stabbing into the archer as she charged.

Nick took on the goblins in front of him, while others charged at Kaya.

Eirwen’s crossbow fired over Nick’s shoulder and into the shaman, allowing Nick to focus on cutting down the goblin warriors in front of him. Kaya used Dash to take on her goblins, her blades flashed with her arms bulked up, her expression angry.

The hobgoblin chieftain finally recovered from being shocked with a roar, and charged Nick. Its speed was surprising, as it brought down the bone axe over its head. Nick had just finished off the last goblin by him, and was forced to block the overhead chop with his blade.

To the left, Nick noticed the archer was about to fire again. Kaya was growling as she attacked the goblins with fury, and he didn’t think she was paying much attention to its actions. Eirwen was even a way behind her, getting her next shot ready.

Nick hardly thought, he just moved. He shoved the bone axe right as he dashed to the left, even as the chief followed up with another attack. Having to block it with his blade, he got in front of Kaya and took the arrow with his left shoulder.

Grunting as he was struck, he increased his speed by pushing Body Essence through himself. Nick countered the warrior’s attacks with deft parries, but found an opening by slicing deep into its leg.

He felt Kaya finish off the last goblin and charge after the hobgoblin archer, and Eirwen finished off the shaman with another crossbow bolt. It appeared the creature didn’t have much mana after the large lightning attack.

The chieftain stumbled, forcing it to defend with its large axe. But Nick feinted with an overhead chop, switching to a slice deep across its chest with a flick of his wrist. The hobgoblin couldn’t easily defend himself on one leg, and he finished the creature just as Kaya finished the archer.

Her growl didn’t stop, her eyes wide with rage.

“You okay there, Kaya? Deep breaths. Eirwen’s okay.”

Kaya froze, but she followed his instruction. She took some shuttering breaths, and her arms shrank within her bracers, her furry paws returning to her feminine fingers.

She sighed, as it seemed she had come back to herself. “That was close. If not for Jerome…Shit, you’re hurt!”

Nick did his best to reassure her. “That’s what Jerome is for, right? I told you I got you and Eirwen’s back. I didn’t know it could use a crazy ability like that.”

Eirwen dropped her crossbow, and ran in. “Oh no, Nick! You got hit, let me see it.”

He did his best to crouch down, to let her better inspect his wound. Her expression was filled with worry, but also focus. He did his best to try to look at it too, but it was awkward for him to get a good look at it where it stuck into him, with it being on his upper shoulder.

Kaya looked at the goblins, and where Nick was struck. “You…took that arrow for me?”

Nick wanted to shrug, but with an arrow in his shoulder that was a terrible idea. “Yeah. You…were busy with the goblins. Maybe I should get a buckler? I’d have blocked it easily.”

Eirwen frowned. “It looks like it might just be best for me to pull it out. Thanks to your armor and maybe your high Constitution, it doesn’t look like it went that deep into your flesh.”

“See, Kaya? No big deal. Go for it, Winny.”

“Just a minute. I got something in my pack for this.”

She took off the pack and began rummaging through it, but didn’t take very long to produce what looked quite a bit like a first aid kit. Opening it, she took out a vial. “Kaya? A little help.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Well, since you’re here, it will just help a little. If you pull the arrow out, I can pour the contents of this blood clotting solution on the wound quicker and easier.”

They coordinated pulling out the arrow and pouring the solution, and with a grunt from Nick, Kaya pulled it out. Aside from a squirt of blood, the almost-dirt like solution Eirwen poured on it covered the hole rapidly through the hole in his armor.

Eirwen smiled. “There, now we can get your armor off and get a proper bandage on it. I’m glad I have plenty of this.”

Kaya looked at the large arrowhead and the blood on it, but didn’t comment.

They took off his buckles, and Eirwen applied the bandage using her First Aid skill. He could feel the essence enhancing the two solutions as they mixed, and his wound became prickly as he could tell some flesh was being regrown.

Still, she wrapped it up in gauze under and around his armpit, and helped him put his armor back on.

Eirwen smiled at Nick. “There! All better. Thanks for looking out for us, Nick. Jerome really helped me out, that would have been really nasty for me. I’m not as hardy as you are.”

That gave Nick an idea, as he looked down at the dead hobgoblin.

“Thanks for patching me up, Winny. It’s time for a new Jerome.” He cast his spell. “Create Soul Servant!”

A fair amount of Soul Power left him, the hobgoblin chieftain rising from the dead. Once again, Jerome appeared to occupy it.

“There. Now we just need a shield for him, did you see one in the camp? Nobody will get close to Eirwen now. Good job protecting her, Jerome.”

Eirwen smiled at the hobgoblin, but Nick thought it was a sad one. “Yeah, thanks, Jerome. I really appreciate it…”

The hobgoblin’s face scrunched up, and Nick felt like it wanted to say something.

“What’s the matter, you wanna talk?” Nick waited for a moment, and it just opened and closed its mouth repeatedly, no words coming out.

“How about a thumbs up? Two blinks for yes? Draw on the ground?”

Its body shook like it was trying, but then it just moved to Eirwen’s side with a breath that sounded a lot like a sigh. As it moved, Nick felt like its steps were definitely that of a hardened veteran.

“Huh. Maybe it wants to, but can’t? Weird.”

Kaya sighed. “Just what about you isn’t? To answer your question, I only saw a pathetic-looking goblin buckler back there.”

Nick looked at Eirwen, who looked a bit down. Rather than scared of being hit by the hobgoblin’s arrow, she looked a little depressed to him.

“We did it, girls! Beat another Level. Let’s get back to that Safe Zone, and have a good rest? I know I could use a dip in that pond.” He smirked as he teased, “You girls might have cleaned me good, but I could use a real bath.”

Eirwen gave a small smile and a nod, her mind seemingly in another place. Nick wasn’t sure what was up, but he would do his best to find out. They would finish up looting and head back to the Safe Zone.


Chapter 13 - The Bath



When Nick and the girls got back to the Safe Zone, Eirwen’s spirits had picked up. She had already absorbed a lot of essence, and she thought that once she finished absorbing the rest of what was floating around inside her, she’d reach Level 3.

He had gotten rid of the wollywompus, and took on the archer hobgoblin. Thanks to his increased Soul Power from leveling and the efficiency passive, he only saw a slight decrease to his blade’s strength.

Nick had chosen the archer over the shaman, as it appeared to be a one-hit wonder. After that one spell, it would be mostly useless in a fight. He would rather not wait around for it to regenerate its mana between spells.

There were enough arrows in the camp for the archer to be effective at all times.

Then, the fact that the magical thunder acted more like electricity and could hit him or his allies if they were wearing metal worried him. Each of the girls had metal on them, the hobgoblin chieftain had been using a bone weapon to counteract this.

As they collected the crazy number of coins from the cave floor, Eirwen had hinted that there was a special compartment in her backpack just for them, and that they wouldn’t even cause a sound as the pack moved.

Nick coughed as he just dumped the large amount of them in with no comment, only keeping the small pouch he had gained from the bandits earlier. Eirwen gave him a cute smile when he did, and that made the whole bag of coins idea totally worth it.

Eirwen quickly began to set up camp, a small smile tugging her lips as she began to remove the items from her pack, digging into it. The unending fireplace was taken out and placed first.

The Safe Area was perfect for camping. The pond wasn’t overly large, one that they could swim across in a few seconds. A few trees surrounded the clearing, providing plenty of shade from the late day sun.

There were stumps set out around a perfect spot for a fire, and a flat ground for setting up a tent and bedrolls. The barrier extended a bit into the trees, which Nick thought was perfect for a little bit of training, even away from the pond and the camp.

“Anything I can help with, Winny? I may be able to grill up some of that wolf flank you got.”

She giggled. “Thanks, Nick, but you should take a rest! Aren’t you tired from all that fighting? You can try to enjoy the pond for a while. Just don’t worry about the bandage, I will put a new one on and clean it later. It will have already healed quite a bit by now, thanks to the high-essence bandages and my skill.”

Nick tsked. “That ain’t right, you fought too, and had to carry all that stuff. I’m a little tired, but going for a swim without ya ain’t going to be the same.”

Kaya had already begun shrugging off her equipment, starting with her bracers. “Well, I am definitely in need of some rest, and hungry.” She took on a teasing tone, clearly looking at Nick, “I’ve been eagerly awaiting that delicious wollywompus meat.”

Nick froze. When he released the Soul Servant, he hadn’t noticed Eirwen looted it. He supposed it should have become a beast carcass again when he did that. Kaya snickered at how the odd snow gator got to him.

Eirwen patted his back, seemingly sensing and trying to ease his discomfort, “Don’t worry, Nick. I’ll make sure to cook up some of that wolf for you, too. The wollywompus and wolf meat from the Ordeal should be packed full of essence, and satisfying!”

He chuckled, and shook his head as he shrugged off the oddity. He started removing some of his equipment. Regardless of what he did next, he’d want to be more comfortable.

“Thanks, Winny. I think I’ll give them both a try.”

His leather armor had straps and buckles, so he worked on removing them. Kaya finished removing her armor quickly with a satisfied sigh. “Well, I’m gonna go for a swim. You going to join me or not, Nick?”

She shrugged off her shirt, revealing what appeared to be chest bindings, before pulling down her pants. Kaya wore low-cut panties, her tail just above them. She caught his interest with a raised brow and a teasing smile.

“Guess I might as well.”

He was about to remove his rough-spun pants, when he remembered all he really had underneath was a loin cloth. Shrugging, he took the pants off along with his tunic.

Kaya was quick to wade into the water, a swagger to her wide hips, her tail swishing as she carried some cloth bag. “The water’s nice and cool! Come on.”

Stepping into the water, he found she was right. He guessed it was a little cold, but seemed appropriate for him to enjoy with his odd body.

She got in until the water was up to her neck, then turned around as she watched him enter. He saw her look him up and down appreciatively as he joined her in the water.

Eirwen had busied herself on preparing their food, cutting vegetables and slicing the meats into smaller chunks to be grilled. It appeared she had some skewers for what looked like kebabs, with a rack that held them over the flames.

The bag Kaya brought seemed to float next to her, and she retrieved something from inside it. “Figured we might as well get washed up while we’re at it. Get your hair wet, and I’ll wash it for you.”

“Thanks, Kaya. I appreciate that.”

He dunked himself, and presented his back to her. She ran her fingers through his hair, leaving a bubbling mixture inside. As she ran her fingers through his scalp and hair, he noticed her fingers shifted into her clawed paws.

“So, you and Eirwen are some kind of thing now, huh?”

Nick froze, as her claws dug a little deeper. Just enough to not quite be painful. He wanted to nod, but bet that wouldn’t feel too good.

“Y-Yeah. She’s really special, and I felt like I wanted her as my partner. How did you know?”

She froze, but then continued with lathering his hair. She snorted. “It’s easy to see how she looks at you, and you look at her. Then, I also smelled… anyway, what, did you talk with her while I was asleep or something? And, partners? Not wife or follower?”

Nick chuckled. “You were snoring so loud, we had trouble falling asleep. And yes, I want to see my wives as partners. I can’t run a kingdom by myself.”

“S-Sorry about that. Is it bad? Eirwen told me…”

He laughed even harder. “It’s really bad! It’s like what a kid sounds like when they're pretendin' to sleep. Don’t worry about it, though, we still made do. But anyway, the way I see it, I’d like my wives to be equals, partners, if at all possible. Then followers to be like trusted retainers. That’s what I told Eirwen, too.”

“That’s…different. So this involves some kind of…Soul Pact, you said?” She splashed him with some water without warning, rinsing the shampoo away with a giggle. He dunked his head under the water, to finish rinsing it away.

“Cheeky. Dang, so you were listenin’ huh. I don’t know the full details because I don’t have the spell or skill yet. But Archaens are supposed to be able to gather followers and wives this way, and there’s supposed to be some equivalent exchange there, or something somehow.”

“My turn now? Were you paying attention?”

Nick looked at the top of her head. She had two furry ears up there, along with her wild mane of hair. “I think so. What about those?”

She blushed, as she turned around to present the back of her head to him. “Just don’t get any water inside them, and it’s fine.”

He started shampooing her hair, repeating what she had done for him. He was especially gentle as he massaged it into her ears, which she seemed to sigh into his touch. Her tail even seemed to brush up against his legs under the water.

“Damn girl, you got a lot of hair up here, it’s thick as hell. It’s almost like fur?”

Her voice came out quiet, and tinged with sadness. “Just don’t hurt her, and keep her safe. You have this Trial, on the fifth floor. You… She’s all I have. I already know I can’t talk her out of going with you. The same reasons she went with you despite your warning…they still apply.”

“You don’t have to tell me that–I’m already going to keep her safe, you can count on it. I’ll keep you safe, too–for her. Just as much as you care about her, I know she cares about you. Hell, I’ll even keep you safe for me.”

She turned and looked back at him with her eyes narrowed, “For you?”

He nodded. “Yeah. For ulterior motives.”

She snorted and laughed. “Whatever. You’re so ridiculous.” She rinsed herself off, before coming up. “So, you said you were sick like Eirwen, before? In your…world?”

“Yup. For several years after I came of age, I fought with cancer. I thought I had it beat the first or second time with chemo, but it just kept coming back.”

“What the hell is that?”

It took him some time to explain that Earth humans poisoned themselves to remove the illness, and didn’t just have an easy magic spell that could remove it.

“That’s terrible. Since you were sick, you trained hard in the dream helmet thing…that’s how you got so great with the sword, and other stuff?”

He chuckled. “You don’t need to make it sound special. I mostly played in the VR games–the dream helmet thing. I just got good, since I did it a lot. I’m proud of what I eventually accomplished, but it was mostly because I couldn’t do much else. When everything you do outside in the world is just pain, and your friends leave you because your very presence is depressing, you escape.”

“I don’t think everyone becomes as good as you do just because they have a lot of time on their hands. Still, your friends left because you were dying? That’s fucked up.”

He sighed. “Well, it wasn’t just that. When they started being kinda shitty with me, I was shitty back to them. I guess I kinda…expected more of them, or something? I don’t know. I had tons of friends in the games, but they hardly counted.”

She had a teasing smile as she turned to look at him. “What about…lady friends?”

He smirked. “Had plenty of those before, but none after. High school sure was fun, but it didn’t last. Scrawny bald guys ain’t do too well in that department, let me tell you. I just barely had time for my hair to grow back and put on some weight before I was at it again. What about you? Any guy friends?”

Kaya blushed. “I suppose you shared, so–”

Eirwen’s voice carried across the water. “Food is ready! Come get it while it’s hot!”

Kaya laughed, as she started to escape. “Saved by the dinner bell!”

“Not quite. I knew the answer already–Eirwen told me. Said you had terrible choice in men.” He began wading to the shore, chuckling. He could hear her splashing after him.

“H-Hey, it was just one bad experience! We didn’t even… It’s not like I had a lot to choose from!”

“Who are you convincing? Yourself or me?”

She growled, as she swam past him, stomping up onto the shore. “Whatever, I don’t care what you think. Life is hard here in the frontier, and there isn’t much white. Just black, and lots and lots of gray. I had been hoping for some companionship and help with curing Eirwen, and…it just didn’t work out.”

“Well, you got the help, no? It all worked out, just needed to find the right guy.”

She snorted and grabbed a blanket from Eirwen, he guessed meant to towel themselves off. Eirwen handed him one with a smile. “Did you have a good talk?”

He whispered, “We did, at first. Though it seems our…situation isn’t exactly a secret. She already knew, and seemed to take it well?”

Eirwen giggled, but whispered back. “Of course she would–she’s a bit sweet on you too.”

Nick looked doubtful. “Huh? Could’ve fooled me. Shouldn’t that make her jealous, instead? And what about you?”

Eirwen rolled her eyes. “I told you, that’s not a problem for us. Then, you think us beastfolk just let any old guy touch our ears? I bet you already got further than her ex–”

“You know, I can kinda hear you, Winny. I’d rather you keep my past to yourself. I’ll share it more when I’m good and ready.”

Kaya had already thrown on a long white tunic with a belt on the waist, which made it into a makeshift skirt. Her tail flickered behind her, a mix between a blush and a scoff on her face.

Eirwen blushed. “S-Sorry, sis! You’re right. Here’s a clean tunic, Nick. Let’s eat!”

Toweling himself off with the blanket, he kept the loin cloth on and put on the tunic. He sat down on a stump, a wooden plate and fork handed to him with a smile from Eirwen.

He couldn’t help but give her an appreciative smile and a gaze that she returned meaningfully. The idea that he’d always have her supporting him in the tower made him excited about the future.

“Thanks for taking care of us, Winny. You’re the best.”

Kaya’s brow rose. “You two gonna just stare at each other, or eat?”

He chuckled, as Eirwen blushed and rushed to her seat as she picked up her plate. “Oh! The top skewer is the wollywompus, Nick. I made sure to put plenty of butter on it.”

Nick looked over at her pack doubtfully. “What the hell? You got butter in there? What don’t you got?”

Eirwen giggled. “You’re too funny, Nick–I was wondering when you were going to ask. That’s Ma’s pack! It has a minor enchantment, for more space inside. It has a few compartments, or I’d barely have room for anything other than my bolts.”

“Now I’m wondering where you got the butter. That’s like a premium good, isn’t it?”

Kaya said, “Are you trying to avoid eating the wollywompus? Eirwen doesn’t eat that good, so I did my best to make sure that when she did, she got what she needed.”

Eirwen gave Kaya a smile and said, “Thank you for that, Kaya, I know without your diligence I wouldn’t be here today,” filled with gratitude, before making to eat her own skewers.

Nick went ahead and took a bite of the snow gator skewer. There were what looked and smelled like onions and peppers on the skewer along with the meat.

Taking a bite of the offered food, the snow gator meat almost melted in his mouth. He felt the essence entering him, and that seemed to boost the flavors and sensations.

He had eaten fried gator many times, and it was often chewy. It would have a slight hint of a fish flavor, and may have been a bit closer to quail than chicken. This was like that, but without the fish flavor.

It had a hint of something else, perhaps because it was a weird half reptile half mammal…abomination.

Eirwen had looked at him in question. “How do you like it, Nick?”

He chuckled. “It must be your cookin’ because I give it a ten outta ten, would totally eat an abomination again.”

Eirwen giggled, and Kaya shook her head. “It’s good that you’re going to eat it because the wollywompus is hardly going to be the weirdest thing we’re going to fight and eat in here, probably.”

“Well, if Winny is the one cooking it, then I’ll definitely at least give it a try.”

Kaya scoffed. “What, you won’t eat it if I’m the one cooking it? I’ll have you know I often cooked for Winny, too.”

Eirwen nodded. “Kaya’s a good cook too, Nick. You can definitely count on her to grill, and that’s going to be most of what I make here in the Ordeal. I got a few more stew bases in the pack, but we won’t always have access to extra water. I should have made a stew with the pond here, but wolf and wollywompus is really better this way.”

They ate, and Nick really enjoyed the food as he absorbed the Essence from the Ordeal and his meal. He fell into a bit of a trance, and noticed that Eirwen and Kaya did, too. He felt it really helped him enjoy the meal further, though the food was gone long before he was truly done absorbing the essence.

Eventually, Eirwen made a pleased sound. “There! Level 3. There sure was a lot of essence, I don’t think I even absorbed half yet!”

“So what do you get now? The carry weight thing?”

“Yup! Now that pack will be light for me. Look!”

She moved over to her pack, and lifted up the bulky thing with just one arm easily. Though, looking at her arm, he started to notice something.

Nick frowned as he looked Eirwen up and down. She seemed to blush at his gaze. “W-What is it, Nick?”

“Are you already getting some weight back? You were looking a bit underweight before, but it’s only been a day, and I could swear you put on maybe five or ten pounds. Some muscle, too. You’re looking great, Winny.”

Kaya had a wide smile as she hugged her from the side and seemed to inspect her. “He’s right, Winny! You look really healthy now. This is wonderful!”

She blushed some more. “T-Thanks? The Body Essence isn’t for nothing, it enriches our body’s muscles and imbues us with strength. I might not have had much to work with, but each level should help a lot!”

Nick looked over both of the girls. It was subtle, but even Kaya’s arms and legs looked like they had a little more definition on them. “Damn, does that mean every high-level gal is gonna be fine as hell? Though, are they gonna become all buff like?”

He flexed his bicep as if to show what he meant, and he thought he saw Winny give a dreamy-eyed stare.

Even Kaya looked impressed as she answered, “They can, but I think women by default are going to have higher flexibility and a focus on different types of muscles than men. We have a higher base of agility, which makes for smaller, tightly-packed muscles. Higher-level men and women are certainly more attractive than lower-level ones.”

“Alright, well, I think I’ve gotten the hang of absorbing essence on the go. Let’s try to get one more Soul Mend in, now that you ate, Winny?”

Eirwen smiled. “Sure! Thanks, Nick.”

She came over to him, and he once again inspected her soul with his eyes, and reached out with his Advanced Soul Sense.

He noticed that her soul sphere was much smoother, like his own and Kaya’s. It was like a layer had grown over the other one, and flattened it out. Perhaps leveling was like adding layers to a jawbreaker, or something? Nick didn’t know.

“Wow! I guess leveling up helps a lot, Winny. Let’s see how this helps. Soul Mend!”

Nick watched as his spell entered the soul sphere, and sure enough, it smoothed it out even further. It grew minutely in response, and Nick had a hard time telling if there was anything wrong with it now.

Eirwen smiled. “That felt great! I still have some essence to absorb, too. I wanted to practice a little more with the crossbow before I took my own bath.”

“Sounds good.” He looked over to Kaya, who seemed to be quite happy about their interaction. “You wanna get some transformation practice in, Kaya? We got a little more light outside here.”

Kaya gave a sad smile, as she looked at his shoulder, and to Eirwen. “I’d like to. I don’t want to hurt anything I care about with it again.”


Chapter 14 - The Bet



Nick squared away with Kaya with their fists. They had been at it for fifteen minutes already, and he thought for sure Kaya was a bit bruised already. She had already transformed a bit, trying to call upon her transformation at will.

Eirwen busied herself with cleaning up the camp, and preparing their tent and bedrolls. If he hadn’t questioned how she could fit so much in the pack already, he certainly would have now.

The tent was larger than he expected, and nicer to boot. It had collapsible poles, making him once again wonder about their level of technology. After she was done with that, she was going to practice further with her crossbow, while she absorbed the remaining essence.

She thought she would reach nearly a third of the way to the next level, which boded well for her chances at hitting level four on the next floor. The difficulty of their encounters seemed excessive for the level.

Kaya’s breaths were measured, as she kept her furry paws as fists. He had learned from her that her mother had taught her various exercises that helped keep their ferality under control. As she told him about it, he thought it made a lot of sense.

One of the things that made humans different from animals, among the many, was a control of their emotions and instincts. Ferality appeared to amplify these emotions, making it even harder to maintain a steady mind.

Combat was something filled with pain and danger. Pain quickly builds anger, and danger can easily build fear and feed into the bestial instincts. Both could feed one another until they shift to the bear-like rage, for Kaya.

She definitely needed to spend more time being mindful of her emotions, and practice controlling them.

Nick lashed out with a few more punches, Kaya wincing as she blocked with her furry arms. She swayed and lashed out with a clawed fist, and Nick grabbed and twisted her wrist–just enough to elicit a growl of pain, before hitting her in the gut from the side.

She lashed out with the other hand to force him to back off, her tail flicking behind her in anger. He could feel the Body Essence coursing through her, of a fury building up.

But she took deep breaths, and the turbulent energy shifted to a much more controlled enhancement. She dashed at Nick, and punched out with her own combination. He kicked her shin to destabilize her flow, and otherwise dodged her speedy attacks with quick movements of his body and bobbing of his head.

Kaya huffed. “You are… frustrating to deal with. I can never land a solid blow.”

“I’m trying to be. You do get faster and stronger with your beast form, but also more predictable. Probably because you are used to using those claws, more than half your punches are hooks.”

Her claws clinched the air a few times, as she frowned at them in thought. “I’ll need to be more mindful. I think I swiped my short swords similarly.”

They spent more time in their back and forth, as they both absorbed their essence. Nick also practiced with using his Body Essence, trying to use it to enhance himself in various ways. He thought he was starting to get the hang of it, but it really couldn’t compare to how his Soul Essence moved.

Eirwen had kept practicing using her crossbow. It appeared that picking her class had given her a minor amount of the skill, like downloaded knowledge.

When he heard this, he had frowned. With Soul Magic, he somewhat felt this, but he hadn’t felt anything like that about his Soul Blade, except for how to activate it. His wielding it or capability felt all his own, rather than it being granted to him.

Perhaps, because he was better with it? He didn’t know.

Nick eventually did take Kaya to the ground, and had to mix in joint locks to control her clawed hands. He thought he had her once, then her tail wrapped around his wrist, and allowed her to overpower his grip–though only barely.

He laughed as he retreated. “No fair. Extra limbs and claws feels like cheating.”

Kaya smiled, but she seemed to be giving him an odd look. “I have to, you’re just so fast and strong–and heavy. I think I got enough practice for now, but maybe one more but try with a full transformation?”

“Think you can do it? You do seem to have it much better under control, and it has only been an hour.”

She nodded, but gave a sad smile. “I should have been practicing all this time, but I’ve been afraid. The extra levels may have helped a little, but knowing you’re here to help means a lot to me. Thanks for your help, Nick.”

He smiled, and tapped his cheek, displaying it for her. She gave him a confused look.

“What, you still ain’t learned from your sister? We talked about this, even taking an arrow for you didn’t get me anything.”

She blushed as she seemed to realize what he was getting at, but then she gave a mischievous smile. “Fine! But only if you can pin me when I use my beast transformation!”

Nick scoffed at the absurdity, he already had a hard time pinning her.

Still, he took the challenge seriously. After all, if she lost herself to her rage, he’d have to fight against her strength and claws again.

She unbuckled her belt, and then her body became furry as she became a beast red panda. Her tunic just became more filled out, and Nick almost laughed at the absurdity–seeing the animal wearing oversized medieval clothes.

He flooded himself with body essence, using everything he’d worked on for the last hour. His muscles were brimming with strength, his body moving fluidly. Kaya’s eyes were narrowed in concentration, as she still formed up fists to lash out at Nick.

But Nick ducked under as he stepped in past her attacks, and struck her twice in the body powerfully. She groaned painfully, but he felt like he was nearly hitting a wall.

She countered with a whip of her tail one way and a followup hook of her fist the other for a two-pronged attack, but he rounded on her to put her body in the way of her tail attack.

He made to punch her in the gut again, and she moved to guard by closing up her body and bringing her elbows in. His attack was a feint, and he stepped in instead, putting his foot between hers.

With a powerful shove with his foot between hers, she tripped on his leg as she was pushed backward and to the side. He leaped up on her side as she fell to the ground on it, his knee pinning her shoulder to her own body.

She flooded herself with essence and tried to get up, but her right arm was pinned by her own weight plus Nick’s against the ground, and her left had his knee pressing against it. She tried to get up by using her legs and tail, but he twisted her arm behind her back, threatening to break it.

Kaya fought his strength with her own, but the poor position left her unable to bear much of her strength. She growled a little at the pain as he twisted it further, as if to show he could break it if she kept moving, but then her breathing picked up as she froze.

A wave of essence ran through her body, and then it began to shrink. The furry red panda shifted to a beautiful red-headed girl, her red eyes staring at him and breathing heavily.

He shifted his position slightly to where his legs straddled her body, and she rolled onto her back as he brought her right arm above her head instead, pinning it above it. Her eyes were hooded with desire, her tail wrapping around his waist, like she would rather not let him go.

Her chest was rising and falling rapidly, with a full blush on her cheeks. He thought that beneath him, she looked sexy as hell. Something stirred within him, making him want to make her his.

She was fierce in battle, and devoted to her sister. He could tell how much she cared for Eirwen, how important it was that he made her happy. Similarly, he could tell how much Eirwen wanted for Kaya to be happy.

Deep down, he could somehow feel her desire for him–for a man she could count on, and he could feel her attraction to him. He’d seen it before in the pond, and he could see it had only increased as she saw his capability.

Suddenly, he wanted to spew some other nonsense like he had said to Eirwen before, so instead he shifted his knees backward and leaned down and kissed Kaya’s lips. Her body seemed to shift and mold into his as she moaned and returned the kiss, her free left arm pulling him into her.

His left arm held himself up, as his tongue sought hers. She opened her mouth to his questing tongue, moaning. It mixed with a pleased growl, causing Nick to shiver. Her left hand began roaming his strong chest as the kiss deepened.

Kaya’s ear on her head twitched, and she pulled back with an even wider blush. Suddenly, she seemed to realize what was happening, and looked a bit worried.

Eirwen’s voice came from behind them. “No need to stop on my account, Kaya. You two were just getting to the good part! It was getting a bit dark for me to keep practice shooting, so I took a dip and figured I’d see how you were doing. Turns out pretty well!”

Nick chuckled as he got up, reaching down to help Kaya up as well. He smirked. “I was just getting my reward for helping out. She did pretty good with her beast transformation.”

He looked over to her, seeing that her concern hadn’t left her expression, and her ears were flat on her head. “What’s the matter, Kaya? Winny doesn’t mind.”

She seemed a bit speechless, before Eirwen walked up and hugged both Kaya and Nick from their sides. “I think she barely realized what happened herself, and she remembered her fears. You can trust in Nick, Kaya–I’m sure of it! Nick and I are going on a dream date tonight, did you wanna come?”

“D-Dream date?”

“Yeah! I’ll use my dream magic to go on a date with Nick. It should be fun! It’d be fun if you came too. That way, we can all sort of get a break from the Ordeal, too.”

Kaya looked between the two of them, then shook her head. “You go ahead, Winny. I think I need a little more time to get used to…it. Plus, it’s harder for you to hold three people at once, isn’t it?”

Eirwen nodded. “That’s true, but you’re still important to me even though I have Nick now, Kaya. And I can tell Nick would like you to come now too, right?”

Nick hesitated. He did, but he also wanted to be alone with Eirwen. Then, he felt deep down that Kaya did really need some space. Too much was changing all at once for her, and based on what Eirwen said, she had some trust issues. Once bitten, twice shy.

Eirwen was a lot more adventurous, since everything was new for her. Nick wasn’t sure where he was getting these instincts about Kaya–Eirwen was easy enough to read, for him. Maybe it was his Advanced Soul Sense? He didn’t know.

“I wouldn’t mind it, but I did want to give you the attention you deserve, Winny. Still, no pressure, Kaya–if you’d like to come, that sounds like it’d be a bunch of fun, us all having a little more time to unwind together. I did enjoy training with you–even without the fun that came after. We can do it again a little more in the morning, before we take off to the fourth Test.”

She gave a small smile, and he thought she actually appreciated his focus on Eirwen. “T-That’s okay, Nick–Thank you. I…had a great time, too. I do appreciate the help, I feel much better about my beast transformation now. It means a lot to me.”

Eirwen gave her sister a hug. “Alright! Well, I do think we need to get rested. We had gotten a few extra hours in the Safe Area thanks to the clearing of the Level, but we should still get some sleep now that the sun is down. That way, we can more effectively use our daylight hours.”

They headed back to the tent that Eirwen setup. Looking inside, he marvelled at how well everything was set up.

“Thanks for taking care of the camp, Winny. I really appreciate it.”

She blushed. “You’re welcome, Nick! This is my job, as the Ordeal Supporter. This way, you can just focus on fighting, and resting up for the next one. Weary minds make mistakes, so I’m adding to the fight in my own way.”

Nick sighed. “I still think that isn’t quite right, but at least you got a dip in the pond too.”

They all laid out inside their bedrolls, which were set up next to each other. Nick was set next to Eirwen, and Kaya on her other side.

Nick asked, “So how’s this work? What are we gonna dream about, anyway? … I’m going to remember the dream, right?”

Eirwen giggled. “Secret! I wanna surprise you. This should be tons of fun, and yes, you definitely will remember, I’ll make sure of it!”

He couldn’t help but share some of her excitement. While it was a dream, they would both be having it and remember their time spent together, like a real date.


Chapter 15 - The Beach Date



Nick looked around in amazement. The sky was clear and the weather warm, as he stood on what was clearly a beach he’d been to in Miami. Various beach goers sat under their umbrellas, swam in the water, and walked up and down the beach.

He wore blue swim trunks, but he was still an Archaen rather than his former self. To his surprise, quite a few of those at the beach actually did gawk at him, like he might expect, but their reactions were definitely muted.

He would expect some people to take their phones out to take pictures of what would be a crazy cosplay with his elf-like ears, electric blue eyes and pale skin, but none could be seen.

Nick was now taller than the average man for sure, and he was looking pretty ripped, now that he was filled with Body Essence from leveling.

“Wow, this place is really pretty! There’s so many people, too.”

He turned around, finding Eirwen setting up her own massive beach umbrella, complete with towels and cooler, and plenty of beach paraphernalia. She wore a cute white two-piece bikini that matched her hair, which had a frilly skirt around her waist.

Nick could really tell that she was starting to fill out now. She was still a bit skinnier than he’d like, but was also starting to look fit rather than emaciated. Combined with her having a beaming smile, he did think she looked beautiful.

“You look great in that, Winny.”

Smiling at him, her sheep tail swished behind her as she crouched, inspecting the stuff. “This should be a lot of fun! What is all this stuff?”

Nick rose an eyebrow. “You don’t know? How did you pick this?”

“I didn’t! In a way, we could say that you did. It was like I asked your subconscious, where’s a fun place to go on a date with a girl?”

He didn’t think he would choose a beach in Miami for that–he had probably at least a half-dozen options that he would choose first. Though, seeing her in her cute swimsuit, he boosted it a few more places in his mind.

Nick frowned. “Hey, wait a minute. That means you asked for some kind of embarrassing dream, the last time when I was naked in the classroom?” He looked around a little worriedly. “What else did you ask for this time?”

She giggled, her ears flapping up and down. “Hehe, I did! I might have given it some additional criteria this time, but that’s a secret! So, what is all this stuff?”

Nick crouched next to her, and put his hand on her hip as he pulled her close to him. She nuzzled into him with a smile and a giggle, her sheep tail swishing from side to side.

“Let’s see, you really got a lot here. We have what looks like a kite, a beach ball, an inflatable that is about large enough for us both, some bodyboards and even surfboards, and stuff for swimming like the snorkel and swim fins. Then, all the fixings to build sand castles.”

He pointed at each thing as he mentioned them.

She looked out at what all the other beach goers were doing, and saw someone surfing. “That surfboard thing looks fun! Can we do that?”

Nick looked at her hoofed feet with a bit of doubt. “How are you with swimming, and how much time we got, do you think? It could take well over an hour to learn how to surf, let alone be good enough at it to truly enjoy it. The bodyboards are a lot easier to get into, and I could help you?”

“We should have a couple of hours, at least! I’m okay with swimming, but I’m not very fast. I guess the bodyboards would be fun. That way we have more time to try the rest of this stuff.”

“Alright! Let’s do it.”

He handed her one of the bodyboards and took his own, tucking it under his arm and attaching the tether around his waist. He helped her accomplish the same, and grabbed her hand with the other.

Holding hands, they marched out into the waters. The waves were coming in at a decent height, and he thought for sure they’d be able to enjoy some bodyboarding.

She had a bit of trouble with the wet sands with her hooves, stumbling with a giggle as she held on to Nick’s hand. They made it out into the waters, the waves splashing into them periodically.

“Bleh! The water’s salty!”

Nick laughed. “Never been to the ocean before, huh? I guess Havendale must be far from that.”

When it got deep enough, he showed her how to hold the bodyboard under her, to start paddling out deeper into the water. When he saw her hooves kicking to propel her forward, he couldn’t help but laugh as she moved forward slowly.

She had a smile, but she blushed at his laughter. “W-What’s so funny?”

He shook his head. “You might really not be made for this activity, Winny. Still, it’s no problem at all. Why don't you ditch yours and just hold on to my back? I’ll get us a nice wave.”

Putting his hands on the front of the bodyboard, he leaned onto it as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He had a hard time doing the breaststroke, but he was able to kick and propel them both forward at a respectable pace with his strong body.

“Kinda wish I put those flippers on now. Would have helped a bit, but I could tell you couldn’t wear them, so I skipped out on it.”

“The what?”

“Er…the fin things that go on your feet.”

Suddenly, her hand was holding them as they appeared in Eirwen’s hands. “These?”

He chuckled. “Convenient–you’re awesome, Winny. Yeah, those. Lemme put that on.”

They resumed their trek, and he made her hold her breath as they went under a few waves. Her soft body molded to his, and she seemed to enjoy their closeness just as much as he did.

As they got further out, the waves got bigger. Eventually, he thought it was time, so he faced them back toward the beach.

“Alright! We’re going to ride the next wave. Make sure you hold on tight!”

“Hehe.”

“What is it?”

“N-Nothing. Oh, look out! It’s coming!”

He looked back, and he gaped. The wave was easily double, almost triple, the size of all the previous waves. “Ah, shit!”

Eirwen laughed heartily as he kicked to get them up to speed, then the wave crashed into them. He did his best to hold on to the board and kick, and keep the board from flying out from under them.

She let out a wordless scream as they rode the wave, then said, “We are moving so fast! This is amazing!”

Nick laughed at her enthusiasm, and couldn’t help but feel she was right. They had risen up several feet as they rode the large wave, and they moved rapidly toward the shore.

When they reached the shore, Eirwen quickly got up off his back. “That was wonderful! Let’s go again!”

He got up and looked at her, and her smile was beaming, though it had a look of mischief.

“You did something to that wave, didn’t you?”

“Secret! Come on!”

They rode a few more waves, each one bigger and moving even faster than the last–until he lost control and was sent tumbling through the water. Somehow, he managed to hold on to both Eirwen and the board, and bring them back to the surface.

He spit out the salt water that got in his mouth during their frenzy, sucking in breaths as she did the same. “That one was a little much, Winny.”

She giggled. “What do you mean? That was still fun! Here comes the next!”

Nick barely had enough time to get into position with her on his back and kicking as the next wave came, and it took them to the shore with her giggling nearly the whole way.

Eirwen handed him a water bottle to clean out his salty mouth, after cleaning her own. She smiled as she looked around. “I guess that’s enough of that! What’s next?”

Nick scratched his head. “Now I feel like we should have started with something else–it’s gonna be hard to top that.”

She got a playful look on her face, as she looked around. “How about that ball thing? That looks fun.”

He shrugged. “That’s what you want? Sure, we can do that. Let’s go get–”

The ball appeared in her hand, and she hit it to him. They were still standing relatively close to where the waves still lapped at their feet, but he went ahead and hit it back.

They hit it back and forth for a while, Eirwen laughing and giggling as they played. Seeing her smiling like this, he was really glad that they could go on this date. The tower was kind a huge annoyance, couldn’t they spend a bunch more time playing?

Eventually, she hit it a good amount behind him with a gust of wind taking it further away, causing him to have to run for it to get it.

After he got it, when he turned around, there was a massive alligator just a few feet away from her.

“Shit, Winny, look out!”

He ran as fast as he could, and she just turned and looked at the alligator, which totally shouldn’t be there on the beach.

Eirwen looked unbothered. “Oh, you’re so cute! Look at you.”

The gator was going to reach her before he could. “That’s dangerous–”

Seeing the mischievous smile on her face as she reached out to pat its head, he realized her game.

He came to a stop a few feet away from the gator, which seemed to have a grin almost matching Eirwen’s, a satisfied expression on its reptilian snout and eyes as she ran her fingers over its head.

“Hehe, gotcha! So this is the water wollywompus.”

He groaned. “That’s an alligator! And it’s not supposed to be anywhere near here, at least not usually. It sometimes happens.”

She patted it a few more times, and then it walked back off into the water. She smiled at him, as she stood back up. “You should’ve seen your face! What were you gonna do, fight it for me, without a weapon?”

He gave her a smile, as he put his hands on her hips and looked into her eyes. “You know I would. I’d fight as many of them as it took with my bare hands, dream or not.”

She shivered as she wrapped her hands around the back of his neck, and closed her eyes. Her lips looked like they were begging to be kissed, and he obliged.

Her body molded around his as he held her to him. Feeling her soft lips on his own, he couldn’t help but feel a connection to this lovely girl. She was cute and smart, and despite suffering for so long, she was so full of positivity and energy. He wanted her to be his, and to keep her smiling.

She eventually pulled away, and had a faraway look as she looked around at the many beach goers. “This was so much fun. I really want to go on lots of adventures with you, but it feels like I will always be a burden in a fight. Even Kaya doesn’t seem like she’ll be able to keep up with you.”

He snorted, but didn’t deny it, “So what? We were forced to rush in due to the situation. We’ll get Havendale cleaned up when we get out, then get you all the skills and equipment you need before we go back in. I can think of a dozen ways you can pull your weight. And if you can’t, I’ll still keep you around just for these fun dreams. You’re my girl, and if you want to come with me on adventures, then I’ll carry you on my back through the tower if I have to. You won’t hear a complaint from me.”

She blushed, and chuckled. “What about Kaya?”

“That’s when you’ll hear me complain, but it’ll just be me teasin’. I’ll carry her up the tower on my back too.”

“After we save Havendale…you’ll still fight in the tower? You’re strong, but it feels like…you may not want to come back.”

Now Nick was lost in thought. The truth was, he was a little lazy, or perhaps easily annoyed. He was good at fighting, but the Ordeal felt like a huge pain in the ass.

His quest required him to hit the tenth level of the Ordeal, to obtain his disguise.

Odds were, after he got that, he would just sit back and collect followers and wives. The tower was tedious after all, and not straight-forward. If every level were like the goblin floor, he’d have no problem with that. That was more his speed.

He’d rather have someone else conquer it for him, probably.

His Soul Servants collected essence for him, after all. Nick could just sit and level up back at home.

Of course, Nick was a fighter. You can’t beat cancer several times without being one. But if he had no immediate threat to him? He’d stop trying, probably.

“I still need to collect my disguise for my race, or someone that wanted my people dead in the first place will come knocking. After that, I don’t know? I can just level up by letting my soul servants fight.”

Eirwen looked a bit disappointed. “You mean, you’d give up on progression? You’re not going to seek the peak? Tests and Trials will forever increase your potential. To skip those means that, even with gaining essence from your servants, you’d get stuck eventually.”

“Is that really such a big deal? Havendale has been stuck for so long, just owning the tower is supposed to help them a lot, right?”

She sighed. “There’s so much you don’t know. You shouldn’t give up on going for the peak, striving for greatness–for after a certain level you become Immortal and even a god or goddess, and eventually, you can become Eternal. Then, Havendale is hardly the only city suffering in the frontier. You could do a lot of good if you get that strong, Nick.”

“Immortal, and Eternal? That sounds crazy. But doing good? I mean, I’ll help the people in front of me, but going out of my way to? I dunno about that, Winny. I don’t really see myself being a hero.”

Eirwen shook her head. “Oh, but you could be! You are so strong Nick, I can feel the greatness in you. You could change the lives of so many. I know it may be wrong of me to ask, but…”

Nick could see she had a determined look, and somehow, he could feel how important this was for her–as if feeling it down to her soul.

“You’re strong, and you could be one of the greatest there ever was. I can feel it, that you want to be better. I have read so many books, with stories of people that have changed the world through the ages, the Hero’s Path book talks about this. You can be the next, I know it! Can you be a hero… for me?”

He frowned, but turned it into a sly smile. “I may be persuaded into acting like a hero. What’s in it for me?”

Eirwen giggled, her ears flicking up and down. “That’s not very hero-like!” She thought a moment, but then gave him a look of determination, mixed with her own sly look.

“If you be the best hero you can be, then I’ll just have to be the best beastfolk wife I can be. You will not only have a partner that will help you gather more wonderful wives and followers, but you will see just how amorous we beastfolk girls can be when we have a strong, powerful mate. I will do anything to help keep my mate happy and motivated.”

Eirwen had walked over to him saucily, and reached out and cupped his balls through his shorts as she reached the end of her speech.

He hardened in response, but more than that, something shifted within him.

He could feel the truth in her words, and her desire for him to truly excel. Nick felt like instead of just wanting and liking Eirwen a lot, he needed her. This world was dangerous, and if he stopped growing, death would likely be around the corner.

Whatever he built could come crashing down as some all-powerful person came around and killed all that he loved. Nick wanted to be special, and wanted to be powerful.

Left to his own devices though, he’d probably always take the easy way out. The boulder was a prime example of how he would take the easy way out, except applied to his life–of course, he had no problems with continuing to use any boulder to smash whatever enemy was in his way.

For his life though, he needed Eirwen, and hopefully, his other partners, to keep him moving forward, without taking the path of least resistance.

That was of course combined with the idea that Eirwen was a wonderful girl. He deeply desired her for her personality. If he was going to have to climb a bunch of annoying towers, there was nobody he’d rather have with him to keep his mood positive than her.

Soul Essence surged within him, the magic of the soul brought through the very fabric of their shared dream. A ripple coursed through the sky, the ocean, the sand, and many beach goers.

They all disappeared, scattering into the wind, leaving a clear black landscape, where Nick was emanating a bright white light. Eirwen panicked as she looked at everything happening.

Something stirred within him, and it was like he knew it all along–how to make a soul pact.

Nick’s voice was firm and steady, filled with a power and wisdom beyond his usual playfulness, “Eirwen, daughter of Gareth and Brynn, I offer you a Soul Pact to be my first Archaen Wife. With this pact, our souls will be intertwined for as long as I draw breath, and even beyond that. Reaching into Eternity.”

Eirwen looked into his eyes, her own eyes and expression reflecting determination but also curiosity. She could tell something special was happening, and asked, “What will this pact entail?”

“I promise you, my beloved, that if you accept, you will become a part of my kind, a Beastfolk Archaen, bound to me in spirit and essence,” he said, his words carrying the weight of responsibility. “I ask for your love, your wisdom, and your unwavering support of me for all time, bound by Archaen Law. In return, I will do everything possible to make your dreams come true.”

He paused, his gaze never leaving hers. He delved into the essence of who she was, and reached into her heart’s desire–her greatest wish.

Nick felt like this was what he had tried to do previously, but failed–when he determined she wanted him to court her like some fairy tale prince or hero.

It was what she wanted, but he now knew it was not the deepest desire of hers. There was one rooted a little deeper than the fairy tale prince, or Nick being a Hero–the desire to no longer be a burden on her sister, which he had already granted. But to perform the Soul Pact, he still needed something–at least for now.

There was still a deeper wish for him to fulfil.

The words came unbidden, as he offered to accomplish this, “I promise to do everything in my power to make Kaya my wife alongside you. I will either make her mine, or find some other way to make her happy and fulfilled, accomplishing her dreams as well.”

Nick came back to himself for a moment, finding this a bit weird, as he frowned. “That’s what you want as your greatest desire? For me to make Kaya my wife too, or to help her with her dream?”

Eirwen blushed. “Y-yeah. Kaya’s really important to me, and I want nothing more than for you to make her happy, too! She has been struggling for far too long to find happiness, just like me. I wouldn’t even be alive here now, if it wasn’t for her fighting for me! I don’t want her to be alone, no matter what.”

He shook it off. The power and wisdom of the Soul Pact took over once again, and he continued, “I also offer you my protection, limitless adventure, and my love. I need your courage, your honesty, and your wisdom. I need you to challenge me when I falter, to inspire me when I'm weary, and to be my beacon of hope when darkness surrounds us.”

He added, “I want you by my side, not as a mere lover, but as an equal partner in every sense. Together, we will walk the path of heroes, facing challenges and triumphs, and I will fight with all my might to bring you with me into Eternity.”

Eirwen's lips curved into a soft smile, her hand reaching out to touch his cheek. “I accept this pact. Together, we shall face whatever comes our way and dive deep into the Ordeals. I will always stand by your side, guiding you on the Hero's Path and into Eternity.”

The white light of essence engulfed Nick and Eirwen, and their souls intertwined, bound by a pact that transcended time and mortality. It forged a connection that would endure the Tests and Trials of Orion, guiding them on their shared journey into the unknown.

When the white light subsided, not all that much on Eirwen had changed on the outside. Her green eyes now had a blueish glow to them, making them similar to his own. Her tail flicked behind her and her ears fluttered up and down, as she observed herself as well.

Eirwen’s soul looked brighter and more powerful than ever, and Nick saw that her Mind and Soul orbs had merged to be just like his. Now, Nick knew that if she somehow died, that wouldn’t be a problem at all.

He would be able to reconstitute her body given enough time, or use Summon Soul Servant to stuff her soul temporarily into any fresh corpse he wanted–reinvigorating it with life.

As weird as that might be, she would live on as long as he did–no matter what.

This made him deeply wonder about Jerome. Was this entity bound to him in the same way as Eirwen now was? He felt a special familiarity with this entity, but it was unable to speak to him at all, and he received no emotions from it. But those were problems for later.

Because both Eirwen and Nick were filled with need and desire for one another. Eirwen’s eyes were hooded with lust, and she shifted the dream world which had disappeared into…

Eirwen and Nick looked around, taking in the room’s features. He asked, “Is this some kind of love resort?”

There was a bed shaped like a heart, the lights in the room dim and sensual. Music came from a speaker system softly, that sounded like sexual jazz. A door to a large bathroom was open, with a hot tub bubbling.

He also saw a swing hanging from the ceiling, and various paraphernalia for having a great time with your lover on a cart nearby.

Eirwen blushed as she took in everything, and looked a little fearful as she saw some of the odd fixtures available in the corner, along with the many items on the cart. It seemed she wasn’t aware of everything that could be available.

“Uh, be gentle with me?”

Nick smiled. “I’ll always strive to make sure we both have a great time, Winny. Forever.”


Chapter 16 - ♥♥♥ - The Night With a Sheep Girl



Eirwen gave Nick a small smile in return, looking a bit shy to him.

“What happened to the confident beastfolk wife? Don’t worry about the weird stuff in the room for now, we can always ignore it and save it for next time. Let’s take our time and enjoy ourselves.”

She gave a small smile and a nod, as Nick wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her body into him. Her body molded into his as she wrapped her hands around his neck in return.

Their lips met, and Nick tried to put everything he felt for the cute sheep girl in front of him into his efforts. The essence within his chest thrummed, and the deep connection he had to his wife caused this feeling to be mirrored in her.

His hands roamed her swimsuit-clad body, grabbing her ass and holding her against himself tightly. Eirwen moaned into his mouth as they continued their attention with their lips, his tongue exploring hers.

She pulled herself back, panting. Looking down, she saw his swim trunks tenting. Eirwen gently grabbed it, her eyes bulging. “W-Wow. It’s so…thick.” She licked her lips. “I’ve…never done this before, but I’ve read a few stories… I want to make my mate feel good.”

Nick chuckled, as he untied the rope around his waist. “That’s easy, and my goal is the same–to make you enjoy it. Let’s explore each other for a bit first.”

She got down on her knees, and undid her bikini top, letting it fall to the floor. Her breasts were revealed, firm with light pink nipples. Her pale skin made them stand out, and they were already stiffened with arousal.

“I’ll…explore you first, then. How do I… how would you like me, to make you feel good?”

He ran his hand through the soft hair on her head and smiled at her. “You can hardly go wrong. Mix sensations with your hands, lips and tongue, and it’ll feel great. Just your desire to make me feel good goes a long way.”

Eirwen smiled and nodded, as she reached out to his member. Nick’s cock stood proudly as she inspected it. Her soft fingers touched it tenderly with a loving caress, as she stroked his length.

Her lips kissed the tip, and then she licked each of the sides as she watched Nick’s reactions. He groaned at the soft sensations, and the mixture of her hot tongue and her warm hands moving along his length.

His groan seemed to embolden her, as she peppered his cock with kisses and licks. Stroking his cock with one hand, she lightly gripped his balls with her other, fondling them. Eirwen was lavishing him with her attention, and the sensations were really beginning to build.

His cock was now covered in her saliva, making her strokes with her hand feel incredible when mixed with her soft lips and tongue playing with his tip.

“That’s…really good, Winny. You can take it in your mouth and suck and lick it, too. Keep mixing it up, and you can make yourself feel good at the same time if you like.”

She looked at it, panting, before she opened her mouth wide, and took him inside her. She moved her tongue around, and even continued to jerk him off with one hand as she looked him in the eyes.

Groaning, he grabbed her cheek, framing her beautiful, cute face with his hand. He grazed her sheep ear, causing her to shudder. Her second hand, which was lavishing attention on his balls or swapping with her first, went down into her bikini bottom to play with her clit.

She began bobbing her head a little, taking him deeper into her mouth with nearly every movement. His arousal continued to build, as she worked his cock toward his release.

Eirwen continued to switch the sensations at his instruction, kissing and licking as she jerked his cock with her hand.

Taking him into her mouth, she lavished her attention on his member. He could tell her confidence continued to build each time he groaned at the pleasure she was giving him, and her moans increased from the attention on rubbing her clit.

She sped up her movements as she got more used to it, bobbing her head on his cock. Her tight wet mouth combined with her hand stroking his hard cock tightly eventually brought him past the point of no return.

“Ah, fuck–I’m going to cum, Winny.”

She moaned and sped up her efforts even further, taking him even deeper into her throat. She only took half of his cock in, but her stroking the remainder of his length felt amazing. His balls tightened as he felt them boil over with heat, then he felt a strange, pleasant sensation over their Pact.

Cum shot into her throat, and she swallowed it as it was being released. She moaned as each spurt of cum was let go, before she was wracked with her orgasm. Eirwen shook with pleasure, before pulling away from his cock.

Getting her breath back, she smiled. “W-Wow, that was…amazing. I felt something through our Pact, and it felt wonderful.”

Nick frowned. He wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but he thought he understood the feeling he received. There was some pleasure shared, clearly, but there was a hint of something else. He’d do his best to pay attention to it, next time.

“It did. That was great, Winny. Let’s come up onto the bed, so I can return the favor.”

She blushed, and stood up. “W-What, you mean…you’ll lick me?” She looked down. “But I’m already…so wet. I’m…ready for you. Us beastfolk, when it’s time to mate…our bodies become ready fast.”

Nick chuckled, as he picked her up, causing her to yelp in surprise. “That’s alright. I wanna explore you too, after all.” He laid her in the middle of the large bed before straddling and kissing her.

His large frame enveloped her smaller body, and she moaned as he began fondling her firm breasts. Her hands roamed his body as well, feeling his muscled chest. Her eyes were glazed over and hooded with lust, her body reacting to his touches.

Continuing their deep kiss, his hand went south to feel the wetness of her pussy. Teasing her folds, he found her to be right about how wet she was already. He began teasing her clit, drawing circles around it.

Sucking in a breath, Eirwen shuddered as he began kissing down her body. Spreading her legs, she gave him better access to her pussy. Her odd hoofed feet on the bed interested him, but her legs were wide open.

He found her clit already peaking out of its hood, her pink pussy a stark contrast against her pale skin.

He started with kissing around her clit, licking her folds and tasting her. Nick found her wetness to be a little sweet, but not all that different than what he was used to.

His fingers eventually joined, teasing her entrance. Her hands eventually grabbed his head, moaning as her body became tense.

She moaned. “Ohh t-that feels so good… W-wow.”

He began teasing the clit more with his tongue directly, grazing it as he circled it, alternating kisses and licks.

“Ohhh shit,” she said, her hooves wrapping around his back. Pushing a finger inside her entrance, he found her extremely tight.

It took him several attempts to even get his finger all the way in. But when he did, he began rubbing the top of her entrance with his thumb, meeting with his tongue, as he pushed and pulled his finger out of her pussy at the same time.

Her moans increased as he kissed and licked her pussy, sucking lightly on her clit as he brought her closer to her peak.

She moaned, “Ohhhh yes, Nick, I’m going to cum!”

He redoubled his efforts as she came, her body shaking as he kissed and licked. She let out a wordless cry, and the room seemed to shift slightly as she did, as if her control over the dream was being tested.

As she caught her breath, the room went a bit back to normal. She held her knees back a bit with her hands, spreading her legs. “P-Please, give it to me, Nick. Claim me, my prince.”

Nick lined his hard cock up with her entrance. Seeing his large member lining up with her small hole, he was glad she was dripping wet and ready.

Eirwen was breathless, her eyes watching where they were going to meet. Nick pushed into her folds, finding her as tight as he had felt with his fingers.

Her eyes seemed to bulge as her pussy enveloped his thickness, giving a moan as he pushed in. He began to rock himself back and forth, as he pushed in deeper with each movement. Her warmth was tight, and he felt her pussy massaging his length as he moved.

So far, he moved at a slow pace, slowly opening her up to him. He eventually had half of his cock inside, Eirwen moaning as he thrust. “S-So thick. It feels so good…”

“You’re so tight, Winny. I’m going to need to stretch you out.”

She smirked at this. “You’re going to have to do this all over again… to my actual body. Maybe every dream, I can make it like my first time, every time. Would you like that? Fucking your little virgin sheep girl again and again?”

Nick growled, as he sped up his movements. His cock began slamming harder into her depths, his hips pushing further into her tight pussy. Her moans became more intense, her body shaking as he began fucking her harder.

Her pussy began convulsing on his cock, the tightness spasming as he pounded into her. His pubic bone eventually touched hers, his cock touching her cervix. He could feel her climax, her body shaking as she pulled him in with her legs.

As she came down from her high, he slowed to a stop.

“S-So full,” she said, breathless. “I guess you did like that idea, huh? We can try lots of stuff in our dreams. I can even change my appearance.”

Her body shifted, becoming a more voluptuous version of herself, but he stroked her face with his hand. “I don’t want that. I want you, my wife, as you are.”

She shuddered, as the truth washed over her, and she shifted back with a blush. Her smile wide, she said, “Please…fuck me harder. I want you to cum inside me, and claim me.”

“You’re already mine.”

He pulled her legs to be up against his chest, putting her in the mating press position. Starting moving again, he began reaching even deeper inside her. His cock slammed into her cervix with every thrust, and he knew if this was her physical body, she may need a healing spell by the time they were done.

Her pussy felt even tighter in this position, his hips becoming a blur as he fucked her fast and hard. Her moans were insistent, encouraging him to fuck her harder still. His soul thrummed along with hers, as he got close to climax himself.

As he did, he understood the feeling–and he thought Eirwen did too. She had a look of trust on her face, even as her body was filled with bliss.

Nick knew that if he wanted, he could make her pregnant–even in a dream, and at a distance. Their souls were connected by their essence, and the Archaens could decide when their wives became pregnant. It was part of their Soul Pact, and the wife could not deny it.

He declined to do so, the soul thrumming receding. His balls boiled as they tightened, Eirwen’s pussy convulsing further on his hard cock. As he came, he knew she did too, her eyes rolling into the back of her head as she shook and moaned.

Rope after rope of cum was shot inside her pussy, filling her pussy with his spend. Her pussy massaged his length further, as if grabbing each and every last bit from his cock.

She giggled. “W-Wow, that was really something. What was that, at the end? I got the feeling like…you could somehow make me a mother. That it was part of the soul pact? Er, could you…move? My hips are getting a bit sore. You’re heavy.”

Nick chuckled as he pulled back, she released a sigh of relief as she stretched and massaged her thighs. “That felt wonderful, but it was weird. It was like it hurt and felt so good at the same time.”

He frowned. “It hurt? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because it felt so good, too! You really stretched me, hehe. I’ll need to make my body more flexible for next time.”

Nick raised one eyebrow. “I was serious when I said I want you, not some changed version.”

She giggled. “No, silly. I mean, I need to stretch my actual body and become more flexible. You won’t be opposed to me improving myself the normal way, right? I couldn’t before because I was sick, or I would have. I can’t be weak in the ordeals!”

Nick nodded as he laid next to her, hugging her to his body. “I’m definitely okay with that. So what now, how much time we got left? Do we just go to sleep to wake up, or?”

Eirwen chuckled. “We got a little time left, how about we cuddle? Wait! I got an idea.”

She closed her eyes, and her body shifted–she became the sheep he remembered from the last dream. It was like the soft curly hair that covered her head, covered her entire body. And, she wasn’t really an anthropomorphic sheep, she was a literal one.

However, he was still naked, and her face was now a little creepy, looking like an animal’s but also like her own at the same time.

His eyes bulged. “Er–”

She giggled. “You should see your face! Here.”

Suddenly, he was clothed in his swim trunks again, and she nudged into him. She said, “You looked a little disappointed when I couldn’t transform like Kaya. Like this, we can just cuddle for a while? I can’t do this in person, so now is the time to enjoy it.”

He smiled, as he ran his fingers through her soft fur, and scratched between her ears. Her body was warm and soft, like an oddly large fluffy pillow. “Alright. Well, this date sure took a weird turn, but it was fun, huh?”

Eirwen’s eyes were closed with a wide smile on her sheep face. “Which part was weird? Where we professed our eternal love for each other, making a pact to be together for all time and changing my race? When you found out you could make me a mommy even in a dream, or I became an actual sheep?”

He kept running his hands through her soft fur, hugging her tightly and scratching her ears. “All of those things I didn’t really expect to happen. I had a great time, though–you’re awesome, Winny. I give this dream an 11 out of 10, would totally do dream magic with you again.”

“Me too!” She giggled as her ears wiggled, and he felt a peace he hadn’t had in a long time. He felt a primal satisfaction, as he looked over his now-sheep partner.

He felt like no matter what, Eirwen would support him in everything he did, and nothing could take her away from him. This was unlike his past life, where when things had gotten tough, he was left hopeless and alone by those he thought were family and friends.

Nick continued to run his hands through her soft, wooly fur, and Eirwen practically vibrated in place, rubbing herself against him. He laughed, feeling content with his soft partner.

Feeling a peace he hadn’t had in a long time, his consciousness eventually drifted away, enjoying embracing his soft and warm wife.


Chapter 17 - The Archaen Law



Nick woke up from their shared dream, Kaya still snoring up a storm. He looked around the tent now lit by the dawn light, but found he had various notifications from the Orion System waiting for him. 


[Soul Magic: Soul Pact]
[Create a contract of the soul with a willing target. Contract with Followers are dependent upon agreement, but all Pacters will be bound by Archaen Law.]


[Followers will be bound by the terms of the pact, unable to violate it. Archaen provides something that fulfills the follower’s desires and protection, and the Follower provides loyalty and service.]


[Wives will become hybrid Archaen, merging their Mind and Soul Essence Cores, and providing Archaen-race class options to wives. Wives are immortal as long as the Archaen Husband lives, and vessels can be recreated with enough essence invested. Grants special abilities to Soul Knight class once Pact is fulfilled.]


[Soul Pact: Eirwen]
[Pact is currently half-complete. You have made an oath to be the hero Eirwen desires, and her a wife that will support you with her loyalty and devotion as a partner. You also promised to attempt to make Kaya your Wife. Soul Pact will be completed when Eirwen is satisfied with the attempt or result, or you accomplish a Soul Pact: Wife with Kaya.When Soul Pact is completed, additional benefits will be gained.]


What the hell is Archaen Law, anyway? Nick found that he could now view his new wife’s stats and information through the Orion System. Her class had evolved.

[Name: Eirwen Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen Sheep Beastfolk]
[Level: 2 Class: Archaen Ordeal Supporter, Rare Class]
[Attributes: 3.22 Body, 4.25 Soul]
[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant(Lesser), Dreamweaver, Enhanced Body(Sensory), Carry Weight Up, Detect Safe Area, Map]
[Skills: Novice Crossbow, Intermediate Dreamweaving, Beginner Soul Magic]
[Spells: Loot, Reinvigorate, First Aid]

Seeing Eirwen’s family name matching his own filled him with a primal satisfaction. She was his wife now, which stirred both his protective and possessive instincts.

It shocked him to learn that if they met in a dream, even if they were separated by distance, it was possible for her to become pregnant if he so chose to. He was connected to her down to their very souls with the Pact, and essence could travel between them during those moments.

Somehow, this could allow them to combine their essence, and form their future child. Thinking on it, it was likely this was one of the reasons he was so strong early on. Stronger Archaen parents would mean stronger children, according to Eirwen.

He also noticed that her level had decreased, with her class increasing in rarity.

She had the same traits as him, but also her own–the Dreamweaver and Enhanced Body(Sensory) traits. His mana resistance did carry over to her, but it was a lesser version. It made him happy that she would be just a little more protected against spells–though, he had not even run into a creature that used them, except for that goblin shaman, which attacked his enemy instead.

It appeared she got a new spell, Reinvigorate.


[Spell: Reinvigorate]
[Mana Cost: Medium]
[Range: Touch]
[School: Soul]
[Spend Body and Soul Essence to reinvigorate the target through the Soul Pact. Restores a small portion of target’s vitality and mana. Increases target’s capability to heal and restore stamina and mana for a period. Can only be used on Archaen Husband or those connected, such as Soul Servants.]


This would definitely be helpful, as floors got longer and more dangerous. It would consume some of the Body Essence she generated in order to send it to others, healing and revitalizing them. 

Nick really needed to get a more detailed understanding of essence at some point. He absorbed it, but he spent it. Yet, spending it didn’t seem to increase the time it took him to level up. He also regained some over time, so it was like he produced it. How did that work?

He was sure that his Soul Blade now leaked the essence it charged with as it slayed enemies–into himself, slowly. It was truly a mysterious weapon.

“What are you thinkin’ about?”

Nick turned and saw Eirwen staring at him, a wide, satisfied smile on her face. Her new tinge of blue in her green eyes revealed themselves, making him truly feel that something had changed.

“Just about essence, I’m confused about it. How ya feelin’, Winny?”

She stretched her hands above her head. “Oh, I’m feeling wonderful, hubby. That was a special night. I enjoyed the dream world, but I would really like to try that in the real one–sooner, rather than later.”

“Took the words outta my mouth.” He chuckled, and then he put his arms around her waist and pulled her to him. Kissing her lips, he luxuriated in his lover’s warm embrace for a minute. She pulled back with a smile, the smaller woman having a satisfied look.

“Now, did you have a question about essence?”

“Y-yeah.” He was surprised at the return to the topic. “Just, I thought it was weird that we used essence to power our abilities and spells, but it doesn’t seem to increase the amount of essence I need to level up when I spend it. But I also produce it, to restore what I use, or something?”

Eirwen chuckled. “It’s a complicated topic, and I could talk about it all day. First, let’s start with what essence even is. It’s the building blocks of everything. The three essences, Body, Mind, and Soul, are mere parts of all that is essence, and really, are just our designations for them, since we people of Orion have dantians, also called cores, that correspond to each one. It might be best to think of them as colors of light, red, blue, and green, and that each one is merely portions of the same thing, wavelengths of light. The combination of the right amounts of the three lights can make any color–can make anything, even living beings.”

Nick whistled. “Damn, that’s crazy.”

Eirwen continued, “Body Essence–Red, is the physical, the substantial parts of our reality, from your body, to a rock or a sword. Mind Essence–Blue, governs thought, intelligence, and consciousness. Only living and unliving entities produce and collect this. Soul Essence–Green, is the ethereal. Of course, it makes up our souls, but it also accounts for the leylines of Orion, the many mystical forces that drive our reality. When portions of Mind and Soul Essence combine, they create mana. Using mana, along with a mixture of Body, Mind, and Soul Essence, is how you can alter reality by casting spells.”

Nick frowned. He did not have many spells or abilities yet, just his soul magic. But he didn’t feel like he was creating any kind of mixture, other than combining mana with his soul essence, which was often all in the same place, for him. He supposed his soul essence or core was a sort of special type, in which contained more of this…color spectrum, than other’s normally did.

She continued, “Now that you understand essence a little more, you can think of your cores, your dantians, each like cups which hold their essence, their wavelength. But when you weave the essence into your core by cultivating it, you are increasing the size of your core–the cup. The essence that fills the cup is from you.”

Nick frowned. “Where’s it all come from to replenish it, after I use it?”

She tapped her lips. “It comes from everything? You can sort of picture each living being or entity as beacons for essence, and everything you see in our world also absorbs all the essence that flows through it over time. Our actual bodies, minds, and souls absorb essence from everything–I told you about how it’s in the air we breathe and the food we eat, for example. You could say our bodies store it, which the core refills from, but that’s not precisely right. Not all essence is equal, the essence rewarded from slaying creatures by the Orion System is thicker and more perfect for cultivation than what we have in our bodies, and even doubly so for that awarded within the Ordeals.”

She continued, “As for Mana and how it’s restored, it is the convergence or byproduct of Soul and Mind Essence being mixed, stored as a haze or pool within our bodies, and even the air. Leylines that converge large quantities of essence on the Ordeals supply the world with essence and mana.”

Nick thought he had a better understanding now. He asked, “Is there a byproduct of Body and Soul, or Body and Mind?”

Eirwen shook her head. “If there is, the books I’ve read from Havendale just don’t have information on them. Instead, each type of essence and mana is the normal combination for our spells, and some spells can use amounts of several types of essence, and some just one. Weaving Body Essence with mana into the sword was what Kaya told you about, that only Experts can do. In a way, it’s more like a body enhancement spell.”

Kaya groaned as she stretched. “What’s this about me?” She sniffed repeatedly. “Why does it smell like sex in here?”

Eirwen blushed as Kaya sat up, looking between the two of them. Nick grimaced, as he realized his loin cloth might be a bit damp, like he had a wet dream. He imagined Eirwen’s situation was probably similar.

Kaya took their response with horror. “Gross, you two did it while I was in the same tent?!”

Eirwen was flustered. “J-Just hold on a minute, sis. It kinda just happened–in the dream date, not here! I didn't realize that it might have consequences. I–I’ll go freshen up first, and make breakfast!”

She had fished out some clothes from her pack while she was talking, throwing some fresh items to Nick before she left with her own, bolting out of the tent.

Nick was happy for a new loin cloth anyway, he began shifting to change his clothes when he raised his brow at Kaya. “You gonna watch? I need to freshen up too. Maybe while Eirwen fixes breakfast, we can get a little more training in?”

Kaya rolled her eyes and left the tent, allowing him to clean himself up and get changed into his armor and ready. They had a bit of time before they would need to leave the Safe Zone and head to the next floor.

When he was finally prepared, he left the tent, finding Kaya ready for their spar in the clearing, her armor equipped as well. She had already found her calm, but with her arms and legs transformed.

They sparred for a bit once more, to kill time until Eirwen had finished cooking. He spent time focusing mostly on learning what Eirwen and Kaya had talked about–mixing the Body Essence with mana into his practice weapon, but was having very little luck with it doing anything at all.

He could tell that learning how to use the body essence was going to be slow-going because he felt like something was missing. Still, he improved slightly with moving it around his body, and he could tell it made him stronger. His improvements just appeared to be marginal at best.

“Breakfast is ready! You’re really getting better with your control, Kaya.” She smiled with her ears wiggling, her tail swishing as she plated the rest of the food.

Nick kissed Eirwen on the cheek and hugged him to her, before he went and sat down.

Kaya had sat down, but now had a low rumble coming from her throat, her eyes narrowed on Nick. “What did you do to her?”

Nick raised his brow. “Mostly had a good time? The attraction was mutual, I’ll have you know. What do you mean?”

“Don’t play games. I mean, why are her eyes a different color, and why does she smell different?”

“Hehe, I’m the first of Nick’s wives now! We did the Soul Pact on our dream date, and I became an Archaen Beastfolk!”

Kaya started to growl, and took a slow deep breath in and out, doing what she did to stave off turning further into a beast. “Explain.”

Nick started by sharing the Soul Pact information with his menu, though he kept the specific log entry for Eirwen to himself for now. He explained what happened, how he realized that he needed her, and it led to him making this special connection with her.

“So you see, Kaya? With this, I can protect Eirwen better than ever. She can still get hurt, sure, but as long as I live, she will be with me no matter what.”

Kaya had stopped growling, but she still had a frown. “I suppose, it sounds like all positives? But that depends on what this Archaen Law is, and how much essence it costs to remake her body, too. What happens if you die?”

“Er…”

Eirwen giggled. “It’s not bad at all! As he was offering the pact to me, it’s like I knew what was expected of me.”

Nick froze. “What, you know what it is?”

“We really need to get you used to using the Orion System, hubby! You have a Codex entry on Archaens, and then Archaen Law–Soul Pacts. Just think about it to bring it up.”

Nick realized he did have the entry on Archaens, nestled in his menu. Like everything else, he willed information on Archaen Law. It popped up for him, and he shared it with Kaya–he figured whatever happened, she would need to know.


[Racial Information: Archaen Law - Soul Pacts]


[Archaens and those they form pacts with, whether Wives or Followers, are bound by Archaen Law. All participants, henceforth called Pacters, must follow a strict set of rules.

	Soul Pacts can only be formed with those pure of soul, untainted by major evil.

	All Pacters cannot commit acts of major evil, or allow their soul’s alignment to shift to darkness.

	Acts of betrayal are forbidden and enforced by the Orion System between Pacters. Archaens will find themselves having difficulty lying or betraying others at all, unless necessary or required to protect others.




Followers:

	Archaen provides Life Protection to the follower. If their corpse is available, Summon Soul Servant can restore Follower from death.

	Followers can only provide Archaen Half-Blood Heirs.

	Both parties must follow the terms of the Follower Pact formed at creation. Can only cancel Pact with permission from both Pacters.




Wives:

	Recent Pact-wives will die along with Archaen Husband, unless they cross into the next Stratum and an Heir is available to connect with as a Follower at the time of death.

	Cannot commit acts that Archaen husband considers acts of betrayal.

	Husband provides protection and essence to wives through resurrection and Essence Sharing.

	Wives must provide Archaen Husband with Heirs, and cannot get in the way of creating more Heirs.]




Kaya hummed. “Well, her dying along with you is not great, but not so bad when considering she was following you into that Trial anyway. Odds are, anything that could kill you there would have her dead not long after. As long as she reaches the Second Stratum and you have an heir, her life is still guaranteed inside or outside the Ordeals.”

Eirwen beamed, as she worked the grill. “Yup! Nick’s people are really special!”

Nick frowned, once again thinking of Jerome. Was Jerome his mother, or one of his father’s Soul Pacts? A problem for later, as it seemed unable to speak.

“You two don’t have any problem with any of that? The wife’s rules are pretty out there, the idea you can’t get in the way of me forming more Heirs? What does that even mean?”

Eirwen snorted. “Like what? We beastfolk may be willing to share our man, but that’s because we are built for it. It depends on the beastfolk race, but many of us have more women for every male. But we’re also built for loyalty to our mate. We don’t go astray just because some stronger male shows up once we’ve chosen. Well, most of us, anyway. It would mostly be the monsterfolk you would need to be worried about, but not with the pact.”

She continued, “As to what that probably means, more wives will mean more Heirs. It probably means we cannot let intangible things like our emotions get in the way of you creating more Heirs. Like, silly succession nonsense, or I don’t like your other wife, so I try to get in the way of her having your child. Probably.”

“What did you mean, most of us?”

“W-Well, there are definitely good and bad beastfolk, just like humans and so on. But there are a few beastfolk like their animal species that are definitely the…free love types? Or even a few where the females are dominant.”

Nick frowned, but continued enjoying his bacon. He figured he just wouldn’t be interested in the free love types, but if they accepted the pact, then that concern would go away anyway. He asked, “What, like hyena beastfolk? They got those here?”

Kaya nodded as she finished chewing her food and swallowed. “Desert dog beastfolk? Sure. Many of the bird and reptile beastfolk have more dominant or larger females. Still, many of them will back down their dominance to a powerful enough male, depending. Some will continue fighting it tooth and nail, literally, as their bestial instincts urge them to be dominant.”

Nick asked, “Did you notice that I can’t lie? That is a little scary.”

Kaya smirked. “I did notice that. I find that very interesting. Let’s test it!” She tapped her lips, as if thinking about what she wanted to ask him.

“Uh, I’m not liking where this is going.”

Eirwen giggled. “She’s right, this should be fun! What do you think, Nick? Do you find Kaya attractive? You should try to lie!”

Nick tried to lie and say no–but the word caught in his throat, him grunting. As he tried to even harder to lie, an unease entered his chest. He decided to try being tactful instead, altering it to a light criticism.

“I think…her almost permanent scowl…somewhat detracts from her charm.”

Even that was hard for him to get out, his stomach twisting as he spoke, his face scrunching in pain–because he thought she was still pretty, even when she was angry.

This was disconcerting to Nick, but the Archaen Law information did say that if he needed to lie to protect another, he may be able to accomplish it.

Kaya looked at him incredulously, chuckling. “What was that? You really can’t lie–and you…what, couldn’t even come up with anything negative?”

Eirwen giggled. “That was weird! Let me try now. Hmm… Nicholas is… really handsome.” Her face twisted, scrunching up cutely, as she gasped. “He is not… He… his feet are smelly!”

Kaya chuckled. “Really? That was the best criticism you have for him? I think any man’s feet would be smelly after hours in those combat boots.”

Eirwen looked right into Nick’s eyes with a wide smile. “It is! Ever since I saw Nick for the first time, I thought he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen.”

Nick couldn’t help but chuckle, and feel a warmth in his chest–knowing that her words were true had a special effect on him. “And I thought you were the cutest girl I’d ever seen when I met you in that kitchen, too. You’re awesome, Winny.”

Eirwen’s ears wiggled with her smile, and Kaya rolled her eyes.

Nick continued, “Er, okay, we got off track from the Laws. How do you think it will prevent us from these betrayals or whatever? Maybe it’ll be the same for us lying?”

Eirwen frowned, and nodded. “The Orion system is capable of stopping you–it will give you warnings. It can stop your actions and even emit pain, for things like Oaths and Pacts. I heard that nobles can do this, so it’s interesting that you’re able to do this too.”

“That’s crazy. Now what about this major evil thing? How do I know what that is?”

Eirwen looked over at Nick with a smile, “You don’t have to worry about that too much, hubby. It looks like the Archaens are upholders of the law, and true heroes. The codex entry says that it is somewhat affected by the laws of the local area, but for the most part, I can tell it should be no problem for you. Just do what’s right and there should be no problems!”

Nick thought back to the sins he judged. The two bandits had done what were very clear depictions of evil, and he definitely wouldn’t be doing anything like that, to anyone who was good, anyway.

He didn’t think he was exactly a shining example to follow, but in his life he certainly had high expectations for his friends and himself for doing what was right, even if it wasn’t convenient. Unfortunately, none of them were able to meet his expectations when things became difficult.

“I take it that judging people with sins or evil is okay? That guy had killed his friend or whatever, it was shown as a sin, but I killed those two guys without issue? Even a third bandit, by chopping off his head, remember Kaya?”

Kaya blanched. “Y-Yeah, unfortunately. That last one was at least somewhat in self-defense, I’d imagine. I suppose killing him indiscriminately is probably bad, but you knew he was tainted, right?”

Nick nodded, and Eirwen responded, “Defending yourself is not evil normally. Attacking a defenseless person or betraying a friend is certainly something that would eat away at your soul, your conscience, right? But killing people filled with sin is justice, Nick, at least how your people see it. That you can sense them and Judge them seems very useful! It means you can be the ultimate inquisitor, able to judge all the horrible people in Havendale for their crimes in helping Davon, without any risk of killing someone innocent!”

Kaya’s smile turned vicious, and she turned to look at Nick with a little hunger. “You can really make all that scum pay for what they’ve done. I can’t wait for us to get out of here now.”

A powerful sense of purpose flooded Nick. Archaens appeared to be the ultimate upholder of the law, the punisher of evil. Even those that hide among the good, he could find them, and he could Judge them.


Chapter 18 - The Test of Reflection 



There were a few parties of goblins that respawned on their way to the portal, and Nick used them to charge his soul blade as a warm-up.

As the trio arrived near the portal with his two new Soul Servants in tow, Nick felt a little melancholy and hugged Eirwen from the side and looked back.

“This floor was a lot of fun. Good memories.” Nick counted out on his fingers one at a time, “There was the sack of coins, the boulder, the dream date–”

Eirwen giggled with her ears flicking up and down as she hugged him back, and Kaya groaned. “Yes, I’m so glad you two had such a wonderful time. I suppose I should be a bit happy, too. I’m finally starting to get control of my ferality, and should hit the fifth level on the next floor.”

Eirwen frowned in thought. “That’s really weird. There is just way too much essence being gained per floor. I’ve read that most of the time, it takes more than one trip through a floor to level up as a group. I’m sure my class is somewhat helping split the essence fairly, but the assortment of enemies is way excessive.”

Kaya looked around in worry. “Crap, doesn’t that mean the tower is preparing us for even harder challenges? The Trial is probably going to be very dangerous. Winny–”

“I’m all in already, remember, Kaya? I’m sure Jerome here is going to keep me protected, and even if I go down, I’ll be fine as long as Nick revives me. It’ll be fine! I’m more worried about you now, Kaya. That’ll be solved if you just form a Soul Pact with Nick and become his wife, though!”

Nick frowned. “Actually, I don’t think it’s that simple, Winny.”

“Huh?”

He shook his head. “I feel like we’re both not ready for it. Kaya’s not ready for me, and I’m not ready to spend my whole life with her. I don’t think I’ll be able to walk up to any girl and make them my wife, even if they will accept the pact–unless it’s a Follower Pact.”

Eirwen smiled at Kaya. “That’s okay, I just know you two will hit it off when we have a chance to breathe outside the tower.”

Kaya frowned. “How do you figure?”

“Well, you’ve worked so hard for so long, for me. Nick will help you relax, by taking away the burden from you. For the first time in a long while, you’ll be able to live for yourself, and have tons of fun together! I think you two would compliment each other well.”

Kaya looked a little doubtful, but Nick asked, “What makes you think that?”

“I just know it! Kaya would have had even more fun on that date we took than I did. She would have been able to handle surfboarding no problem! I had a wonderful time at the beach.”

Nick suddenly wanted to see Kaya surfing, especially as a red panda.

Kaya looked a little envious. “You went to the beach?”

Eirwen giggled. “I got to ride waves on a bodyboard, and see the water wollywompus!”

Nick groaned. “Alligator! I don’t wanna hear that other name again. You could still become my first Follower though, Kaya.”

Kaya looked a little doubtful, but not completely opposed. “What would that entail?”

“You and I just need to come to an agreement, a sort of equivalent exchange. It can’t be something minor, either, it looks like. I must provide something substantial, something that is meaningful to you, perhaps even life-changing, and you must provide something similar.”

Now Kaya was filled with doubt, but she smirked. “Uh-huh. And just what do you have that I need, and what am I providing you?”

Eirwen chuckled, as she appeared to be reading over something in her Menu. “Well, I think your role as a bodyguard, willing to die to protect him–and thus, me, might be what you can provide him? As long as you aren’t completely dismembered, he’ll be able to revive you.”

Kaya hummed. “I suppose that could work, I take it that means he can’t exactly order me around, I would just feel… what, compelled to protect him? Still, what does he offer me?”

Nick nodded, and he brushed his soul magic over her.

Kaya shivered, then frowned. “W-What was that? Something brushed over me.”

Eirwen hugged Kaya from the side. “It’s a weird feeling, isn’t it?”

Nick responded, “It’s a sort of reading–it’s only a little invasive, it just gets the gist of things.”

He couldn’t read her nearly as deeply as he could Eirwen, the two of them not reaching the same level of mutual understanding and desire.

Still, he found a desire of her heart, one that would be worth becoming his bodyguard for. A means of changing her destiny.

His eyes glowed white, and his soul thrummed with the essence of soul. “Kaya, daughter of Mira and Thorne, I offer you a Soul Pact. Become my first Follower, my guard, and protect me from those that stand against me while adhering to Archaen Law. In return, I will do everything in my power to help forge you into a warrior that would make Mira’s memory proud, helping you become an honorable Beast Warrior she dreamed for you. On my honor, should we succeed within this Trial, I will even use my kingdom’s resources to make it so.”

Kaya sucked in a breath, her eyes pooling with tears. Despite her not having the ability to tell truth from lies with a sort of soul sense, she knew Nick’s words were true. That he would be bound by the same Pact, just as she had to protect Nick, he would fight hard to fulfil his side of the covenant.

She looked at Eirwen, who still hugged her from the side with a wide smile. “You can count on Nick, Kaya. Even if the Pact didn’t do it, you better believe I’ll help make sure he keeps his promise! And, you can cancel the Follower Pact with the consent of both parties. There’s hardly a downside!”

“Uh, you mean beside the fact I should protect him with my life?”

Eirwen only giggled, and Kaya sighed, as she mulled it over.

Then, she gave Nick a look of determination. “I accept your Soul Pact. I’ll protect you and my sister, and in return, you’ll help make me a strong Beast Warrior.”

White light emanated from Nick, connecting to Kaya’s soul. He could feel the connection to her, the restrictions of the covenant being laid on them both. The light eventually dimmed, Kaya taking deep breaths.

She was shocked. “W-Wow, that was really something. But I don’t really feel different?”

Nick shrugged. He got a notification.


[Quest Milestone: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Established Pact with first Follower and Wife]


[Reward: Spell - Remove Affliction]


[Spell: Remove Affliction]
[Mana Cost: Variable]
[School: Soul]
[Target: Follower, Wife, or Soul Servant]
[Send a burst of Soul Magic through your connection, to remove afflictions on your allies. Cost variable based on power of affliction.]


Nick’s eyes went blank, as the method to cast the spell entered his mind. He groaned when he realized he couldn’t even use it on himself. He shared the ability with Eirwen and Kaya, and both thought it was quite useful. Nick could have used it when they were facing the shadow Davon. 

Together, they all walked toward the portal to enter its radius, and received the prompt for completion of the floor.


[3rd Floor: Test completed. Individual reward: 3 Silver, Kite Shield.]


The silver and shield dropped to the ground, clanking. “Oh nice, a shield for you, Jerome.” He handed it to his hobgoblin chieftain, and continued, “I’ll feel a lot better with him having that instead of that little buckler. You want the buckler, Winny?”

Her eyes were unfocused again, and so were Kaya’s.

“Aw, c’mon! Don’t tell me you both got skills again? I’m zero for three on floor rewards!”

Eirwen’s ears wiggled. “Hehe, I got Quick Load! I can spend a bit of my Body Essence and mana to more rapidly load my crossbow. I’ll be able to fire much more quickly. I’ll take the smaller buckler, since I can still shoot my crossbow while wearing it.”

Nick tossed it to her and looked over at Kaya, who had an odd expression. “What is it, Kaya? What did you get?”

“I got… Camouflage. It’s like Sneak, but has more limitations. In many ways, you could say it is better. You can stay hidden for longer since it costs less essence and mana, and just have to move much more slowly. I don’t think I really… need Sneak anymore.”

Eirwen gasped. “Oh! Maybe you can select the Flanking Strike when you hit five then? It’s much more useful for party combat!”

“Nice, you both got great skills. Let’s move on?”

They stepped through the portal, arriving at the next floor. They were in a chamber which was made completely of wood, or the roots and vines of trees covering even the ceiling. There was a green orb placed periodically, which appeared to provide plenty of light for them to see effectively.


[4th Floor - Test of Reflection - Melee. Many warriors rely too heavily on melee attacks to defeat their foes. Overcome this Test and become stronger, lacking this critical weakness. Defeat the Boss in the final chamber.]


Nick groaned. “For real? I guess now we see why the bandits carried all these knives with them.”

Eirwen looked left and right, a look of worry. “A Boss? Those are usually every 5th floor! I guess because we are doing the Trial instead… There’s no Safe Zone, either.”

Kaya looked ahead of them. “At least we can take a forward formation. Enemies won’t be able to come from behind Winny.”

Nick looked around at their surroundings. “You sure about that? Can’t they can’t just spawn behind her? These vines and trees seem like they could just dump enemies out.”

Eirwen looked doubtful. “I guess we don’t know for sure. But the archer will keep me protected, right, Nick? Jerome is going to need to be up front.”

Nick shrugged. “We need to use throwing knives anyway, it looks like. Kaya and I will be in the middle, so we’re close enough to help if there’s an issue.”

They formed up in a diamond formation, with Jerome at the front with his kite shield, Eirwen and Jerry in the back. Kaya and Nick formed the middle corners of the diamond, with Nick on the left and Kaya on the right, giving everyone a decent line of sight to the oncoming enemies.

They moved down the wide corridor, finding a few branching paths up ahead.

They marched until Kaya’s ears flicked. “They’re coming! It sounds like a dozen of them from the corridor ahead on the right!”

Nick and Kaya were ready with their throwing knives, and Eirwen had her crossbow loaded, with Jerry the hobgoblin having his bow drawn.

What looked like some odd silver dog ambled into the hallway at full speed, followed by several others. They were moving so fast they almost crashed into the opposite wall. Jerry and Eirwen released their shots right away, hitting two different creatures.

The struck dogs tumbled to the ground, while others leaped over and ran around them. Nick saw the two were getting up again, to continue their murderous rush.

Nick and Kaya began throwing their knives, the two each having a near-armory of the weapons. Eirwen was filled with essence as her hands moved with supernatural speed, quickly reloading her crossbow and cocking it.

As the first dog neared Jerome, Nick finally got a good look at it. It had an odd metallic skin, that almost looked like that of a mirror. There were no eyes on the creature’s head, and no ears. Only a mouth full of the same metal-like teeth, a chrome-like silver covering the body.

Jerome bashed one with its shield powerfully, knocking the first one back and through the air. An arrow, a crossbow bolt, and knives struck the next several, knocking them down to the ground. Finally, two leaped at Jerome at nearly the same time.

One was shoved to the side with his shield, and Jerome cut the next one in the front shoulder. Essence shimmered, and a splash of glass shards erupted from the creature, cutting into Jerome’s own shoulder.

Nick hadn’t seen that happen for any of his ranged attacks, so this reaction was the effect of some ability, from essence.

Jerome’s wound wasn’t nearly as bad as the one inflicted, but it was surprisingly dangerous. What if Jerome removed its head? It looked like the glass explosion wasn’t impossible to block or dodge–just difficult.

Nick and Kaya kept throwing their knives, until they ran out. By that time, the dozen enemies were all wounded or dead. Nick directed Jerome to finish off the wounded enemies, him blocking the return attacks with his shield placed closely to the dying creature as he struck it.

“Damn, those things are crazy. I don’t wanna know what happens if I cut one in half with my Soul Blade.”

“Let’s hurry up and retrieve our knives–you never know when more might come,” Kaya said, as she began acting on her words. Nick moved to retrieve his knives, and Eirwen went forward and started looting the creatures.

He sent an order to Jerry, to retrieve his own arrows. The hobgoblin made to do so, the mana leaving him to accomplish the task.

Nick inspected one of the corpses. Prodding it with his knife, he felt like rather than metal, the creature was made of plants. It had a sap-like blue blood within.

“These things are gross. I don’t wanna be on this floor any longer than we have to be.”

Eirwen giggled, as she held up a bundle of what appeared to be blue fruit. “But they are dropping high-essence fruit! These are really useful, aiding in recovery and filling, too. They will be really helpful in the Trial.”

Kaya growled, as she appeared to realize something. “The bandits didn’t keep the seeds from these, or share them in the town. People would have been much healthier if they grew these!”

Nick frowned. “So this is another control thing? They kept these fruits under lock and key too, huh? Would people level up and become stronger with them?”

Eirwen nodded. “That’s right. Each level is relatively minor, honestly. Your attributes might be double or triple most folks in town–but that doesn’t mean you’re twice or thrice as strong, unless you activate a skill. Then, it could be a very close thing, but you add that up over dozens of people, and Davon would have a reason to be worried.”

Nick flexed his arms. “I do feel like I’m stronger, but going from 4 Body to 8 Body is definitely not double. I might be able to lift twenty or thirty percent more, or something? So I really need some kind of offensive skill to take advantage of my stronger Body and Soul. Can I learn Dash from Kaya?”

Kaya hummed. “You can, but it would likely take a long time–weeks or months of practice to do it well, probably. When you can just learn it from a skill crystal or from a floor reward, it won’t feel all that worth it.”

Eirwen added, “It may be better for you if you in the long run to learn it that way, but it’s often better to just move forward, for physical skills–magics are different. If you have a tower available to you, moving to the next stratum can occur in days or weeks rather than months. You’d learn better skills and have higher stats while in the second stratum anyway. It’ll make it easier to learn them, and people tend to spend a lot more time there, too.”

Nick supposed that made a lot of sense. Since they couldn’t die in the Ordeal in the first stratum normally, people could keep trying it until they progressed and succeeded. But the second stratum they could die even within the Ordeal, so they would take things extra slow, maxing out their skills and equipment.

They continued moving through the floor, fighting another pack of the mirror dogs. Nick and Kaya got better at more rapidly throwing their knives, and even Jerome seemed to better handle controlling the dogs.

The hobgoblin kicked one heading toward Kaya, and bashed another also trying to run past with his shield. Then struck out with his pommel, crunching a third creature’s head slightly. Due to the pliability of the plant-like flesh, it seemed this only disoriented and shoved the creature, not truly harming and causing a splash of glass-like shards.

Nick thought Jerome moved like a seasoned veteran. Each movement appeared calculated, to maximize their control over the battlefield. It was working with what was originally an uncoordinated hobgoblin, and managing to move with a level of grace that was surprising.

The archer finished off these dogs rapidly, and Eirwen focused her attacks on those she had a clear shot at. Easily finishing off the pack, they were collecting their weapons when Kaya’s ear snapped to attention.

“They’re coming from behind!”

Jerome charged over, ready to protect Eirwen as a few stumbled into the corridor not far behind them. Nick only had three knives to throw at this point, but grabbed another from the corpse nearby.

The pack of dogs was smaller, but they had less ammunition. Eirwen’s shot hit its mark, but Jerry’s shot went a little wide. Six dogs arrived around Jerome, two leaping high and one ducking low as he blocked the ones going up.

Jerome’s body was shoved, and one bit and latched around his leg, causing him to fall to the ground. Nick and Kaya’s throwing knives flashed, knocking two that ran around Jerome down.

A final charged for Eirwen, but Nick kicked out from the side as it tried to pass him, knocking it into the wall. It quickly recovered, but Eirwen rapidly loaded her crossbow in a near blur and struck the creature with her bolt.

The three dogs had been attacking Jerome while he was knocked prone, but he held them at bay using his shield and pommel, combined with Jerry taking one of them down with an arrow. Kaya finished another with her throwing knife, and Nick finished off the last.

Jerome now had bite marks all over his body, and was unable to stand.

Eirwen bounded over, and cast Reinvigorate. Electric blue energy floated from her hands, and covered Jerome’s body. The bleeding seemed to stop rapidly, but took some time to knit the wounds as the energy lingered.

They went back to looting, the answer about whether enemies could come from behind answered. It was certainly true that they hadn’t entered every possible corridor.

As they were looting and finishing up, Nick’s essence was starting to feel full. He was close to level five, he could feel it. If he absorbed all the essence from the last fight and perhaps some from the fruit, he would probably level up to five.

It was as he had this thought, that the walls began to shift. Nick readied himself, and Jerome limped to the front. However, only an archway had formed, a thin red barrier covering the entrance.

He received a notification, that was clearly just for him.


[Optional Solo Test: Prince Noblefrost - Battle of Reflection]
[You are pathetic. How dare you come into the Ordeal unprepared, with no skills and such poor equipment, and without proper Followers and Soul Servants? You are not worthy of the Noblefrost name, treating the Ordeal without proper respect. Your swordsmanship is passable, but your usage of essence is like the stumbling of a child and lacking of conviction. If you do not attempt and succeed this Test, you will fail the upcoming Trial, your race and lineage extinct. Your family gave up so much and suffered for you to have this chance, only for you to squander it so foolishly. I refuse to Test you, to make you ready for what comes ne–]


The text flickered, and the tree-like corridor they were in groaned and twisted before returning to normal. The girls looked around in alarm, though Jerome just stood at the ready. 

Nick barely had a chance to read much of the prompt before it disappeared and shifted, like static. His eyes had focused on one detail, that if he didn’t succeed the Test offered, he would for sure fail the upcoming Trial. He caught a few of the other details, but the prompt had quickly shifted, giving him a new one.


[Optional Solo Test: Prince Noblefrost - Battle of Reflection]
[Face your reflection, a Test that can only be completed if you surpass yourself. As death is possible for Nicholas and Eirwen Noblefrost, the reward for success will be commensurate. Time for Entry: 4:50]


The countdown timer was ticking, Nick only had under five minutes to enter.

Eirwen looked at Nick, wide-eyed. “What’s going on? Did you get a prompt?”

Nick shared the current prompt, and mentioned what he had read.

Kaya’s ears were flat on her head, and she looked over at Eirwen worriedly. “You can’t do that Test, Nick. If you take on that challenge and fail, Winny would die with you!”

Nick rubbed the back of his head. “But if I don’t do the Test, failing the Trial coming up is likely anyway, right? The Test is supposed to prepare me for it.”

Eirwen looked at Nick, her eyes set firmly with determination. “Tests and Trials forge the steel of the soul, and to back down now for safety is to risk future failure. Every Test embraced is a step towards true strength, Orion’s rewards a stride towards personal ascendancy and resilience to unforeseen dangers. The Hero’s Path is daring, facing the odds again and again to master the crucible, forsaking safety for the promise of triumph over inevitable Tribulations.”

Her words sounded memorized, and Nick understood their meaning. Even without the specific warning, if he didn’t take on this Test today, a future challenge, or Tribulation, would eventually come: and he would be too weak to succeed.

Sure, he could die today as a result of the Test, but Tests appeared to give fair odds. He would be rewarded if he won, and this would make him stronger for it, more likely to succeed in life and ascend to Eternity.

When he faced a danger in the future, he would be more prepared than if he hadn’t.

Even if leaving didn’t result in his death if he wasn’t strong enough, it could result in him being too weak, causing the deaths of others. This was the burden of being a hero, to rise to challenges, no matter how difficult.

To be as prepared as he could be, he would need to take on all Tests and Trials, even if it meant risking it all.

Kaya still wasn’t on board, looking over between Nick and Eirwen worriedly. “I know the Hero’s Path from your books, but Winny, you just got healed–you still have your whole life ahead of you! Don’t… You don’t need to risk it all yet!”

Eirwen sighed. “I wish we had the context before entering this Ordeal, but we didn’t have a lot of options. It’s not as if things were exactly safe for us near Havendale either, sis. We were living, but it wasn’t great. We were always hiding, or I was sick–something Nick changed. I’m tired of being a burden, and this is my way to fight, by joining Nick in this. We’re here now, and I have faith in Nick–that he will be victorious. I’d put my life in his hands, inside or outside this Ordeal.”

Kaya looked resigned, and Eirwen walked up to Nick. She straightened and tightened his leather tunic and checked his knives, making sure he was ready to fight.

“Now you go in there, and come back to me–stronger than ever. This is your first challenge walking the Hero’s Path, the first of many.”

She kissed him on the lips, with him returning it. He strode to the portal and said, “I remember my promise. I’ll surpass myself, and become the hero you wish for me.”

He walked through the red barrier, finding a large circular room for combat. Essence gathered, until a version of his current self appeared in front of him. Only, his copy was better armored, and drew its soul blade immediately.

As Nick drew his own soul blade, he prepared his essence within. He would have to surpass himself if he had any hope of coming out of this alive.


Chapter 19 - The Mirror Match



As Nick entered the glimmering barrier, it became translucent from Kaya and Eirwen’s side. Kaya was filled with worry, but Eirwen looked both confident and proud as she gazed at Nick’s back.

The two men drew their soul blades, the electric blue energy brightening their arena–a simple room with nearly no features within, the walls made out of the same trees and vines surrounding themselves.

Nick and his mirror moved so quickly as they began their probing attacks. Nick and the clone spun and twisted as they leaped and flipped, their bodies moving in a deathly dance as each feinted and slashed.

Kaya’s ears were flat on her head as she watched. “W-wow, Nick is really amazing with that sword. It’s kind of scary… I don’t think I could last against him for more than a few seconds when he goes all out.”

Eirwen smiled. “He’s brimming with potential. And just think, that was just how good he got from having fun. Imagine how strong he will get when his life is actually on the line?”

Kaya was more than a little fearful with her ears flat on her head, as she watched Nick fighting his copy. “How can you be so calm? With any swing of that blade, you could die. And you’re not even the one fighting!”

Eirwen’s smile faltered, and her response came out in a near whisper. “I’m used to it. In the end, nothing has changed. Yet.”

“W-What do you mean, nothing has changed?”

Eirwen’s eyes became glassy, as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. “Just what do you think would have happened to me… if something happened to you while you were out, and you never came back?”

Kaya looked like she had been slapped, the shock on her expression evident. “I-I never really thought about it like that. I’m sorry–”

“What do you have to be sorry for? It was me who was weak, a burden. Without you and Nick, I was nothing. I will finally become more by taking a risk. You say I’m not the one fighting, but I am. Nick and I are one, and when he succeeds, I succeed, and will be rewarded along with him. I refuse to be a burden any longer.”

Eirwen left the words unspoken, that if he died, she would die too.

Kaya turned to watch Nick’s fight with rapt attention, her tail flickering in irritation.

“Oh! He’s hurt–this is not good.”

Nick took a wound on his shoulder, in order to score a blow, which was mostly ineffectual thanks to the enemy’s armor. It appeared a score was cut in the armor, but it just barely caused a scratch on his mirror’s flesh.

He continued to hold his blade firmly, but he looked like his attacks became weaker, as he fought on the defensive.

Eirwen did her best to feel their connection. She pushed her feelings over to her new husband, her mate. When she had to rely on Kaya, she had resigned to her fate. She had found acceptance, not having control over her life and was forced to accept her sister’s good will.

She was healed now, and as Kaya said, she had her whole life ahead of her. So when Nick offered his Soul Pact, she made the choice with resolve, a firm determination that she would join him on his journey to become a hero.

It was a small difference, but it meant the world to her that she made this choice, instead of it being forced on her.

She would stand by his side, and grow into something more. It would be full of hardships and difficult challenges, she was sure–but she’d become stronger and do good in the world, hopefully helping other people like herself–or she would die trying.

Nick was wounded, but she did her best to send her determination, her faith and trust over the connection. Nick would triumph over this Test and become a hero, his first step toward Eternity walking the Hero’s Path.

He was already Eirwen’s hero. It was only a matter of time before he became one for all.

[image: image-placeholder]

When Nick began this mirror match, he was amazed at how well the copy of himself fought. The way it probed, the way it countered and moved, everything truly was how Nick would fight.

Except, the difficulty was ramping up. The copy’s control over Body Essence was far superior, pushing Nick on the back foot, scrambling to catch up because he couldn’t match its strength or speed.

Nick was doing his best to copy what the clone was doing, but it was tough. The armor really made it difficult to match up with his opponent.

Fighting Nick was annoying. Of course, Nick knew that–he had created his style to whittle down enemies, and lead them into a false sense of security for a trap, or increase their irritation. Irritated enemies were prone to make mistakes that Nick would be all-too-happy to capitalize on.

Many of the formal swordsman types took a minimalistic style, an orthodox simplicity of their movements that was effective and managed their stamina and power well.

But Nick didn’t like that stuffy way of fighting, even if it was effective. After all, he didn’t just fight other sword wielders–he also fought monsters and beasts of various shapes and sizes. When he fought, his body would twist and spin, his blade swings flourished, and he leaped and flipped into the air like an acrobat.

He would attack from odd angles that with a twist and shift of his body, and would strike or guard with a power and speed that belied his posture.

Combined with feints, most orthodox swordsman had a real challenge dealing with him because he fought so differently. It was not always the best thing, as there was a cost to this behavior–Nick tired easily.

In a long battle, Nick’s body would tire, since his movements were wasteful.

That was less a problem with Nick’s new body, or in a game. However, there was a new problem that he was not yet used to–managing his Body Essence.

Nick and his clone’s attacks with their soul blades went back and forth, blocking and parrying, their feet shuffling as slashes flowed from one swing into the next. Nick could feel that his clone was stronger, and the armor it was wearing was far superior.

He guessed that even if he hit with a swing straight on, his attack would not pierce through it.

And his clone appeared to know that. More than once, it pressed the attack when Nick could wound it. He didn’t take the bait because he could tell that at best, his wound on the enemy would be shallow thanks to the armor.

And, if it didn’t actually land and his blow was deflected–he would instead be punished.

With how sharp these soul blades were, a single cut was likely to maim, victory happening in but a mere moment after.

Nick did his best to manage his opponent’s increased speed, but his ability with essence was far behind. He created an opening for the enemy to take advantage of by raising his weapon high–too high, and his clone pounced with a quick leap and a stab.

Nick was only barely able to twist his body to prevent the worst from happening, having his heart pierced. He then brought down his swing with all his might, his essence spiraling throughout his body.

But his clone just nonchalantly brought its arm guard to block, angling his attack away from the body and parrying his attack.

Nick had expected this on some level, even though he was disheartened–and kneed his clone in the stomach. It felt like he kneed a wall, but thanks to lifting its feet off the ground slightly, Nick was able to escape as the blade ripped out of his offhand’s shoulder.

The clone’s approach appeared extra ominous now, as it marched slowly at Nick. It had just proven that even if Nick maximized his strength, it wasn’t enough to even wound it through its armor.

It began its assault on Nick once more, and the first wound was accompanied by a series of cuts, the enemy easily compromising his armor.

The wounds were shallow, but Nick could nearly see the writing on the wall. His clone had found its edge, and he would exploit it until Nick went down.

Nick had talked big when he had entered. Surpassing one’s self was not easy, especially for someone with tons of experience in fighting like Nick. Suddenly becoming a better swordsman was not something that would just happen.

For Nick, each level of progress in his swordsmanship had been several iterations of trial and error, of facing dozens and dozens of foes and finding what worked best.

This meant that Nick’s only means of success was through essence, of utilizing it properly. His clone was better, but it didn’t appear by overly much. But just how could he use it better? He had obtained a few hints from his enemy, but each improvement or iteration was marginal at best.

As he was thinking this, something within him pulsed. He could feel his connection to Eirwen, and he could feel her determination and trust. He hadn’t forgotten, but Nick was reminded that he was fighting for two now, the stakes he had in this fight.

Nick thought he saw something strange–the color of his blade, or the energy within himself, shifted and became just a little bit brighter. He continued his defensive, blocking and dodging the oncoming clone.

Thinking back, there was a moment where he was facing the bearcoon. He had stood up to the bearcoon’s claw for Kaya, resolved to take the enemy’s punishment in her stead. In the end, he hadn’t needed to–his strength was miraculously enough to stop the much larger creature’s blow somehow.

The weird textual tirade Nick barely had time to read before it shifted, he had spotted another detail. It had stated that when it came to using essence, Nick was lacking conviction.

This was something that Nick hardly had–until he met Eirwen, and made a Pact with her, making her his wife.

He drew up his Body and Soul Essence from the wells within his center, and intertwined them as he sent them into the special crystal that created his blade. The Body Essence still wouldn’t really move through his body well, but the Soul Essence moved even better, and finally entered his blade.

An energy built, as Nick shoved his everything into it.

He then firmed his resolve–that he would surpass himself, and become a hero, just like Eirwen dreamed of him.

Nick made a pact with himself. That even if the going got tough, he would fight with dogged determination to fulfil his covenant with Eirwen, to protect the weak and judge evil–something that those with the Noblefrost name were born for.

He then lured the clone to attack his opening once more–but this time, he went for a sideways swing for the head on the enemy’s shoulders, that should have been easily deflected by the enemy’s armor once more.

His soul blade lit up, and it was filled with a brilliant white light as everything combined. The essence still stored in his blade from the goblins before seemed to join together with his actions, as he swung it powerfully.

As expected, his clone angled its arm guard to parry as it ducked, and his blow would have just easily slid off of it. Then, the clone was ready with a piercing stab to counter with its blade heading to Nick’s chest, one that he would definitely be unable to dodge.

However, Nick’s white blade severed the clone’s arm, and removed the head from the enemy’s shoulders.

The enemy’s blade disappeared inches away from his chest as it exploded into a large sum of essence. The body fell to the ground and faded away in the same way–the empty armor clattering on the floor.


[Optional Solo Test Completed! Through conviction and strength of will, Nicholas Noblefrost surpassed himself by reaching Expert in Archaen Swordsmanship. Archaens are masters of the soul, but their mastery comes with a cost. They must possess powerful emotions and conviction of their virtues in order to master control over Body and Soul Essence.] 


[Passive Trait Earned: Soul Blade Connection][Allows additional control over Soul Blade’s Essence absorption and expense, and even the shape of the Blade. Can hold essence within the blade for longer periods, and allows more methods of utilizing essence.]
[+.5 Body, +1 Soul]


His cute sheep beastfolk wife also got a prompt.


[Eirwen Noblefrost]
[By risking yourself through your Pact, you are rewarded along with your Archaen Husband. Your resolve and determination was powerful enough that it reached through your pact, and enhanced your husband’s own, aiding him in his victory.]
[Passive Trait Earned: Enhanced Pact Connection]
[Once per day, you may send a single spell effect through your bond at any distance–even from outside an Ordeal or Trial.]
[+.25 Body, +.5 Soul]


But the moment the enemy died, she ran into the room, followed by Kaya. Nick was now covered in wounds, and his shoulder was bleeding profusely. He put away his soul blade, as she arrived near him–her expression serious.

“Nick! That shoulder wound looks awful. Let me heal you. Reinvigorate!”

The electric blue energy left her, the energy swirling in his chest. It soothed his smaller wounds, closing them rapidly. However, his shoulder only slowed in its bleeding, the effect not enough to knit the thick cut, the large loss of flesh.

The enemy defeated, Nick nearly fell to his knees, but Kaya held him up, and brought him down slowly so Eirwen could work on his wounds.

Nick couldn’t help but give a proud smile. “Thanks, girls. That was a difficult one. That guy was as tough as they come, really. Frustratingly handsome, too.”

Kaya chuckled at his joke and shook her head as she helped bring Nick to the ground.

Eirwen rummaged through her pack, and brought out her essence-soaked bandages. “Help me get his armor off, so I can get that wound bandaged. Nick, if you absorb some of that essence, it might help a little.”

The two girls worked on removing his armor without disturbing his wounds, and he did his best to follow along with their movements as he needed to lift his arms or shift his chest.

A significant reward in essence had arrived, and Nick did his best to cultivate it. With the Orion System helping him with his reward, he hit the fifth level.


[Skill Specialization Choice]


[Aura - The Soul Knight Class’s cornerstone skill is its Aura. Using a Soul Knight’s powerful Soul, Auras reserve Soul Power to create a domain–an area around themselves in which enemies and allies are influenced. Later, each Aura can be used or specialized in various ways, often in offense or defense. Using Auras, Soul Knights can be a commanding presence on any battlefield.][Radiance Aura - Offense Focus][Brightens an area, burning nearby enemies with righteous vindication. Later, Aura can be condensed into a beam of piercing light, or also provide light healing for allies.] 


Nick frowned at the first one. It sounded pretty great, all things considered–but didn’t really feel right to him. Righteous vindication? It appeared there might be another specialization choice for his Aura down the line, and it was giving him details on it. 


[Soul Aura - Defense Focus]
[Surrounds allies with a shield of protection, protecting them from magical and essence-based attacks with your indomitable will. Later, can shield against more powerful attacks, or reflect weaker ones.]


Once again, a powerful option. He loved the idea that he could protect Eirwen with this. 


[Frost Aura - Control Focus]
[Surrounds a large area with inhibiting frost, slowing enemies and even spells or projectiles with unyielding conviction. Later, can condense the frost into your blade allowing you to send out waves of frost, or create small shields of ice for allies. Enhanced by Trait: Will of Frost – inhibiting frost will now slowly freeze enemies.]


Something about this option resonated with him. The fact that it specifically mentioned a larger area, meant that it should be a significant detail. By slowing enemies in the vicinity, he could use the Aura both offensively and defensively, depending on how he decided to act.

Then, the trait he earned within this very Ordeal enhanced it. It even matched his name–Noblefrost. It was as if it were a part of his heritage.

While Nick was pragmatic, this particular choice was already above the rest in his mind, it was easy imagining his soul servants dealing with slowed and freezing enemies trivially, or Eirwen moving out of the way of a slowed attack.

Nick felt all the Auras were extremely powerful. The idea that all he would have to do is reserve some Soul Power, weakening his blade and potentially future Soul Power-based attacks, was amazing to him.

He selected the Frost Aura, then looked over his new stats.


[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen]
[Level: 5 Class: Archaen Soul Knight, Epic Class]
[Attributes: 9.12 Body, 11.25 Soul]
[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Will of Frost, Soul Blade Efficiency, Soul Blade Connection]
[Skills: Expert Archaen Swordsmanship, Intermediate Soul Magic, Intermediate Body Enhancement]
[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Summon Soul Servant, Remove Affliction, Frost Aura]


Looking over at the badass armor, Nick couldn’t help but feel a little excited. He had won, and he had been made stronger and safer in the Trial for it. The armor, even damaged, was definitely going to pay dividends there.

He didn’t know what was up with the entity that appeared to control the Ordeal, but the Test had definitely helped him accomplish what Eirwen said.

Nick and Eirwen had risked themselves, but they had become more. They were now stronger, and were that much more likely to be successful in the future.


Chapter 20 - Kaya - Full-assing It 



It took longer to get Nick into his new armor than it did for Eirwen to wrap the essence-soaked bandage around his shoulder.

Kaya had never seen such strange armor before. It was an odd chain mail, that had sleek hardened sections of a light gray color.

It almost looked a little shiny like a bug's carapace, but it definitely didn’t look gross.

Aside from where he sheared through the arm guard, she could tell it was well-designed to deflect blows. The helmet looked like it was made of the same material, the shiny carapace leaving the face mostly open, but protecting the back and top of the skull.

Kaya ran her hands over the armor, tapping them with her claws, and looking over the gaps in it that he cut. “This armor seems quite good, even if a little strange. I suppose thanks to this, I can wear my mother’s old armor.”

Eirwen nodded. “Then you can go all out! Even if you do a full transformation, it’ll be fine!”

Kaya looked at her hands, as she clinched them in response, and she nodded. She was doing much better with managing her transformation, slowly working her way up.

It was all thanks to Nick that she was able to finally start building her confidence up again, especially fighting around Eirwen.

After Eirwen finished bandaging his wound, she had visibly relaxed. Kaya had noticed she was all business, until his wounds were taken care of–focused on her role. Now, Eirwen had a smile of pride.

“How did you beat your clone, hubby? What was the white light?”

Nick winced a little as he moved his arm about, but he still managed to smile. “I managed to combine the essence stored in the blade with my soul essence, I guess? It said I made it to Expert Archaen Swordsmanship as a result.”

Kaya was shocked into silence. She knew he was talented with his swordsmanship, but the Orion System agreeing that he had now reached a level near or equal to her mother was truly something else.

Eirwen beamed. “Wow! Expert already? That’s amazing. Hehe–did my feelings reach and help you at all, hubby?”

Nick gave Eirwen a look that seemed to be filled with affection, a small smile touching his features. “Heh, yeah. When your feelings reached me, something weird happened–and it was like my essence got stronger. So I made a vow or a promise to myself, that I would really give this Hero’s Path thing my all. It looks like I’m really all in now, the essence within me moved much better after that. I had kinda planned to fake it ‘till I made it, but now I plan on full-assing it.”

Kaya chuckled, and shook her head at his weirdness. “Full-assing it? What’s that?”

“You know. Instead of half-assing something–not giving it my all–I’m full-assing it. They don’t say that here?”

Kaya was skeptical of his odd phrase, “Do they really say that anywhere? How’s your shoulder feeling now?”

“Course they do. It’s a little rough, but I should be able to fight with it in a pinch. I’ll do my best to take it easy. The packs of enemies will be much easier now.”

Kaya frowned. Wasn’t he wounded? “Why’s that?”

“Because I’m a real paladin now. I hit level 5. Check it out!”

Nick did something, and waves of energy rippled out in the space around them. It washed over her and Eirwen, not really doing much, but both shivered a little as it passed through them.

Eirwen closed her eyes. “Oh! I can feel that. It really feels like we’re near a hero now!”

Kaya snorted and was about to give a scathing remark about him being no hero, but she barely stopped herself. She didn't understand why she kept doing that–Nick was certainly worthy of praise. Both from his actions, but also his accomplishments and capabilities.

That he now had taken on a Pact that said he would become one, and somehow his essence stirred from his resolve, should be like essence itself had acknowledged his drive to be a hero. And now, she was the Hero’s bodyguard, an honorable role.

In truth, she had only accepted becoming his bodyguard because of Eirwen. If Nick died, so would she.

Kaya had no problem putting herself in front of danger on her sister’s behalf–it was something she was used to doing.

However, she was starting to change her mind. She was starting to both care and respect the silly man.

Her shoulders slumped before forcing a small smile, as she tried to get a feel for the Aura. It did feel like…maybe a dominating presence, or a controlling one, was near her? It was hard to explain, but she did think she enjoyed the feeling.

“I-I suppose you’re right. Still, what does that do?”

Nick looked a little proud. “I now have a domain around me, an Aura. It should slow, and over time, even freeze enemies that enter it. Even attacks like that arrow that came out of nowhere should be slowed.”

Kaya thought she could somewhat see the effect extending pretty far in front of them, even exiting the chamber–it was like a transparent dome of energy, to her. It had to be ten meters out! She was shocked.

Eirwen beamed. “Wow! You have an ability that influences enemies in an area already? Even a bard class can only affect allies until the second stratum. Your epic class is awesome!”

Nick tried to start standing up, but winced. “Let’s get moving soon? We gotta find that boss, too.”

Kaya frowned. “I’d rather wait until you heal for a little further before we move out. Winny’s books said that sometimes you stumble into the boss encounter, and you’re left with no escape. We may not be able to retreat if it’s too tough.”

Eirwen smiled at Nick, while holding out one of the essence fruits to him. “Let’s not move for now. Here, Nick. Have this high-essence fruit, it should help your body get what it needs to heal. It’ll have to hold you over until we have a place we can cook a real meal.”

Kaya couldn’t help but feel a little jealous about how Eirwen could be so honest and earnest with her feelings. Kaya’s were…a complicated mess.

After Kaya realized what was happening after their kiss and how her body longed for him, she just remembered the previous betrayal. Her feelings hadn’t been all that deep at that time, but it still hurt so much, to have such high hopes and for it to be crushed so quickly.

Nick took a bite into the large grayish-blue fruit, and chewed it happily. Eirwen cut one in half with a knife, and handed a half to Kaya with a smile as well, “Here, let’s split this one. We’re going to need all the energy we can get when we face that boss.”

Kaya took to enjoying the fruit as well, the fruit sweet and juicy. The essence of it filled her, spreading a warm energy and revitalizing her, granting her energy for the fights to come.

After, Kaya changed into her mother’s armor and Eirwen spent some time organizing her backpack, having to put away Kaya’s old armor.

Kaya was now dressed in the leather armor meant to stretch out around her altered limbs and vitals even when she transformed into a beast. In a way, it would almost look like a child wearing their parent’s armor or something with the oversized torso, but that wouldn’t matter at all when she got into a fight.

Even after just a few minutes, she could tell Nick felt a bit better. Eirwen added another Reinvigorate to Nick, as they finished preparing.

A small scuffle happened near the door, with Jerry and Jerome fighting off a small pack of the silver dogs. Kaya got to see the effect of his Aura first hand.

When one got near, it visibly slowed, and frost started climbing its extremities. It was almost like a cold wind was blowing against their enemy’s bodies, originating from Nick. It appeared to be a nearly ten or fifteen percent decrease in their speed–the effect immediate.

However, after about three seconds or more under the effect, the speed of the enemies decreased even further. The creatures became sluggish as ice took over their features. Jerome easily bashed one with his shield, sending it flying away with shards of ice scattering in the air.

A thin layer of ice was climbing their bodies slowly, but it was definitely having a significant impact on their movements. Jerry the archer leapt away from another of the dogs trying to bite it, and put an arrow right into the creature’s face.

The knocked down dog was extremely sluggish by the time it got back up, and Jerome easily finished it off while placing his shield between the explosion of essence and where it struck the enemy.

The two servants handled the pack of five dogs without issue, through nearly no action on Nick’s party at all–he even remained sitting.

Eirwen’s ears wiggled up and down, her smile beaming. “That Aura is really neat! I can see how it can protect us against just about anything.”

She looted the enemies, gathering the essence from the defeated foes and replacing one of the Essence Fruits they just consumed.

“Oh! I hit level three again, and I still have lots of essence to absorb. It looks like I got Threat Down this time–the increased carry weight trait being a base passive, earned from just selecting the class. That’ll help keep me safer.”

Nick asked, “How does that work? You’ll still need protection, right?”

Eirwen nodded, then shared the ability with everyone. 


[Passive Trait: Threat Down]
[Ordeal enemies are much less likely to target and attack you at the start of combat, before you become active in it.]


“It’s not perfect. It’s one of those things that more than double the survivability of an Ordeal supporter. Often, it’ll allow me to get into a safe position before I start helping, or a hidden attacker will be that much more likely to go after you two, which are better equipped to handle them.” 

Nick smiled, as he got up and stretched. “It’s something. I’m all for you becoming just a little bit safer. Let’s get moving, and look for that boss.”

***

Eirwen had nearly hit level four before they actually found the boss, and Kaya finally hit level five.

She picked Flanking Strike, allowing her to enhance her blows with essence when attacking enemies from the sides or rear. It was much like backstab, but would work with various attacks.

Kaya could tell Nick was quite reliable. Even injured, Nick was the top contributor with his Soul Servants. She was getting a little better with the throwing knives, but her attacks lacked the precision that Nick seemed to have.

The winding tree and vine cavern was like a maze, forcing them to backtrack and make their way down several caverns as the annoying dogs spawned. This was where Eirwen’s Map finally helped them find the boss room.

Nick’s Aura had made the silver dogs so much easier to deal with, and with very little risk to themselves, they eventually arrived at the boss room.

The Boss room was a vast cavern with trees scattered throughout. They couldn’t currently see the boss, but the change in scenery was so obvious that it was likely the only thing it could be.

However, the boss was not in view. They stood at what was like a large doorway, and they were sure when they entered the cavern, the encounter would start.

Nick seemed to be taking stock of the room. “We ready for this? A boss is supposed to be tougher, right?”

Eirwen nodded. “We’re as ready as we can be, really. If we spend a lot of time waiting for respawns and earning essence to level up, odds are the boss will simply be empowered along with us. Since we’re not really injured and your servants are in good shape, we should move in.”

“Wonder what kinda boss we’re gonna get. If it reflects our attacks, this is going to be a huge pain in the ass.”

Kaya smirked. “Hmm, maybe it’ll be a giant wollywompus? Think you can handle that, Prince Hero?”

He froze for a moment in his motions as he was looking around, but then gave her a winsome smile. “Prince Hero–I think I like the sound of that. Finally, you have found a name that accurately reflects my awesomeness. Good job, Kaya. You might be the best bodyguard I ever had. We’ll whup whatever’s ass, no matter what comes out, I’m sure of it.”

Eirwen laughed, her ears flicking up and down and her tail swishing behind her. “You never had a bodyguard before, I bet.”

“Doesn’t make it less true. Now, I guess it’s time to get serious. We only got one life, after all, and I am not about to get beat by no bullshit.”

Kaya was surprised, as Nick took on a commanding tone and set out how to prepare for the fight. He actually had each of them prepare some rope, which should allow them to make a decent anchor around themselves to either climb or prevent themselves from falling out of the tree and getting hurt.

Of course, Kaya could climb trees extremely well with her beast transformation, and Winny’s hooves were better than most people would expect, for standing on a limb, and she was great at climbing, to boot.

Their strategy decided on, the team entered the room from the corridor.

Nick sent in Jerome first, with his shield drawn. Jerry remained next to Eirwen, as Nick and Kaya followed in the middle.

Entering the room, nothing changed right away, but once they reached the first tree, a ripple of essence went through them.

The lighting from the green orbs in the trees seemed to shift, giving an ominous glint. The pathway they entered from was sealed with vines, and essence began to coalesce into a creature at the far end of the room.

It was nearly fifty meters away, and it coalesced into a fairly large creature.

“Ah, hell nah–what is that, some kind of hammerhead rhino?”

Kaya wasn’t sure how she would describe the creature, but it was like a larger version of the silver dog. Its flesh looked even thicker, and she thought even from a distance she could see the essence shimmering around it.

Its head certainly looked like a hammer or mallet, its mouth in the center with odd fleshy protrusions coming out the sides of its head.

The monster took notice of them, and began ambling toward them–its pace ponderous.

“Whatever it is–it doesn’t look like it’ll be too great at climbing. Let me boost you up into one of those trees like planned, Winny!”

Nick sent some magic over to his servants, his ability to order them.

Jerry immediately shot at the monster with his bow, as Jerome began to move in lock step with him toward a tree on their left. Meanwhile, Eirwen and Nick ran over to a tree to the right nearby.

Kaya held two of her throwing knives as she ran to a tree in front of them, but held on to them until the monster got closer. It was starting to pick up speed, but it was heading toward Jerry and Jerome as they headed in the other direction.

She only had fifteen throwing knives stored in the belt and around her body, so she would need to make them all count. She was only about ten meters away from both Kaya and the tree Jerry and Jerome were heading for.

Jerry’s arrows stuck into the creature’s face and body below the neck, but didn’t seem to reach very deep at all. To Kaya’s surprise, when Jerry and Jerome got to the tree, the hobgoblin archer jumped and was boosted up by Jerome, who shoved him up and into the tree with his shield.

Kaya was happy that she could climb up the tree if she so needed. In general, many trees in the area had branches that were parallel to the ground and a single story up in the air.

The hammerhead rhino as Nick called it, continued its approach, altering its course to crash into Jerome.

But Jerome stood in front of the tree, bouncing between his two feet. When the rhino arrived moving about the same speed as the dogs earlier, Jerome dived in a roll to the side, and the rhino crashed into the tree. Splinters of wood were strewn everywhere, the tree shaking from the blow significantly.

A crossbow bolt from Eirwen struck the creature’s odd head, and Kaya gathered her body essence, and empowered her throws one after the other. Knives struck the monster’s side, as the monster backed away from the tree–seemingly unscathed.

Nick’s knives arrived next, one after the other. The monster roared, and seemed to change its hatred over to him as it shifted its focus and began to move toward him.

But Jerome bashed the side of the creature’s head with his shield, causing the creature to stumble somewhat. It swung its odd hammer-like head at Jerome, which he was able to deflect with a sidestep. The monster bit and stomped after him, but arrows continued to rain down from above, from Jerry.

Kaya prepared her next knives, but Eirwen shouted in alarm. “We got extra enemies! Some silver dogs are running through the forest!”

Nick responded, “I got ‘em, Kaya. Keep working on the boss for now.”

To Kaya’s shock, she saw Nick approaching them with his soul blade calmly. His Aura washed over her as he blazed toward them, his strides fierce and rapid.

She continued throwing her knives at the boss, seeking for any kind of vital spot, as Jerome danced around the tree, trying to keep the rhino’s attention. Unfortunately, she didn’t really see how, even if they used a hundred knives and arrows, how they could actually kill the crazy thing. Its hide was just too thick.

Eirwen’s bolts reached a little deeper than Kaya’s throwing knives, but Kaya thought she would run out before the monster lost enough of its blue blood to even matter.

Taking a moment to look back at what Nick was doing, she was surprised again. He used his superior strength and speed to kick and elbow them to the ground, before stacking another enemy on top of it and piercing the one underneath.

The explosion of mirror shards simply struck the other enemy, causing it significant harm and killing it, two enemies killed with a single blow.

Combined with a couple throws of knives from his offhand, he made quick work of them, immediately picking back up his throwing knives.

Kaya had to admit it–Nick was clever, and talented when it came to fighting. He was a pillar of strength, and now, he was a prince who walked the Hero’s Path. Serving as his follower was an honorable path–one that aligned perfectly with the Beast Warriors of her heritage.

Then, when it came to making Eirwen happy, Kaya had never seen her so filled with joy–not even when Kaya’s mother was still alive. She would do anything to protect her dear sister, her friend, so perhaps it was time.

Nick wasn’t the only one who was half-assing his intended role before. She, too, was half-assing her resolve when becoming his follower, and now, it was time to full-ass it, as he said.

Her feelings were conflicted about becoming one of his wives, but with his promise both to Eirwen and himself down to his very essence, she thought he was worthy of a Beast Warrior’s service. She could feel it in her instincts…along with other things she’d rather ignore for now.

She sheathed her throwing knives, and took off running toward the boss. Kaya began her breathing, as she stirred her Body Essence within.

When she cultivated, she used the whirlpools, just as she had taught Nick. However, her mother taught her the Beast Warrior’s method of using it. Visualizing a drum beating from her body core, it took on the cadence of her own heart. It sent waves of essence into her body, as she stirred her ferality.

Her body shifted, as she was covered in fur and she grew larger. The energy flowing through her body shifted as well, the pulses from the beats of the drum sharpening as they swirled around her body.

Kaya’s muscles were strengthened, as she leapt at the boss. Barreling into the rhino’s side, her claws dug into the monster’s flesh as she caused it to stumble.

Shards of mirror exploded from near her point of contact, the punishment for using melee with her attack. But her ferality swirled like angry claws around her body as her energy pulsed, deflecting much of it. Small shards still pierced her armor and into her skin, but they were just small wounds–easy to ignore.

She roared as she shoved the boss more and continued clawing into its side, its odd head swiveling to try to hit Jerome still as it twisted and shifted its large body with its ponderous steps.

Another bolt and arrow struck into the boss’s side, and Kaya worked toward trying to claw the creature in its neck–but then, it roared.

Essence ran through its body, filling its odd hammer head. Kaya ducked under its head as it spun much faster around itself in a circle, and it swung in a powerful arc at Jerome.

To Kaya’s shock, body essence also billowed from Jerome, the reddish, purple energy filling his shield as he planted his feet. The boss moved too fast for its size, as it slammed into Jerome’s shield.

The base of the tree shattered, sending shards of wood and a cloud of dust into the air, and Jerome was sent flying to the side. The tree seemed to lurch as it tilted, but enough of the base remained that it didn’t fully begin to topple.

Nick’s Aura washed over the creature because he was fighting near enough for it to finally reach it. He was running around the battlefield, killing more of the silver dogs that seemed to spawn in the area.

Kaya wasn’t sure why he focused on the creatures instead of on the boss, but she assumed he knew what he was doing.

She kept her breathing slow and measured, her heart beating like a calm drum as she moved forward. A sense of purpose overwhelmed her instincts as she drew her short sword, rolled under the monster’s odd head, and slashed deeply into its throat.

Kaya twisted her body as the explosion of shards peppered her back, piercing deeply–the cut was deeper than her claws had gone, and it seemed the melee reflection had to do with this.

She was mostly under the creature now, and it tried shifting its body and stomping on her and kicking her. She dodged and rolled as the monster twisted, and added two cuts to its underbelly. Blue blood was dripping onto the ground, as Nick’s frost was continuing to climb the monster’s body slowly.

It rose up on its hind legs, its head twisting oddly to its side–presenting the hammerhead to slam down onto Kaya. But she stirred her essence, leaping off to the side just as the hammer came down where she was standing.

Nick shouted, “Run it around the tree, Kaya,” from the other side of the monster–it seemed he wasn’t far, though she couldn’t see him.

Properly having the monster’s attention, she listened. She ran around the tree as it now ambled after her, as more arrows and bolts stuck into it. The monster seemed to roar in annoyance as it bumped into the tree as it chased her, but it was somehow gaining on her despite her speed.

Just as she thought she would have to turn around and face it, a blade of white light snaked around the tree, and severed one of the monster’s large legs. The explosion of essence was sharp and powerful, but Nick hid his body behind the tree.

Kaya was somewhat shocked at the tactic–it was a clever usage of the environment as a shield.

The monster fell on its face as it lost its balance, sliding across the ground. To Kaya’s surprise, Jerome leapt into the air and struck with his axe at the monster’s neck from the other side. An explosion of essence cut deeply into his body across his neck and chest, cutting right through his shield in the way, but he merely took the blow and swung again.

Taking advantage of the monster’s weakness as it stumbled to get up with its rear leg severed, Kaya joined at the monster’s side, cutting into it above its shoulder into its flank.

Shards of essence cut into the skin all over her body, causing her to roar out in pain. Drawing her other blade, she pierced and cut into the boss with her two blades. Her swings were vicious, powered by the strength of her ferocity.

Her feral energy began filling her body and mind as her senses were overwhelmed with pain–the reflected attacks harming her even through her feral Body Essence.

She tried focusing on her breaths, focusing her will, her resolve and purpose on the drum beating. But she couldn’t stop the tide of the wild energy, her instincts taking over.

Her mind blanked as she knew her body now mostly drove itself, her body being filled with even more cuts as she likely dropped her swords and cut into the boss. Pain filled her mind, but suddenly–a warmth filled her.

The feral energy invading her mind was slowly being removed, a light being emanated from Nick. A small amount of clarity was restored to her thoughts. Was this…that Affliction Removal spell he learned?

A warmth filled her heart, and she was filled with determination. Nick truly removed all her fears, conquering them. She moved with renewed purpose, as she once again slashed into the creature’s joints, stirring her feral essence to guard against the reflection.

The monster’s attention shifted to Nick, but he danced away from its attacks easily, the loss of one of its limbs reducing its overall movement significantly. Even with its full faculties, she had doubts that it could keep Nick pinned down, anyway.

She noticed ice creeping up past the monster’s leg finally, the frost slowly covering its body. She did in fact drop her blades–so she went after the partially frozen limb with her claws. To her surprise, when she sliced into the frozen section, no retaliation from the essence occurred.

Kaya called out, “Target the frozen areas!”

Nick sliced into its other frozen leg, the creature roaring in pain as it fell to the ground, toppling to one side. “Good call,” he shouted from the other side of the monster.

More of the silver dogs charged in, as the boss flailed on the ground. It swiped its head side to side in a scything motion, deterring attacks with its movements as it crawled at Kaya. Jerome was taken out at some point during her mindless rage, and it appeared Jerry ran out of arrows.

Eirwen’s bolt struck it in the body, but the creature continued its angry charge.

“Look out, Kaya! This tree’s coming down.”

The tree started to fall, and Kaya had to roll out of the way, to prevent herself from being crushed–it looked like Nick cut through the remainder of the tree, now that the boss could hardly move.

The large tree landed on the rhino’s body, battering it into the ground. The boss wailed in pain, and its two feet scrabbled for purchase, unable to move effectively. Jerry managed to roll onto the ground, and began grabbing fallen ammunition in the area and fighting off the dogs in the distance.

Nick called out, “Just deal with the dogs, let’s let the boss flail about a bit.”

Her mind intact, Kaya thought she understood. They would let the Aura freeze over the boss, then deal with it after they cleared out the silver dogs.

They did just that, Kaya working along with Nick to kill the dogs. There were nearly a dozen of them, but Nick dashed around kicking them into one another, and Kaya did her best to follow suit, throwing her knives at others.

Nick stabbed into a group of several stacked on top of each other, his blade brightening as he did it. Perhaps, that’s how he could use the white light?

Having finished a dozen of the silver dogs, Kaya could see Eirwen up in the tree, her harness Nick made keeping her up in it.

Eirwen fired yet another crossbow bolt into the boss, which was now barely moving. It had scrabbled itself from under the tree, but its wounds were dozens all across its body, and nearly frozen over.

It stirred its essence within, but Nick’s Aura seemed to have taken over. The loss of blood prevented it from moving much more essence.

Nick walked up to the creature casually, and pierced it in the chest near where its heart or core might be. The boss froze as it wailed, but then all life left it as it fell to the ground, motionless.


[Boss Defeated. Conditions of the next floor grant a special Rest Area. Trial will open in 24 hours.]


[4th Floor: Party Reward: Beast Warrior’s hand axes.]


Now that the enemies were dead and the excitement of battle wore off, Kaya felt a bit light-headed. She had lost a lot of blood. Kaya fell to her knees, and Nick just barely caught her, bringing her to the ground slowly.

She passed out, losing consciousness in his arms.


Chapter 21 - Rest and Recovery 



“That was such a bullshit test. Overcome your weakness of lacking ranged capabilities? How? By going back in fucking time, and bringing bigger ranged weapons? That hammerhead rhino wasn’t even hard, if not for that stupid reflection I’d have lopped off its head in about ten seconds flat.”

Nick fumed, frustrated at how the bullshit boss had hurt Kaya so badly. He was carrying the injured Kaya on his back toward the rest area, Eirwen walking at his side.

Eirwen had used Reinvigorate on her sister right away, but Kaya had remained asleep.

Determining that she was stable as the healing magic worked, they looted and gathered the ammunition before they began their march to the safe area.

He had managed to revive Jerome and Jerry by re-summoning the soul servant. For the first time, he had felt low on mana–restoring their bodies from all the damage had in fact cost him a lot. He hadn’t had much mana expenditures, but even removing the affliction from Kaya had a high cost.

Perhaps, there was also some sort of cost for restoring the same body more than once. He had no idea.

His left arm hurt when he moved it. When he used the tree as a shield to cut into the rhino’s leg, the reflection of essence was extremely sharp. It had cut right through the tree, and pierced right through his armor. He had only barely gotten his guard up in time, or it’d have run through his chest.

Eirwen giggled. “That’s expected before you enter the Ordeal! Being prepared for anything is part of how you prepare for Orion’s dangers. Remember, most people can leave the Ordeal and come back if it’s too challenging. For someone with an epic combat class like you, perhaps it expects you should have some kind of strong ranged spell or ability. That you came in unprepared, it is only natural for it to punish you so that you learn your lesson.”

Nick snorted. “What was I supposed to do? We rushed in here. Did Havendale actually have any spell crystals to sell me, anyway? If I somehow fought through the bandit warlord, and all that.”

Eirwen tapped her lips as they continued their walk. “Not likely. The bandits and the town guard in Davon’s pocket likely hoard all skills and especially magic spells, perhaps even selling them to the other towns. Most have high requirements, too.”

They arrived at a new path that opened at the opposite end of the chamber, a dome of the translucent energy once again showing it was a safe area. There was a gate off to the side of the Safe Area entrance, which Nick knew was the exit to the next floor–the Trial.

However, the path led to what looked like the door to a house.

Eirwen opened the door, and gasped. “Oh my, the rest area looks like it’s a house! We can really rest well tonight.”

Nick couldn’t help but smile at that. “Hell yeah, finally! Other than your treehouse, it’ll be my first night in a real bed since I came to this world.”

He left his soul servants out front–as much as he’d wanted them to enjoy the comforts, it appeared they had no capability to do so.

They marched inside, marveling at the contents. It looked like the suite of a hotel, with more than one door branching off from the more common room. The home had the same motif as the dungeon, with the walls made of tree bark and vines with leaves.

There was a kitchenette to his left complete with what looked like an oven and a sink, couches and chairs for lounging and resting in front of a fireplace–already lit–to his right. The furniture was made of brown and green wood, with padding to sit on.

Eirwen took in the house along with him. “Let’s get her to one of these rooms, so I can take care of her wounds. I know my spell is helpful, but we need to be in tip-top shape for the Trial.”

She opened one of the rooms, and they found a bathroom next to the kitchen, complete with a shower and a large bath. They headed to the other doors, and the first really looked like just about every simple bedroom or hotel room he’d ever seen. A nightstand was next to a bed, which held what looked to Nick like a gas lamp.

Eirwen twisted a switch on it, and it lit up. Rather than a flame, it was as if it was filled with a soft white glow.

Nick laid Kaya on the bed gently, then helped Eirwen remove her armor, finding himself shocked at all the cuts Kaya received. Her arms and shoulders were especially covered, but even her chest and stomach had cuts all over it.

Eirwen looked pained as she looked over Kaya’s cuts, before bringing out a green paste from her pack. “She fought really hard. I…was barely able to do anything.”

Nick snorted. “You did exactly what an Ordeal Supporter is supposed to do, though? You aided with your crossbow, weakening the boss. Then, when the enemy was defeated, you helped us recover and even made sure we got something out of this trip with your looting skill. Odds are, the boss’s corpse will be valuable way beyond its level, right? You’re also the reason we had any juice in us to fight at our best!”

She still looked a bit sad, but she nodded and started putting the paste over some of Kaya’s cuts, a strong herbal smell filling the room.

Nick could feel her essence stirring, adding onto the paste and helping heal Kaya’s wounds more rapidly–the First Aid skill.

Eirwen gave a small smile. “I suppose you’re right. I guess I’ll just try to have some faith that when I hit level 5, I might get something that makes a little more difference in a fight. That boss sure had lots of essence, I just might get close!”

Nick nodded. “Sure did. You might get there sooner rather than later. Well, it’s not impossible to shift your class still, is it? Maybe when we get back and we take over Davon’s stash, we might get you an assortment of skills to make you more combat-like? I’ll support you, whatever you choose.”

He hugged her to his side, and added, “This is the dilemma of being a supporter of warriors, a Test or a Trial of its own, right? You are being challenged here just as we are.”

“Thanks. You’re right, it’s just painful for me to see you two getting hurt, and being unable to really do anything until the fight is over. I’ll think about what I want for a while longer. Let’s get your wounds all cleaned up, too. That wound on your arm is awful, isn’t it?”

Tucking Kaya into the bed, they left the room after Eirwen seemed to use another spell on Kaya, her hand waving near her head and mana stirring before they left the room, leaving the door slightly ajar.

“What’d you do?”

Eirwen smirked. “I gave her a pleasant dream, using a minor cantrip of dream magic. She’ll be visited by the man of her dreams, figuratively and literally, I guess? Hehe.”

Nick frowned, as they entered the lounge area. “That’s kinda…weird. She’s going to meet a dream version of me, and get it on?”

Eirwen mock gasped, as she put a hand on her chest and smiled. “Now Nicholas, that’s awfully presumptuous of you, don’t you think? I didn’t say it was you, nor did I say that the dream would be sexual. I merely stirred her subconscious to connect with whom she pictured as a man she desired. That could be you, or it could be who she pictured when she read a book. As to what she’ll do in the dream, who knows? She might not even remember it, it is no different from a dream she might usually have. Have you ever actually finished doing the deed in a dream, anyway? I just wanted it to be a pleasant dream, not one filled with bad memories and her fears.”

Nick hummed, as he started removing the odd clips on his weird, almost plastic armor. “That’s kinda cool that you can do that, but I didn’t see any kind of spells on your character sheet. Where’s it come from?”

Eirwen helped him remove his armor, removing the clips on his armored pants. He began taking everything off.

She responded, “To learn my dream magic, I had to read and practice for days and weeks. You start with simple spells that you might know as cantrips, before you earn the proficiency. You don’t know any soul magic cantrips? That should be part of how you learned the proficiency, usually.”

Nick frowned. “No, I just started with the proficiency. Didn’t my class give it to me?”

Eirwen raised her brow at this. “For a soul magic focused class like a Soul Knight, having the proficiency should have been a requirement. It would not grant you this proficiency, though it might have improved it. I already had capability with crossbows, me taking my Ordeal Supporter class merely enhanced it. You didn’t know any soul magic?”

Nick frowned in thought. “The games I played? I don’t know. I kinda just…knew. I thought it happened when I took the class. My mind was pretty fuzzy in that crypt, I thought it was just my chemo acting up.”

Eirwen looked thoughtful, as she brought him over to a chair. She looked over Nick’s body and prepared her healing salves by retrieving small canisters and jars and placing them beside him, and then began working on healing him.

Nick’s arm had a deep gash in it, but her Reinvigorate plus all the essence he was absorbing had already done some work on healing it. As she rubbed the paste on his various gashes and bruises, he could feel a warm, numbness spreading.

Nick marveled at their capability to heal. “Sure am glad that healing is so easy. Seems like as long as we don’t die, you can make us right as rain in no time, Winny.”

Eirwen chuckled. “And don’t you test it! But you’re right, aside from broken bones–until we reach the second stratum. Sure, I should get better at healing as we grow. But absorbing all this essence is more or less forging your body into a treasure, something tougher than simple armor. It will cost much more essence to heal you, and it will take more time. Not only that, but the enemy’s essence will start invading you, even after they’re dead. Half the challenge will be removing the foreign essence, to enable you to heal.”

“Huh, it’ll be almost like a poison? Wonder if we’ll get anything like that.”

Eirwen continued applying the healing salve to his cuts, until she began putting everything away.

“There you are, hubby. Now, I’m gonna get us some dinner cookin’, why don’t you just focus on–”

Nick pulled her back to the chair, setting her down on his lap and facing her body toward him. He wrapped his arms around her, and her body just melted into his. She sighed happily. “Oh, I like this.”

“It can wait a minute. I’d like to thank my lovely Ordeal Supporter, for a job well done. I can tell you feel a little down that you aren’t pulling your weight, but I know how important you are. You are appreciated.”

He kissed her lips, her cheeks taking on a cute blush. She moaned as his hands roamed her body, and the kiss lingered for a time as she did the same.

Passion seemed to build between them as they kissed and sought each other, but eventually, she pulled away to look him in the eyes.

She smiled at him, and her eyes had a hooded look, her voice nearly a whisper and seductive. “I did enjoy that, and I’m more than ready for you if you want something fast–but you and Kaya are wounded, hubby. If you’d have let me finish–I wanted you to absorb that essence and heal, and allow me to collect mine so that we could enjoy each other later–and with much more time available to us. I’d like to have some food ready for sis when she wakes, and we both could use a bath–I think that could be a lot of fun, together. How does that sound?”

Nick cleared his throat. “I’m good with that. You’re right. Just help me…calm down for a minute? I’ll be good.”

She giggled, as she rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m more than okay if you want to make things quick, but I’d much rather we take our proper time to enjoy ourselves.”

Nick nodded, and just hugged her into him. He started to run his hands through her curly soft hair, as he closed his eyes and took deep breaths. Playing around with her curly hair, especially at the base of her ram-like horns, she shivered in his arms.

She joined him for a moment in absorbing her own essence, her soft breaths against his neck relaxing him.

Envisioning the whirlpools for his soul and body, he began to absorb the large amount of essence they collected from the boss.

After a few minutes, she sighed. “I could fall asleep just like that, in your arms. Let me go? I’ll get working.”

He let her go as she stood up, still focusing on the task while giving her a smile. “You’re wonderful, Winny. There’s nobody I’d rather have by my side than you, thanks for taking care of us.”

Eirwen gave him a wide smile, and pecked him on the cheek. “And I don’t doubt it now, thanks to the truth in your words–thanks, hubby. It really means a lot to me that I can take care of someone else for a change.”

Happy that this was also the truth, Nick continued with his efforts for a time, perhaps more than an hour. He was finishing absorbing his essence reward when he heard a muffled voice. “Winny? Where are we?”

Nick opened his eyes, finding Kaya standing at the door. She was looking at the features of the room, but when Nick and Kaya’s eyes met, she froze. Her cheeks took on a blush, and Nick barely kept the smirk off his face as he realized: she likely had a dream about him.

Winny shouted over from the kitchenette, “I’m over here, cooking! Just a few more minutes, and it’ll be all done. Have a seat! It’s safe here in this special rest area.”

Kaya sat down across from Nick, and seemed to not want to look at him.

“How you feelin’, Kaya? You sure kicked some ass on that rhino thing. Hoo boy, them claws of yours with the blood-red energy swirling around you sure looked vicious. I was surprised when your wounds weren’t worse, I took a nasty cut on my arm just for cutting into that leg the one time.”

Kaya chuckled, and seemed to return some of his enthusiasm with a warm smile. “I feel much better now that I had a chance to rest. I did absorb most of the essence swirling around me. I thought you were hiding behind the tree for that attack? I blocked it with my essence, but I think it’s more because my claws weren’t as vicious as you thought.”

Nick snorted. “It pierced the tree, cutting into me. You had a lot of blood on you, and it wasn’t all yours. You did some big work on that thing, and even spotted a weakness. You kicked ass, and I mean that. The Ordeal must have thought so too because it gave a reward tailored for you.”

She seemed to blush at his praise. “W-Well, it was your Aura that slowed it. I…kinda passed out, what did the Ordeal award us?”

Eirwen walked over to her pack, and pulled out two axes that looked like they barely fit inside. They were barely what one might consider a one-handed axe, though Nick realized they were well beyond a normal human at this point, at level five. Wielding them with two hands was pretty fitting.

It was bearded, and had a small spike on the back. The grip was wooden, but Nick could feel the thickness of the essence in them. There was also an odd block with a grip on the bottom of one of the axes.

Eirwen handed them to Kaya. “It called them beast warrior axes. You didn’t unlock the class already, did you?”

Kaya froze, and she seemed to check her Menu. “It’s there! But, it’s not unlocked. It means I am close to meeting the requirements!”

Eirwen’s smile was wide, “That’s wonderful! It means you’re on the right track. Maybe that’s why the Ordeal awarded those axes? Come to think of it, Beast Warriors don’t really use daggers or short swords, and usually use polearms or other weapons, don’t they? Did you practice with ma’s battleaxe?”

Kaya blushed, perhaps as she realized her mistake. “I-I’ll practice with these.”

Nick added, “And I’ll teach you. Those look like some viking axes, really. Those are great, especially when you have two of them. You can hook the beard and pull weapons and shields out of the way, and hack at them with the other. What’s with the weird grip at the bottom?”

Kaya smirked at Nick, and her fluffy tail hooked through the block, and took the axe out of her hand, holding the axe aloft. It whipped around behind her left and right, before coming up behind and over her head. Nick could see how the reach of the axe would allow her to strike with nearly the same reach as her arm, even while facing forward.

“Cool, you can surprise someone with that. I think it’s better as a surprise than it is to roll with three axes, but we’ll see.”

Much of the power in an attack came from putting your own weight and momentum into the blows. With a sharp enough blade, it wasn’t required to do damage, but against an armored foe, Nick doubted anyone could really wield three weapons at once and accomplish overly much more than with two. Even two was a stretch for these reasons.

Eirwen walked back to the kitchenette and opened the pot she had cooking. A thick stew smell filled the room, as she took a taste from a spoon. “Looks like the stew is ready! Let’s eat!”

She opened the oven, and even pulled some bread out on a pan.

“What the–you had flour in that pack too? What the hell? I’m gonna search that pack, you can’t convince me you brought all of this stuff. I’d believe you were magicing this stuff sooner than that.”

Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling. “You’re so silly, hubby. I don’t have that kind of magic. Though, in a dream, I can probably make you the best food you’ve ever had! As for bringing stuff, we cleared out the whole pantry. We didn’t know how long we’d be inside, and it was a good thing we did!”

There was no real dining table, but the almost-coffee table between them in the living room was where Eirwen placed three bowls of steaming hot stew and the bread.

The bread was hard, but dipped in the stew, it softened and absorbed the meaty flavor. The three enjoyed the stewed bearcoon meat, which had really softened by spending a longer time at a low simmer.

The essence was powerful, and filled his weary body with energy. He now understood why Winny made it a priority to get this food completed sooner–it was necessary for Kaya’s body to truly heal.

Eirwen and Kaya were all smiles as they enjoyed making small talk about the fight. Nick was definitely grateful for having their company.

Had he entered alone, he didn’t want to think about what would have happened. He supposed he would have had his soul servants, but they wouldn’t have provided any type of company. If he thought back to the rats, he had no real way of healing himself.

He’d have wounds and be unable to recover rapidly. Instead, he had moved through the floors rapidly, and he felt good. He was going to be ready for the Trial, no matter how difficult.

“What is it, hubby? You got quiet.”

“Just thinking I’m really glad you two came–even if one of you was begrudgingly. You girls are great.”

Kaya and Eirwen both beamed, but it was Kaya that responded, “And I’m really glad I came too–not just for Winny. I’m more now, and it’s all thanks to you. I’m gonna…full-ass being your bodyguard, from now on! I promise.”

She stood up, and she gave him a martial bow, with a fist in her palm held out in front of her. Kaya held it for several seconds, before sitting back down.

Nick’s brow rose at that, but replied, “Damn, even used it right and everything! Thanks, Kaya. I won’t let you down.”

Eirwen giggled. “Beast Warriors are proud of their honorable service. This is a big deal! Momma had served a lord a few cities away, but came here on a caravan when he died as a Ronin–with young Kaya.”

“Ronin? What, Beast Warriors are like samurai? That’s cool. Alright, so anything else we can do to prepare for this Trial? Anything else you think I should know, Winny?”

“Hmm, I think I just remembered something. It might be more relevant for us, in particular.”

She went back to her pack, and pulled out the book and glasses she had used earlier, the Hero’s Path. Sitting back down and flipping through the pages, she seemed to find what she was looking for in just a minute.

“Here it is. If the Trial is in the first stratum, a Bind Stone will be made available. At this location, people can respawn at least once. If killed while inside, they will be sent there–though it will take several days. But this is next to the portal, where there should be a barrier protecting their respawn. People can leave after death with a grace period, unable to be harmed.”

Nick frowned. “How’s this relevant for us?”

Kaya sighed. “Davon and his men. Once the Trial opens and they discover it, one will probably return and let him know. At the very least after they scout out the Trial.”

“Damn, so the ringer himself might show up, and I won’t be able to actually kill him? This is terrible.” He shook his head.

Eirwen hummed. “I don’t think he will, for two reasons. The first, is he will be limited to the level of the floor at entry. We might be able to level up once we’re inside, but he would be brought down to level five in strength–his abilities locked and his strength reduced until he did the same. If he died in the Trial, he’d stay dead before we finished it, likely. Second, the Trial will in fact have a limit to the number of entries. If he can’t bring enough of his men in, he may just opt for the alternative option.”

Nick groaned. “He’s going to try to get us when we get out.”

Kaya nodded. “His level is not truly even known–he might not have a choice, if he’s in the second stratum. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was above level ten, and couldn’t even enter. His men probably all run through the first few floors weekly, and kill the boss for money. When his men come back, he’s going to learn about the other entrance. I suppose it’s possible they might assume we snuck in somehow, but it’s doubtful. They keep it under lock and key, and with loyal capable watchers. Well, if we have any luck, the rats just might keep them at bay.”

Nick had some hope that it might be a few days before they found out about the Trial. Then, a few bandits could get taken out by the rats, but he doubted much more than that. An armed force with the right equipment could kill them with impunity.

They spent some time talking into the evening. Nick told them some of his stories from Earth, and he was happy to learn some more details about their earlier lives. Orion was a strange world, very different from Earth, but life was especially hard in Havendale.

Their mother was able to protect herself and her kids well thanks to her strength being early in the second stratum, but she was outnumbered. As much as she wanted to slay Davon, she couldn’t do that while also defending her children.

Both because of the sheer numbers of his allies, but also because Davon was a man who was difficult to pin down, ruling from the shadows.

Thankfully, he took little interest in Mira and left her to her own devices, until she died. After that, Kaya had taken odd jobs in the city, and had taken to the trade as a rogue to increase her freedom. They kept it quiet that her mother had died for a time, but eventually, it came to light.

It sounded like the people from Havendale were just barely getting through life, unable to truly prosper because the tower wasn’t claimed. Yet, Davon was preventing this from happening, just to rule over the weak.

Nick would make sure he paid for his wrongdoings, and then he would make some big changes.

He yawned. It was getting a little late, the girls chatting and even enjoying more of the stew. They each had some tea in front of them, spending some time together.

Kaya had spent some time absorbing essence, and so did Eirwen, slowly while they talked. They even had time to take showers, each taking turns in between.

“Oh! I hit level 4. I got a new spell: Equipment Maintenance.”


[Spell: Equipment Maintenance]
[School: Essence]
[Cost: Moderate]
[Range: Touch]
[Consume essence from items to repair damage to other items over time, bringing them to their original condition.]


“Nice! That’s really useful. Kaya and I both have a few cuts and holes in our armor that need repairs. I was a bit worried that they would be a weakness to keep track of, or something our enemy’s might target.”

Eirwen nodded. “I’ll take care of them in the morning. I already cleaned them of all that blue blood, but now I just need to refill them with essence! See, those goblin necklaces and things will be helpful!”

Nick looked over at the armor laying next to the sink, and once again was proud of his wife for all the work she did.

He gave her a look of affection, and she beamed.

After a moment, she smirked, and looked over at Kaya, who was drinking some tea. “Well, Nick and I are about to take a bath, where we’ll probably enjoy ourselves. Are you going to join us, sis?”

Kaya made a surprised sound, then choked a little bit on her tea. She shook her head, and then looked more than a little fearful with her ears flat on her head. “N-No, um… I–I’m just not…ready yet. I like Nick…but…”

Her explanation didn’t really continue, and Eirwen sighed. She offered Nick an explanation, “Like the Beast Warriors are fiercely loyal to their lord, they are the same for their mate. That she came so close to choosing that jerk really has her broken. She practically didn’t leave her room for a month after we got safe. But she was young then, barely even sixteen.”

Kaya’s tail swished in front of her, where she held it. “I…just need some more time. It was just a stupid thing. I was being trained to be a rogue, and I really got my hopes up. For Winny, really! It was just so hard, after Momma was gone. When the guy showed his true colors, I didn’t think I could trust anyone again, especially men. Living in the forest was scary on its own.”

Nick frowned. “Well, I like you Kaya, and I’m in no rush. That guy might have done you dirty, but Prince Noblefrost here does what he says and says what he means. Even when the words might be nonsensical at times–you can count on em’.”

Kaya chuckled, and she gave him a look of longing. “You’re aware that your words are nonsensical, huh? And I know that I can count on you. Still, I like it better for you to be focused on Winny for now. Seeing her happy just warms my heart. That you’ve helped me so much with my goals means a lot to me, too. I will make it up to you, some day. I promise.”

Nick chuckled. “You already did–promise, that is, with our Pact. Well, I think I’m ready for some rest.”

Eirwen smiled, and looked at Nick with a bit of lust. “That’s right. We’ll have some time before we enter the Trial tomorrow, it looks like? You should be able to get some axe training in before the portal opens.”

Kaya nodded, looking excited. “I’m looking forward to it. W-Well, I’ll let you two head to the bath. I do need some extra rest to heal up, anyway.”

She seemed to blush once more, as she looked at Nick.

They said their good nights, and Nick headed to the bath with Eirwen.


Chapter 22 - ♥♥♥ - The Hero’s Reward



Nick ran his fingers through his lover’s hair, soapy bubbles cleansing her soft silky hair. She moaned into his hands as his fingers scratched her scalp. “Mmm, that feels wonderful, hubby.”

The bath was large, like a jacuzzi. He decided to take full advantage of this, and spend their time taking care of one another.

He poured a bucket of water over to rinse it, finishing cleaning her hair. Her cute, pretty face was all smiles, her gazing at him with affection as he toweled off her face and hair. Of course, they were both naked in the bath. He had let her take care of his cleaning first, and now, it was her turn.

“Let’s do these legs. I haven’t gotten to understand these. You climbed those trees so easily, I was really surprised.”

“Hehe, I can climb much better than most people think! But Kaya’s even better, when she’s transformed. She can climb down a tree upside down, full speed.”

Nick knelt in the bath in front of her, her sitting on a sort of stair at the edge of the tub. She offered her left leg, and he held on to it from underneath, marveling at it.

Already, he could see her thigh had even more musculature than before, the one floor and the trait she received having made a large difference in her body once again. “You are looking fantastic, Winny. Just one floor and that trait made a big change, like weeks of working out.”

Eirwen waggled her brows with a smile. “You like? I like what I’m seeing too–seeing you in action gets me all hot and bothered, when I think about it.” She licked her lips as she looked up and down his body, and he could see her desire in her gaze.

He chuckled, and began soaping up her fur. Her hoofed foot came off her ankle at an odd angle, and almost looked like the result of a human’s foot within a high-heeled boot. Feeling her hoof, it was hard and thick on the outside, but spongy underneath on the inside.

Nick raised his brow at this. “Your skin is all spongy, here. It’s totally different from like, the sole of my foot.”

“That’s part of what makes me such a great climber! It’s the combination of the hard and soft. The soft and spongy part is almost like molding clay, sticking to most surfaces and conforming to their shape, giving me an excellent grip. Then, the outer boot, the hoof part, is hard, allowing me to get a grip on small edges and other harder surfaces, an interesting combination of pressure. When I combine with my human-like hands for a grip, I can climb just as good if not better than any sheep or goat, and they are often found high up in a tree’s branches, or on the top of a rocky mountain!”

He pushed into the spongy area, and she just looked at him with a fond smile. “I hardly feel anything on that flesh, it’s designed to step on nearly anything–even sharp rocks and pebbles.”

Nick decided to test this, pushing his thumbs and really digging in, trying to give her odd hooves a massage. He had an immense amount of strength, so his fingers went deeply into her spongy flesh.

She smiled. “Hmm, that feels alright, but there are very little nerves there–how about you move up a little bit? I wanted to ask you a few questions, so I can be a better…matchmaker. I promised I would try to find you even more wonderful wives, but I am not sure about your…” she tapped her lips, “desires and attractions. You don’t seem to mind my and Kaya’s bestial features, but many humans, even here on Orion, shy away from some beast girls. Is there a limit for you?”

Nick moved up her leg, massaging her sheep-like calves instead. She moaned into his strong hands, as he began both massaging and scratching her fur as he thought on his answer.

“I’m not sure how to best explain it, but as a man from Earth, I think as long as the more…central region of the woman is human-enough, I can still be attracted to them. If the girl’s face is covered in fur or scales or has what can be described as a muzzled jaw, I don’t think that’ll work for me.”

Eirwen hummed, as she enjoyed his attention with a smile. “Hmm, so Kaya in her bestial transformation is right out, huh? Any other…deal-breakers?”

Nick frowned in thought, as he began massaging suds into her other leg. “I think something like a centaur where her uh…lovemaking bits are at the back of their hindquarters is a bit much for me. It’d be too much like making love to a horse, and would be right out. It’d be the same if, for example, the girl’s…region was completely covered in fur or scales or something.”

Eirwen gave a sly smile. “Duly noted. But in that case, couldn’t we just shave her? I’m sure I can find many gals willing to do even that, for their lord, their hero.”

Nick snorted a laugh, before reflecting on it. “I dunno, doesn’t that feel kinda sad? For you to have to remove a part of you, for your lover to be attracted? Feels like if they are going to be my lover for life, I need to be able to love all of them.”

Eirwen smiled. “I couldn’t agree more, hubby. That’s why we had this talk, and now, rest assured, I’ll make sure to match you up only with girls that can meet this…criteria. Now, that mirror match and the boss fight, you have truly begun the path of being a hero. That means, it is my duty, my pleasure, to give you your…hero’s reward.”

“Hero’s reward, is it? I have a feeling I’m going to like this, but what is that?”

Eirwen giggled and moved aside, soaps and suds dripping down her naked body. She motioned him to the step she had been sitting on, helping him sit a little higher, so his waist was no longer underwater.

She gave him a sly smile, one full of lust and desire, as her voice was dripping with seduction. “Why, what do you think a hero should be rewarded with? Fame, glory, money, power? What about when he has all that, and has no need for it? It’s my firm belief, and this largely comes from being a beastfolk, that a great way to motivate their man is with the loving of his women and pleasure.”

Eirwen wrapped her sudsy fingers around Nick’s already hardening cock, stroking it to full attention. Her other hand teased his balls, her face sporting a lustful smile.

She continued, “Now, unfortunately you didn’t save a princess in a castle this time, but you did well to seduce our dear Kaya with your strength. It’ll be my job to make sure you are properly motivated, and that means I will always make sure to aid you in getting your hero’s reward, whether by helping make sure a girl lands in your bed, or by taking care of you myself. How does that sound?”

Nick cleared his throat. “Not so sure I like you simplifying my desires down to a single thing, but when you’re right, you’re right. I don’t see me turning down more girls in our bed, as long as they are mine.”

She gave him a husky chuckle, as she straddled his legs, sitting on his lap. She kissed him on the lips, the sensation of her soft lips creating a thrum in his chest. The passion from their kiss earlier quickly returned, their lips and tongues searching for one another.

Nick wrapped his arms around his smaller beastfolk wife as he continued kissing her lips. Her breathing picked up as Nick grabbed her firm breasts full of suds, massaging her chest.

Eirwen wrapped her hands around his neck, as the passionate kiss deepened. She ground her pussy on his erection, her wetness mixing with the warm water and suds.

She pulled back from their kiss, breathless. “And yours they shall be. A strong hero like you should have all the women and pleasure he desires, and I can see you like the chase, too. I’ll try to aid you but make sure things feel…earned, if I can.”

Eirwen turned around, her ass facing him as her feet stood on the stairs on his sides. His cock throbbed as he saw her now thicker thighs, her ass firm and rounder from the essence as she squatted down toward him.

She now had a sexy, heart shaped ass to go along with her narrow waist, and she looked over her shoulder.

“Now, like I said, I love the idea that I can now take good care of you. You can move if you like, but I would love to try doing all the work, so you just enjoy your… reward.”

Nick was already as hard as a rock, and she didn’t even have to angle his cock as she lowered herself. He entered her folds as her waist moved toward his slowly, her moaning as her tightness enveloped his member.

She moaned. “Ohh wow,” she gave a throaty chuckle, “this is like a reward for me too.”

Her wetness flooded his cock as her body shook, her tightness grasping his thick member. She had to raise herself up and lower her body down more than once, easing him into her gripping pussy.

Eirwen’s tail flickered and swayed slowly, and he groped her firm ass.

Her breaths came in heavily, as she worked her waist up and down his length. “Mmm, you like, hubby? It’s like, and is, my first time, all over again. Almost there. Soon you’ll be all the way inside me.”

In one final push, she let all her weight down until her ass met his waist, her pussy fully engulfing his cock. Her pussy pulsed and rippled all along his length, as her body shook.

Having reached the base, her movements became more fervent and rapid. Nick guided her pace lightly, but let her do all the work as she desired. Her moans increased as he played with her nipples, her back up against his chest as she bounced up and down his length, her ass smacking against his stomach with every down stroke.

“Does it feel good, hubby? Your reward? You can have it…any time you want. It’s… all yours.”

“You’re doing great, Winny. Your tight little pussy feels so good.”

She sighed as her pussy shook, clamping tightly on his cock. She froze for a brief moment, but continued her movements, focused on his pleasure.

Her movements sped up, her moans echoing off the walls of the small room. She slowed to a stop, his cock delightfully snug in her pussy’s embrace. She leaned back and whispered, “You know what else is fun? Kaya can probably hear us enjoying ourselves in here. I bet she’s filled with need, right now. That if you just opened her door–ahhn!”

Nick lifted Eirwen slightly by putting his hands underneath her knees, and began moving his own hips, fucking into her tight entrance. With his strength, his sheep girl now felt like the weight of a pillow in his arms.

Carrying her he felt no strain at all, so he began lifting her up and down on his cock, her pussy clamping rhythmically on his member. “F-Fuck, that’s so good… Ahn… shit, I’m going to cum again!”

Nick’s movement only sped up, her arousal covering his pelvis. Her moans continued as he fucked her tight pussy, Eirwen’s entire body shaking as her pussy was filled to the brim repeatedly. He stood up as he continued to fuck her faster, his own need reaching his peak.

Their souls thrummed as his pleasure rose, Eirwen’s moans and pleas to fill her pussy entering his ears. Her words were just incoherent babbling at this point, and he was quick to fulfil her request not long after.

With a grunt, his cum filled her tight entrance as her pussy convulsed and milked the seed from his member.

Catching her breath, Eirwen gave a pleased sigh as Nick lowered her hoofed feet onto the stair of the bath again, his cock falling out of her tight pussy.

“Hehe, you couldn’t wait to finish, huh? But that’s okay, too.”

He spun her around and pulled her to him, bending down to kiss her on the lips. “Your reward was great. I’d fight another hammerhead rhino for it if I had to.”

She hummed. “Hmm? But we’re not done, yet.” Eirwen guided him to sit down once more, before she wrapped her hands around his neck and kissed him again. Her lips and tongue were filled with erotic desire, a clear want to entice and fill him with need. She kissed down his chest as her body slid slowly into the warm water, his cock just barely above it.

Eirwen began to kiss and lick his soft member, her eyes meeting his and filled with affection. “I wanted to practice this, some more.” She gave him a sly smile, as she asked, “Will you teach me to please you, again?”

His cock started to surge at her efforts, her kissing and licking of his cock reigniting his desire. It wasn’t long before she could began to grasp and massage his length with her hands, mixing the sensations just as he had taught her before. Groaning at her efforts, Nick ran his fingers through her soft, wet hair.

This only emboldened her, Eirwen humming as she took the tip into her mouth. Swirling her tongue, she massaged the length with her hand, her delicate fingers adding pleasant sensations along his member.

Her hand reached between her thighs once more, and her movements began speeding up with her own arousal. She took more of his cock into her mouth with each bob of her head, the wet heat of her mouth providing Nick with pleasure.

But more than the pleasure, he felt the love and desire Eirwen had for him. She wanted to fill her lover with desire and enjoyment, and so she was working hard to pleasure him.

Eirwen’s hand continued to massage his length, his girth too much to fit in her throat easily. Her moans filled the small room once more, as her own need rose.

Grunting, his hands landed on her horns, as his desire was getting close to his peak. Her eyes looked at him in question, but filled with her own wanton pleasure.

He guided his cock into her throat, as he pulled on her horns. Groaning as he entered her tight entrance, he began fucking her mouth, the tight wetness of her throat massaging his length. Using her horns, he fucked her face gently at first, but began to pick up speed as she moaned.

Nick felt a desire to dominate, to use her mouth and claim her just like he did her body. He fucked her mouth faster as she moaned, her body convulsing as she fingered her clit underneath the water.

Nick quickly reached his peak once again as he pulled her face toward his pelvis repeatedly, his movements speeding up as he was filled with desire. Something primal seemed to drive him, and for a moment, it was like he didn’t care that this might not be comfortable for her.

She was his, and he knew that she wanted nothing more than to bring him pleasure–so he would take what was his.

Eirwen’s eyes watered as she began to shake in her own orgasm, her throat not prepared for his cock, or his sudden drive to take control and fuck her throat. But despite struggling with his member, if anything, she pushed her face along with his efforts to pull her to further engulf his cock, to bring him a greater pleasure.

Seeing his wife increase her efforts drove him wild, his grip on her horns becoming tighter. He fucked her face even more vigorously, her lips reaching even closer to his pelvis, her eyes meeting his, watching his desire.

Nick grunted, and filled her throat with his seed. Eirwen began to choke and cough, and he quickly pulled out as his next spurt of cum splashed against her face.

Taking a moment to catch her breath, Eirwen wiped the tears and seed from her face, washing them off with water. “Hehe, you enjoyed that, huh? What was that near the end, the air around you seemed to change when you…grabbed my horns–oh!”

Nick lifted her out of the water, and she leaned against his chest and wrapped her hands around his neck. His cock remained hard this time, and he slotted it right into her entrance.

“Wha–ahn–has gotten into you?”

Nick didn’t answer, as he carried her to and began to fuck her against the bathroom wall. He knew Kaya was on the other side, and that drove him even wilder.

His hips thrust his hard cock deep within her tight pussy with each movement, her weight delightfully causing her walls to feel even tighter. Lifting her up and down as his hips met hers, rivulets of her desire dripped down where the two met, her moans becoming even louder.

Some kind of beast within him had been awakened, and he wasn’t sure he understood what was happening. But he knew that his wife was enjoying it plenty, Eirwen more than willing to submit to his sudden need.

However, he could sense she was a little worried. Despite his want to continue pounding into her, he slowed down, and met her eyes. Using one hand, he caressed her flushed face. “Sorry… suddenly, I just felt like I couldn’t control my…need.”

Eirwen started moving her own hips, tightening her pussy on his length. She gave him a beaming smile. “But you’re enjoying it, right? So am I, so don’t worry about it. We’ll talk about it later.”

Nick continued to fuck her hard, her moans getting louder as he increased his speed. As little as she could move held up against the wall, he could tell she did her best to meet his thrusts. Part of his desire was to dominate his lovely sheep wife, but he could feel his desire to dominate another–his future wife, on the other side of the wall.

Her cunt shook and spasmed as he fucked her, her walls rippling all along his length. His movements sped up and he growled with need, her body shaking in orgasm. Each thrust filled her tight pussy all the way to her cervix, him pounding deep within her entrance.

Eirwen’s eyes were unfocused, her body filled with pleasure. Nick hadn’t slowed down at any point, continuing to fuck her from orgasm to orgasm. Something about her beastfolk body loved his desire to dominate just as much as he enjoyed it on his side, and her pussy’s tightness and movements brought him close to his peak.

Her breaths were heavy with her moaning. “Ahn, fuck–fill my pussy, please–I want it!”

Nick’s hips were a blur, as he grunted, and released his seed into her willing pussy. Rivulets of cum immediately drained down her thighs, her own wetness long-since flooding from her pussy.

Eirwen was breathless. “W-wow. That was…amazing. I don’t know what started that, but…” Nick let her down, and she cast her new spell on herself, Reinvigorate.

She rubbed her pelvis. “My poor little pussy, you really messed me up. Let’s clean up again real quick?” She changed her voice to a whisper. “Or wait, would you like to keep my smell on you? You seemed to really like the idea about Kaya being able to hear us.”

Nick nodded, and responded in a whisper. “I think that’s what set me off. Still, it’s a little gross. Let’s clean ourselves a bit, and maybe…when we wake up, you can add a bit of your scent with a little more fun…”

Eirwen giggled. “I like that idea!”

They cleaned up, which required quite a bit of work to brush her curly hair. Nick was surprised when there was a sort of hair dryer, a fixture on the wall, that blew air out in a steady breeze when activated. It was like the air dryers in most public bathrooms on Earth, but less violently loud and without much heat.

Dried and cleaned off, they went back to their private room and got into the bed together. The simple room wasn’t anything special, but being under the covers with his loving wife in his arms brought him a special contentment.

She had a dreamy smile on her lips, a radiant glow to her now-dry hair and her clean skin.

Eirwen eventually broke the silence, “That was a surprise, but not an unwelcome one. Maybe that was your Monstrosity? In the dream world, your mind wasn’t yet aware of it, not being a perfect copy of your body. I will make sure to increase the magic for next time, to try to compensate in the dream a bit better for what you might not know.”

Nick raised his brow. “You can do that?”

Eirwen nodded. “With enough magic, I should be able to do nearly anything–even allow you to train with essence in the dream world. While dream magic is a magic of the mind, it is heavily linked to the soul, too. It’s my talents with both that enable me to accomplish dream magic in the first place.”

Nick hummed. “That’s kind of cool, I wonder if I can learn it. It was a little on the strange side, but it felt good enough, that’s for sure.”

She chuckled. “It might be possible for you to learn it, but my dreamweaver trait is largely what makes it easy and effective for me. As for it feeling good, It really did! Now that we know about it, I’m sure we can both explore it. You were still in control, so this should be fun!”

Eirwen snuggled up against him tightly, her curly soft hair nuzzling his shoulder and neck. Her odd horns were large and forced her to lay mostly on her back or angled up while on her side, but they didn’t seem to bother her at all.

They spent time kissing and hugging, and Nick just luxuriated in being close with his lover, and in a real bed. He fell asleep with her in his arms, Eirwen the small spoon to his large.


Chapter 23 - The Trial of Leadership Begins



Nick looked over his armor, finding Eirwen’s repairs had closed up the gap and left the surface smooth.

“You turned all those macaroni-looking necklaces into armor repairs? That shit is crazy. Still, it’s convenient, this spaceman armor looked impossible to repair otherwise.”

Eirwen giggled at his silliness. “What’s a spaceman? I used the wolf teeth first on Kaya’s, but then I needed to use up nearly all the goblin trinkets. Your armor took a lot of them, by the way.”

“I’ll tell ya later. These weird plastic-like sections just remind me of it.”

Kaya noted, “I thought it looked like a gray beetle carapace or something.” She tapped on it with her knuckles, making dull knocking sounds. She met his eyes, and she blushed before adding, “Seems like it’ll even be decent against blunt blows? Few armors are good against slashing, piercing, and blunt damage. It’s usually two out of three at best.”

Nick smirked, as she seemed to get a whiff of the combined scent of him and Eirwen from the previous night. Kaya squeaked as she noticed his smirk, and nearly all but refused to look at him as she tried to busy herself with her own preparations.

She was also wearing her armor and ready to go. Kaya looked over her new axes with a bit of pride. They were able to alter the loops in her belt to hold the axes and easily withdraw them for combat.

She was still armed with many daggers and her short swords. She was still not great with the axes, but had reached Novice in just a few hours.

With some real combat, Nick thought she would move on quickly. She was definitely decent with her daggers and short swords, but the superior reach and power of the larger axes were not something easy to ignore.

They had to kill a bunch of time to wait for the Trial to open. Eirwen had told Nick that it might have been preparing it or aligning it in some way. The inhabitants of the floor would likely be made aware of the shift, though it could depend on the goal.

When they woke up, it was like a permanent blush was on Kaya’s face. She had clearly heard their enjoyment from the bathroom, and Nick could actually smell, or feel her arousal. He had to scratch Eirwen’s soft fur-like curly hair on her head, to calm himself down, or he felt like he might actually try to push her down.

He knew that even if her body was more than willing, her mind was not in the same place. She was not yet ready for him, so he did his best to cage the beast inside him.

After Nick’s training with Kaya, they took a nap to feel more rested for when the Trial opened.

Jerome and Jerry were waiting for them outside their little cottage, and had simply absorbed essence from the Ordeal for sustenance. Nick wondered if they would ever be able to converse with him.

The portal opened, and the party gave resolute nods.

“Let’s get in there, kick some ass, and get out. Then we’ll kick Davon’s ass, and then…”

Kaya chuckled. “Then kick some more? You’re walking the hero’s path. You can never stop.”

Eirwen cheered, “Let’s do it! This should be really exciting. I can’t wait to see what we can do! It’ll be dangerous, but it’ll be a place we’ve never been.”

They entered the portal, where it dropped them out inside a barrier. The bind stone had glyphs running all over it, and the amount of essence coming from it was immense. He felt drawn to it.

Nick’s party was standing on a small hill, overlooking what appeared to be an island or peninsula–a beach behind them. There was a giant volcano in the center of the island, and a forest covering much of the valley in front of them.

The island looked quite large, the volcano easily ten to twenty miles away from their current position, from Nick’s estimation. 


[Trial of Leadership]
[The Orcs of Nagduros and the Humans of Zura are at odds with one another. They refused to complete their Conflict, and were placed within this Trial as a Minor Tribulation. 


There are several ways to complete this Trial for Nicholas Noblefrost. Help either faction to triumph over the other, by enabling them to settle their Conflict. Or, defeat the Alpha Drake within the nest of young drakes. This will also settle their Conflict, granting them additional lands and restoring their Ordeals to their homelands.


The inhabitants will be interested in settling their Conflict, and are waiting for your Leadership and mediation. If no solution is found within the Time Limit, it will be upgraded to a True Tribulation for ALL participants.]


[Time Limit: 13 days, 12 hours]


[You must leave the barrier within ten minutes, or all protections will be removed.]


Nick was a little confused about what specifically they needed to do. 

Eirwen hummed. “I think I get it. Your job is to either help one defeat the other in their Conflict, or convince them to work together. A drake, even a young one, is powerful, and their numbers will make it nearly impossible for a small group, normally. Or, if you’re strong enough, you can just kill the drakes yourself.”

He asked Eirwen, “Okay. What’s a Conflict?”

“There are many ways to utilize an Ordeal. One of them is to expand your territory, the protection and benefits of it. If two Ordeal’s territory overlaps, it can create a Conflict. A formal challenge can be formed, to decide who gets ownership over that territory. The conflict can be combat related, but it doesn’t have to be. It depends on what territory is being fought over, and it can be decided upon by those in conflict.”

Kaya looked over the portal. She noted, “It looks like there is a maximum of ten entrants here. That means only seven people in total from Davon’s party can join. I think he won’t want to come here, but he’ll definitely fill it up with his goons.”

Nick noted that this meant that they would likely know immediately that Nick and his party were three when they arrived–whenever that might be.

The hill they were on wasn’t very high up, and they couldn’t really see that much of the island.

“Let’s try to climb one of those trees to get a better look? I don’t see a city or anything.”

They exited the barrier, and then Kaya and Nick both climbed one of the trees, while Jerry and Jerome stood watch with Eirwen.

The island was simple, to Nick. It was nearly a circle or oval, with the volcano dead center on the island. There were a number of clearings across the island, but it was mostly forest or jungle covering it.

They could traverse nearly the entire island without leaving the forest, with the exception of the large clearings near each settlement.

They were on the southern tip, and there were two walled settlements, one east and one west. The villages had what Nick thought were at most a hundred to two hundred people inside, judging from the number of buildings.

There was a tower at the center of each, and from the distance, they didn’t look all that different.

He snorted. “A tower inside of a tower? This is some bullshit right here. I better not have to climb those too.”

Kaya chuckled from the branch next to him, where they were standing. “The towers act like a beacon, providing certain benefits to those near it. Nearly all settlements on Orion form near one because the benefits are so significant.”

Nick side-eyed Kaya. “Hang on. If that’s the case, then why didn’t some ringer just go through and claim all the towers? Some guy in the second stratum can just clear the first ten floors easily and claim it, right?”

“Oh! We didn’t talk about it? You can only claim an unclaimed Ordeal in the first stratum! Only the more promising talents can possibly claim one, the tenth floor boss challenge of one is known to be quite challenging, no matter the focus of the Ordeal. There are other methods of capturing one, I think, but it involves things like the Conflicts and Trials.”

Nick thought he understood why the towers were so significant, but could remain unclaimed for so long, then. It was likely as important as settling your city near access to water, but it could only be claimed by talented youths. It provided protection, and even provided food if it had the appropriate floors within, in addition to enabling residents access to essence.

She pointed, “It looks like to the East is the Orcs, and to the West is the humans.”

Nick raised his brow. “How do you know? They look similar to me at this distance.”

She pointed in the distance. “Those banners you see there, the large painted symbols just have that tribal feel to them. Let’s head back down to Winny.”

There was a banner that was absolutely massive on each of the towers, draping down along the height. At her point, Nick kind of saw what she was talking about, but it wasn’t that obvious to him.

They couldn’t see what was to the North end of the island, the large volcano in the way.

The two let Eirwen know what they saw, the two cities or villages easily at least twenty miles away.

Nick asked, “So, what do you think, Winny? Orcs or Humans?”

“Orcs are known raiders, and while many are honorable, our chances of a peaceful encounter are just lower than with humans. Of course, like any group, there can be bad or just aggressive people among either of them. I’d rather go with meeting the humans first.”

Kaya nodded. “I agree. We’ve definitely heard of many orc warlords. Still, we know of a human bandit one, too, so things are up in the air.”

Nick shrugged. “Let’s give it a go, then. They shouldn’t be outright hostile, right? We are potential allies.”

Eirwen sighed. “But we’re also potential enemies. They will keep that in mind, though us as Trial Takers are seen a little differently. Thankfully, we don’t actually have to be directly involved. We just have to help them settle their differences.”

Nick said, “This sounds tough. We’re going to have to fight through this wilderness which likely has creatures around our level, and then the natives likely know we’re here. They might even have some folks come here soon to look for us.”

Kaya nodded. “I think it’s best we move through the forest so that we’re harder to spot, so we get a jump on them. We may want to cover our trail as best we can, too.”

The forest was thick with vegetation, but it wasn’t so bad that they needed to hack through it to move. He sent Jerome first, Jerry bringing up the rear. All in all, Jerry was low on arrows. Not many of the poor goblin arrows were recoverable from the rhino’s flesh.

Eirwen’s bolts held up a little better, and she managed to repair a few of them using her new skill. Still, even her ammunition was limited further. She only had thirty bolts at the beginning, and she was down to twenty. The hobgoblin was down to ten, and would be quickly relegated to Eirwen’s shield or desummoned.

They moved through the jungle slowly, and they relied on Kaya and Eirwen’s advanced senses to search for an enemy. It was later in the day, as a result of when they completed the fourth floor.

Nick estimated they were only moving through the forest at around two to three miles per hour. It was a pace they needed to maintain to sense any incoming hostiles.

They hadn’t made it much more than an hour or so through the forest when Kaya raised her fist. Her ears were whipping left and right, her nose sniffing the air.

He stopped Jerome up front with a thought, his order somehow able to handle this. Jerry seemed to understand, and neared a tree for cover.

Some yips echoed through the trees, before some barking coming from all around them.

Nick frowned as he moved closer to Eirwen, and Kaya climbed into a tree nearby, standing on a branch parallel to the ground.

It seemed they were somehow surrounded. Nick was frustrated at this, just how could they be found out so easily? He was experienced with forestry, and they had taken a slow pace on purpose.

Eirwen’s steps were a little noisy, but there wasn’t much they could do about that with the weight and contents of her pack.

Nick could feel their souls enter his view and sensory, and to his surprise, he didn’t get a negative impression.

Except for one. The yips and barking increased, until a stocky humanoid creature entered the clearing.

The best way Nick could describe it was a werewolf, but that wasn’t quite right. Perhaps a gnoll might be closer, but he wasn’t really sure what he was looking at. It was bulky and a little under four and a half feet tall. It was wearing hide clothes or armor, but it was a patchwork mess.

Not really much of a threat, from what he could tell.

It marched into the clearing like it owned the place, and like it had no care about Nick and his party at all. The creature held what looked like some kind of ball and chain weapon over its shoulder, but it looked like a…short, pudgy werewolf.

Kaya snorted from where she stood above them in the tree, observing the oncoming creatures. “Wolflings. What are they doing? This is really weird.”

Nick looked at Eirwen in question, and she just chuckled in response. “These are monsterfolk, they are a mix of wolves and goblins breeding, I guess? They aren’t very smart, like a child’s intelligence. Still, if they were hostile, they would have already attacked. I don’t think they would want to take you on, normally. They should be able to sense your strength.”

The large wolfling looked at Nick with a little anger. It yipped and barked, and several wolflings entered the clearing all around them, much smaller and weaker than the large one–barely four feet tall, the size of an eight-year-old at best.

They were dressed similarly, their hides not covering much of their bodies. Some walked, but some ran on all fours. It seemed that their digitigrade legs and their hips shifting made it possible to walk on two or run on all four without issue.

They barked in response, and they had Nick’s group surrounded.

However, they didn’t look like they cared at all for Kaya and Eirwen, or Jerry and Jerome.

They all pointed and yipped at Nick, and he actually thought they were kind of cute. While it was like they had the faces of wolves, they were scrunched up and flattened. They almost looked like furry goblins, with a canine mouth and wolf ears atop their heads.

Their fronts were nearly completely white, their backs of the body white with the gray, brown, and black patterns that reminded him of a husky.

Except for the big one, its angry expression and pudginess caused it to lose its cuteness.

It had a malicious glint in its eyes, and while it wasn’t really capable of understanding good and evil, or right and wrong so much, it was still tainted with wrongdoing. Nick guessed that he felt greed from the monster.

“These poor things. They look so hungry!”

Now that Eirwen pointed it out, Nick thought he saw what she meant. The creatures looked hungry, with very little meat on their bones. Compared to the fat one, Nick was starting to see what might be happening.

The large wolfling pointed at Nick and howled into the sky. Something stirred within his belly, causing him to frown.

Kaya looked at Nick, and back to the wolfling. “I think it’s challenging you! I’ve never heard of anything like this. Maybe because you’re monsterfolk too?”

“Uh…okay? What do I get if I win?”

Kaya scratched her head. “I dunno. Well, if you lose, you get dead, so it’s probably better to win. But maybe the wolflings will let us go without fighting, if you win the challenge.”

Eirwen added, “I’d rather not have to kill them all. They’re too cute–like little wolf children.”

Nick shrugged and moved forward, which caused the large wolfling to bark in laughter. It yipped, and now there were a total of three dozen wolflings circling the clearing. They had weapons, but they were more like crude spears.

He had a fair amount of confidence of cutting through them easily. They were actually weaker than many of the goblins they faced on the third floor. With the essence so thick, he wondered how this could be.

The monster howled again, and then all the wolflings were silenced. They all looked at Nick, as if expecting something.

Kaya stifled a giggle. “I think…they want your challenge! Your howl, or roar!”

Nick groaned. He knew Kaya was going to tease him about it later. Deciding to get it over with, he took a deep breath, and tried to draw from the area that stirred inside him. It was within his body core, in his stomach area.

Nick roared, yelling, “Hiyaaah!” like a martial artist kiai, but the results were shocking.

It was like a strong gust of wind blew through the clearing, several wolflings stumbling from Nick’s shout.

Kaya almost lost her footing from the tree, and Eirwen gasped. “W-wow.”

The large wolfling began barking, and it started spinning its odd spiked ball and chain above its head. The ball began whipping about in a circle as it began to really pick up speed.

“I guess it’s on now? I can kill it?”

Kaya chuckled. “Ye–”

Nick’s throwing knife whipped across the clearing in an instant, piercing the wolfling in the heart.

The ball and chain flew off to the side, bouncing across the ground and crashing into a tree as the monster let go of it. It fell to its knees, before falling on its face–dead.

“That it? Alright, let’s get–”

The wolflings started yipping and barking in happiness, many dropping their spears and running over to Nick. They hopped up and down, seemingly dancing and cheering.

They crowded around him with what looked like happy smiles on their canine faces. While many stayed away, they almost seemed to bow in reverence. However, there were a few that marched much closer.

Three approached him much closer, and actually started sniffing, climbing and pawing at him. But also…

Kaya laughed. “They’re licking you? Wait! Those are females, aren’t they?” She leapt down off the tree, joining the crowd.

“Hubby! I think they are seeing you as their new alpha. This is great!”

He started shoving the little wolf people away, but they just ignored his shove, giving him happy, puppy dog eyes as they continued jumping all over him. One eventually landed a lick on his face, despite his efforts to keep them at bay.

“Ugh. What’s great? These things won’t stop licking me.”

Eirwen shoved through, and arrived next to Nick. The three sniffing and licking his armor switched to look over at Eirwen, and sniffed her as well. They immediately formed up behind her, causing Nick to raise his brow.

Eirwen giggled. “But you saw how good they surrounded us, right? They are trackers! They can probably smell us coming from a mile away. We could use their help.”

Nick frowned. “I mean, I suppose. But how do we tell them what to do?”

Kaya pointed at Jerome, then at the corpse. “Couldn’t you just put Jerome in there?”

Nick looked at Jerome, and he saw a flicker of emotion: Jerome looked like he was slapped in the face, before his expression went neutral.

Nick asked Eirwen. “Did you see that?”

Eirwen narrowed her eyes. “Uh, I guess he doesn’t wanna? That’s weird. I mean, I suppose going from a hobgoblin to a wolfling is like a step down… Maybe just try to summon something compatible? You’re supposed to know soul magic.”

Nick sighed. “They might act weird when I summon him, so maybe get behind Jerome, Winny?”

She did as he instructed and her three little wolflings followed with their tails happily wagging, and Kaya and Jerry both gathered near Jerome.

While thirty enemies might seem like a lot, it was more like facing a kindergarten classroom. He imagined with their weapons, they might be a lot more dangerous than that, but Nick’s soul blade would cleave through them and their weapons like a scythe through wheat.

Nick walked over to the dead wolfling alpha. He did his best to draw into his core, and even tried to stir his body core–the part he now imagined was the monstrous part of him.

“Create Soul Servant!”

The body rose from the ground, the wolflings gasping and barking in response.

Nick’s knife clattered to the ground, as its body was healed. A significant amount of his soul power was reserved, causing him to frown. He could definitely feel this soul was somehow different, but he wasn’t really sure in what way.

The wolflings looked over at the raised former alpha, then back at Nick. They then started to cheer once more, yipping and barking in happiness.

Kaya chuckled. “I guess they knew you did that? Maybe try it? Order them around.”

“Like what? I guess I’ll start with something simple.”

He looked at his new wolfling alpha. “Order them to sit over there.”

A small amount of mana left him, as often happened when he gave much more precise orders for Jerome and Jerry to follow. Simple commands were intuitive, but anytime he needed something much more complicated done, it appeared to cost mana to properly convey his desires.

His alpha barked and yipped out loud, and all of the wolflings froze. Then, they obeyed, their tails wagging behind them as they ran over to the area he indicated and sat. They all looked at Nick in interest.

Eirwen gasped. “I know! You should do the follower pact with them!”

“Huh. Maybe. What do I offer them?”

Kaya snorted. “They’re monsterfolk. You offer them your protection as their Alpha, and they serve as your followers. You have that Archaen Law thing, right? They’ll have to follow it, so that will at least keep them from killing people–unless they are really starving.”

Nick hummed. “Their Alpha, huh? But what happens to them after this Trial? This place won’t remain once we’re done, right? Will they be able to come with me? I won’t be able to protect them and keep my Pact with them if they can’t.”

Eirwen looked thoughtful, as she seemed to be scanning through her Menu. “Assuming you’re successful in this Trial, you’re to take ownership of this Ordeal. So you should have some say about anyone in here about coming out to Havendale. It’s possible anyone within this Trial could come with you, though I am not certain. Ah–here, I found it.”


[Codex Entry: Archaen Followers - Trials]
[Trials, whether Roaming, Permanent, or within an Ordeal, can feature residents from all over Orion. Soul Pacts can be formed within a Trial with sentient residents or party members. Wives and Followers can be treated as a member of the Archaen’s party on exit.


In the case of an Ordeal or Permanent Trial where many new Followers were obtained inside and cannot fit in the Ordeal’s Group Size, the Administrator or Noble with ownership can decide whether Followers can gain exit locally. If exit is denied, essence may be spent to be transferred to the nearest Open Relay. Otherwise, followers will exit with Trial Conclusion. Note: Essence expenditure for transfer to Open Relay is prohibitive below the third stratum.] 


Nick raised his brow at all of that. “Uh, what’s like, half of that stuff?”

Eirwen giggled. “What you need to know is that the answer is yes, you will be able to bring your wolfling friends for sure–assuming you become the owner. Trial Conclusion is the results of the Trial, decided by Orion. The Orcs and Humans were brought here from their original locations, living in here until their Conflict is resolved. Most likely, they will be put back once the Trial is settled, but how depends on the outcome. If you didn’t own the tower and the owner said no, your followers would just go with them.”

Nick frowned. “Why would an administrator need to approve?”

Kaya chuckled. ”I dunno, Nick. Would you like it if a single guy went into your tower and you were cool with it, only for him to come out with an entire army of violent monsterfolk because he ran into a Trial inside and brought them out?”

Nick whistled. “That’s a good point. We’ll have to see what benefits we can get in this Trial–maybe we can make that happen for us. I sure as shit would love to come out of this tower with an army of orcs or humans. Davon will shit his pants.”

Eirwen giggled, and gestured to the small creatures. “Well, here’s your army of wolflings!”

Nick snorted, but he figured he would give making the wolflings his followers a shot. He stirred his soul, pushing his soul pact.

“Alright, Jasper. Translate my words for me.”

Kaya chuckled. “Jasper? Where the hell are you getting these names?”

His eyes glowed white, and his soul magic reached over the wolflings.

“Wolfling tribe, I offer you a Soul Pact. Carry out my will in the Noblefrost name, adhering to Archaen Law as my Followers, and I will protect you as your Alpha.”

His alpha barked and yipped, and Nick was shocked at how long it took for the creature to convey this. He barely held on long enough with his magic. The many wolflings tilted their heads in confusion.

However, one by one, they barked and yipped in glee. White energy left him from his soul core, wrapping around and entering the many wolflings. 


[Milestone Reached: Reached Ten Monsterfolk Followers]
[Passive Trait Earned: Monsterfolk Empathy]
[Monsterfolk fall on a wide spectrum between humanoids, monsters, and beasts. As an Archaen, your innate connection to these folk has been improved. You now gain insight into a monsterfolk’s emotional state and motives with both spoken and unspoken language. Through this same connection, they may now also understand yours more intuitively.]


Something stirred within Nick, and it was almost like his Advanced Soul Sense had been improved, though it was something else. He could now feel a surface-level of emotions, as the many wolflings barked and yipped in excitement.

It was then that he had a confirmation, and the effect was instantaneous. It was like their needs immediately became his, a desire to fulfil his role as their alpha.

His new little tribe of wolflings was starving.


Chapter 24 - The King of the Wolflings



Nick marched casually through the forest, Eirwen and Kaya at his sides. His entourage had really increased.

Eirwen had given the small crowd a token meal, the little wolflings enjoying the bearcoon meat immensely. He got rid of Jerry, as the reservation for the wolfling alpha, Jasper, was enough that his soul blade dimmed more than he liked.

The three wolfling females followed Eirwen like little ducklings, and she constantly peppered them with loving attention.

“These three are just so cute! Look at how their fluffy tails wag when I pet them!”

Nick just shook his head as the three little wolfling girls approached her, him, and Kaya for their pats and scratches, barking and yipping happily as their tails wagged. Their happy faces were cute, the little furry people happy to follow them.

After the meal, they decided to send them on the hunt, in the direction they were headed. To Nick’s surprise, they actually began gathering quite a few creature and monster corpses–and safely.

Jerome and Jasper both pulled a sort of sleigh, or travois that was now building up a decent stack of beast corpses.

Several squirrel-like creatures were slain, along with many of some sort of mole they dug out. They even gathered some fruit, and a full pile of nuts.

They ran through the forest rapidly, it clearly being their home. Nick was getting better at moving through the alien foliage, but Eirwen moved solid and sure despite her pack’s weight. Other than her hooves crushing everything and making more noise than he’d like as she moved through the forest, he was impressed with her movement.

It turned out that if the goal was to obtain meat, it was really best for Eirwen to not use her looting skill. They could obtain meat from doing that, but much of the monster’s essence would then be split as a reward and, often, to create loot.

If they wanted to consume the meat, it was a bit better to manually dismantle the creature for cooking. The difference wasn’t too large, but it was enough that with the goal of feeding thirty wolflings, it mattered.

Overall, these creatures had no trouble collecting food. Just why were they so hungry?

Nick’s musing was eventually interrupted by a howl, and a few barking yips. It appeared they found a more major enemy. The alarm wasn’t as if they were under attack–they were sounding the attack.

He dashed to the side, the direction of the howl askew from their original heading. The party followed, until he arrived near the location of the howls.

There was a creature in the clearing, with several wolflings barking at the monster, backing it into a corner. Nick was shocked that they could actually push it back.

The monster looked somewhat like a moose, but it looked a lot more like a predator. Its mouth was scaly and long, and had vicious-looking teeth. It hissed at the wolflings as they darted in and out with their tiny spears.

There were a few wounds on the monster, but they did not look very deep. Nick guessed that it was really just overwhelmed by the noise and the number of assailants, confusing it.

“I’ll take on this one by myself. My little fans will enjoy it.”

Kaya snorted. “They enjoy just about everything you do, even when you scratched your ass back there.”

Eirwen chuckled. “Yeah, that look of bliss on his face was cute!” She mimicked what was probably his thankful face, and Kaya laughed along with her.

“H-Hey, it’s tough to get under this armor. Then it’s like as soon as you close the clip, the itch comes back.”

The confusion of the odd moose was coming to an end. It roared, and it waved its antlers around, knocking away the spears. The wolflings darted back, but the moose chased after one with single-minded determination.

Nick flicked his throwing knife, piercing the creature in its shoulder just before it might have grabbed the wolfling in its mouth. It groaned as it nearly fell, but it locked eyes with Nick.

His Aura then washed over the creature, the frost building up on its body. It filled itself with red essence, and began its angry sprint at Nick.

The scaled moose was large, its big hooves thundering as it charged in Nick’s direction.

Nick took off running at an angle, forcing the creature to steer its charge after him. Drawing his soul blade from his shoulder, the creature had already slowed significantly after a few seconds from his Aura.

Nick leapt high in the air over the monster, causing it to skid to a stop.

Landing behind it, he dashed and slashed deeply into its flank at an angle–avoiding retaliation from its rear hoof. Its head whirled on him, trying to knock into him from the side.

But Nick ducked under, then continued to slash the creature in its chest. Its essence stirred as if to block his attacks, but his blade was deadly, piercing right through its protections.

The creature’s essence was being absorbed somewhat by his blade even as he cut, and the wounds built on the monster rapidly as it twisted and tried to kick at him.

Blood from the monster splattered on the ground, as Nick expertly dismantled the creature with fast movements. Its wounds brought it down to a limp in moments, its speed drastically decreased by his aura.

As a final attempt at taking Nick down, it stirred its essence, and dashed at Nick to bite him.

The odd antlers atop its head sort of corralled or helped prevent Nick’s dodge, but he planted his feet and pierced his blade straight into the beast’s skull with a fierce stab.

The monster froze, then fell to the ground as Nick dispelled the blade.

The wolflings all cheered, barking and yipping with glee. They danced around the dead corpse, raising their spears in the air repeatedly, and their tails were wagging happily.

He smiled at the creature’s enthusiasm. “Man, it sure is nice to have a bunch of cute cheerleaders. Remind me to bring them along for any accomplishment I make. I should really teach them how to clap. I bet their fluffy applause will be great.”

Eirwen approached the downed moose. “This is a lot of food! This is full of essence, too. It must have been level six! But you dealt with it so easily.”

Nick snorted. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but if they don’t pull out no bullshit ability like that damn rhino, there is not a situation where I should have a hard time. I can kill twenty moose at once, bring ‘em on!”

Kaya smirked. “Is that right? How about two hundred rats?”

Nick’s smile faltered, as he remembered the horrible hallways filled with rats. “Them rats weren’t fair, either. Anyway, let’s get this cooked up? I’m also getting hungry now. We've been at it for a few hours. We should have enough to feed our little friends now, right?”

Eirwen nodded. “We do, but the smoke is not something we’ll be able to hide well. Maybe if we find a cave? The unending fireplace of my mom’s doesn’t make any, but to cook all this unless we wanna be at it for days will require a real fire.”

“Huh. I guess I’ll ask them?”

He told Jasper to ask, sending his command through his magic. “Jasper, ask them about a cave, or a place to cook this meat–we need to hide the smoke.”

Kaya snorted as she shook her head. “I still can’t get over the name Jasper. What’s with these names?”

Eirwen giggled. “Yeah, they all start with J, and they are like…I dunno, it’s hard to put my finger on it. Is it an Earth thing?”

“Of course, they’re all butler names. They’re my Soul Servants!”

Kaya groaned, as she palmed her face. “Of course they are. Why the weird obsession with… that?”

Nick snorted. “Who doesn’t want a cool butler or servant? A person completely dedicated to serving you? I can’t be the only one, right? Get outta here.”

Eirwen giggled. “It’s definitely something a prince should have! But uh, why not a maid, why the focus on a butler?”

Nick was about to order Jasper, and said absentmindedly, “I already have a maid. Jasper, ask the wolflings for a place to stay the night.”

Jasper began barking and yipping, and he focused on watching the wolfling’s response.

After they responded, Winny asked, “What did you mean, you have one already?”

“Huh? Have one what?”

Kaya narrowed her eyes on him. “A maid, silly. You said you already had one. You mean Winny?”

Nick snorted. “What? I didn’t–huh, did I say that? Weird. I dunno about a maid–but I don’t remember having one. I must have had one if I said I did, huh?” Nick couldn’t finish his sentence, him getting an unease like he was forcing himself to lie, before. An unease filled his heart, did he have a maid? So strange. It certainly…explained why he was especially excited about them.

Eirwen patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, hubby. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Maybe you’ll remember later? Let’s move on, for now.”

Nick had gotten a promising answer from the wolflings.

It appeared they lived in caves scattered throughout the island, and they also sometimes used fire already. They had to backtrack a little to the closest ones, but they eventually arrived at a cave not that far from the beach.

However, Nick was not happy.

“Ah, hell nah. These ain’t no caves, these are burrows! I can barely fit inside.” He tsked. “Soon as we got more time, I’m going to have these guys dig out a proper home. Make me a throne and everything.”

It was clearly a dug out cave, the wolflings likely using their claws to dig out a crawl space. He supposed that once they got inside, it should be quite safe from humans and orcs, whoever came and tried to attack.

Eirwen giggled, as she followed after the many wolflings entering, crawling on all fours. “It got lost in translation! My horns and that fat wolfling can fit, so you should be able to.”

Kaya chuckled at Nick, as she crawled inside. “What’s the matter, Prince Hero? Not good with tight spaces?”

Nick cleared his throat, as he ducked and trailed behind her as he crawled. With her armor on and her cloak, there wasn’t anything to see, though her tail wiggled behind her.

“I’m very good with tight spaces. Matter of fact, your sister’s tight space was–”

Kaya’s tail smacked Nick in the face, and she growled. “H-Hey! I don’t wanna hear about her like that. Winny is an angel, and–”

Nick snorted. “Alright alright, I was just playin’. You’re exactly right, she is an angel… Er, wait–they got angels here?”

They crawled for what Nick thought was nearly thirty meters through the winding tunnel, before it opened up into a larger cavern. The ceiling was still low to where Nick still had to stoop down with his larger frame, but otherwise wasn’t too bad.

Even with thirty wolflings in the room, there seemed to be plenty of space to move around. There did appear to be a tunnel leading above, where smoke could exit when they cooked. Nick was curious about their ability to cook, when they looked like they could enjoy food raw.

When he got out, Eirwen helped dust him off.

“See, that wasn’t so bad, hubby. This place looks safe! We’re about half-way to the human village or so, and we now have a bunch of cute little allies.”

Nick snorted. “I’ll give it to them that they are great trackers, but they will not be all that useful in a fight. Unless you like to watch wolf children get slaughtered, I’d rather keep them out of it.”

Eirwen shrugged. “You can just revive them, can’t you? They will be happy to fight for their alpha, they are used to fighting as a part of their life. I think they’d be unhappy if you didn’t rely on your pack, at least a little. Anyway, I think you’ll change your mind quickly on them.”

She walked away, and helped in preparing the food to be roasted. To Nick’s surprise, the three little wolfling females followed her, and began helping her in her preparations.

The many wolflings barked and yipped, and seemed to be gesturing for him to head into the back of the cavern. The ceiling being a bit low, he couldn’t see very far, with the many wolflings running around ahead of him.

In the back was what appeared to be a crude throne. It was made of stone and bone, and covered in animal hides. Trophies of small animal skulls lay nearby, and the pushy little wolflings guided him over to it.

Thankfully, the bulky wolfling had made the throne large enough that he could sit in it.

Kaya snickered as she looked over the many details of his odd throne. “Look at that, they beat you to it, there was a throne here already.” She spread her hands wide, gesturing wildly as she exclaimed, “Behold, the splendor of King Noblefrost, ruler supreme of the Wolflings! All shall marvel at this chamber of opulent magnificence.”

Nick sat down on his throne with a satisfied sigh. Several of the wolflings deposited fruit on the stand next to him, and one even began fanning him with a large leaf. He started chewing what appeared to be some kind of grape, but tasted a lot more tart and sweet like blueberries.

He chewed them with a smile. “Jealous much, Kaya? I bet you wish you were in such an esteemed position. Your every need catered to, by your humble servants?”

Kaya wore a smirk as she came and joined him sitting next to the throne, eating some of the fruit.

“Aren’t you forgetting something, Alpha? You have a duty too.”

Nick frowned as he put more berries in his mouth and chewed. “Whatchu mean? Protecting them? That’s a cakewalk. They practically protect themselves, they’re fast enough to run from most threats.”

“No, I mean the other duties of being an Alpha. Haven’t you seen how those females are sweet on you? They’re going to have other expectations. Words have meaning, and you just made a pact, or swore an oath, to fulfil their needs as their Alpha. Why do you think those females tried so hard to mark you?”

Nick’s face went white as he stood up. “N-No way, that can’t be? That ain’t happening! Them girls are like little children, and they got way too much fur, I’m not into that! Actually, I can come up with at least a dozen reasons why not!”

Kaya’s smile grew wider. “Are you sure? You could make a bunch of heirs in one go! I thought that’s what you wanted?”

Nick caught Kaya’s expression and tsked as he sat back down. “You’re just teasin’ me. That was a good one, I have to admit. Ain’t no way that’s happenin’. Winny wouldn’t have let me make that promise if that was the case–her and I had a talk.”

She gave him a mysterious smile, before she shrugged, and she chewed on more fruit. Eventually, she sighed and stood up.

“Winny spoiled my fun. I really doubt they’ll care–as long as you produce children with Winny, that should satisfy your…duty as alpha. I’m going to help them get that food all grilled up. Have fun with your little…subjects.”

She left, and Nick watched as the many wolflings busied about the cavern. Many of them appeared to be quite tired, but others played. A few worked on sharpening their weapons, and others prepared their odd goods from the slain forest creatures.

The little creatures were more industrious than he imagined, busying themselves with different crafts.

They brought him a drink in a gourd that seemed to be filled with berry juice, and he just absorbed essence from the air as he killed some time.

Eventually, some of the food was ready. The many wolflings brought over the food, piling it on the table in front of him. Nick never had moose, let alone a scaled moose, but it smelled delicious.

Eirwen had added to the meat with various herbs and wild vegetables they foraged, and Nick was impressed with the spread. But as they deposited the food, the many wolflings headed away with their tails between their legs.

The many wolflings gathered on the other side of the cavern with nothing, and it became clear to Nick what was going on.

The old alpha was a glutton. Probably, it gorged itself and left only the scraps for its brethren, barely allowing them to survive. If he had to guess, it likely even prevented its brethren from hunting much for themselves.

That would reduce the amount of food for him over time, even if they earned more than enough from their hunting to take care of themselves.

There weren’t even any wolfling children. The creatures were so emaciated that their instincts would probably prevent it.

But that was no longer. Prince Noblefrost would be a much more generous alpha.

He called over Jasper, to give them the news. He made sure to add that they should absorb all the essence they could, to grow big and strong. That he wanted his pack powerful, to grow from their honorable hunts in the Noblefrost name.

The wolflings yipped and barked in excitement, joining Nick in his feast. Kaya and Eirwen eventually sat down with him, and to his consternation, the three wolfling females that were interested in him, busied themselves with catering to his needs.

They refilled his gourd and made sure he always had various foods on his plate. Each time he ate or tried something and looked pleased with it, they would replace it. There was a wide variety of grilled tubers, mushrooms, and wild vegetables that Nick had never tasted.

The wild onions were especially sweet, and the essence seemed to enhance the flavors.

“Man, this is grubbin’ good. Nice grillin’, Winny and Kaya.”

He smiled at them, and they smiled back. But the three wolfling girls looked at him expectantly, their blue, wolf puppy eyes becoming big, and tearing up.

“Er, good job, wolfling girls?” Feeling bad, he patted them on the heads, scratching behind their ears. Each of them closed their eyes in happiness, their tails whipping back and forth dangerously.

He narrowed his eyes at how quick their emotions shifted–it seemed they were being sneaky, with making themselves appear to be sad so they would get his attention.

Kaya had a teasing look nearly the whole meal, and Eirwen looked overjoyed to interact with the little creatures. The three females seemed to also cater to her, ignoring Kaya nearly entirely. He thought he caught the looks they gave, it was almost like they sneered at her.

None of them really used a utensil beyond a fork, using skewers but otherwise just biting into the meats and vegetables. Still, the three wolfling girls made sure to eat plenty for themselves, taking turns in their eating. Nick just shook his head at this.

Eirwen giggled. “They’re so happy! Well, this was both good and a lot of fun, but I think some of them are going to be too stuffed for travel after this. This was a lot of essence for them.”

Nick sighed. “I guess there’s not a lot of daylight we’re losing. But we could march at night, couldn’t we? Most of us have decent night vision.”

Kaya shook her head. “I’d rather not. Even if we have that, our vision is still better during the day. I think us heading back with the wolflings might confound any of our trackers, too. Still, we’re almost half way there, we should definitely be able to arrive at the human settlement tomorrow.”

Nick sighed. “It’ll take a whole day to go back to the orc one just about, unless we set an amazing pace. I suppose two weeks is plenty of time, but I’d rather set a pace for being out of here in under a week.”

Eirwen tapped her lips. “I’m sure we’ll find a way to move quickly. The wolflings scouting and tracking for us makes us much safer. We made much better time with them scouting ahead.”

Nick looked around the cavern. He saw a bunch of hide rugs and similar, but not much that resembled beds or bedrooms.

“Huh, doesn’t look like we’ll have much privacy here. Maybe we can do one of your dream dates?”

Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling. “That sounds like fun! But, I have another good idea.” She pointed at Kaya. “Dream training! You can help Kaya with her axes.”

Nick was dubious, but he saw some of the merit. “You can do that? But what about muscle memory, and things like that? I don’t see how that could work.”

“It’s magic! Well, it will take me some effort on my part to make it work, but I think she’ll be able to gain a lot, maybe even practice mastering her ferality! And you might be able to play with your essence some, too. I haven’t done this before, but I think I can do it now that my magic is stronger.“

Nick smiled at Kaya–he was on board with this. “So, what’ll it be? Wanna practice your axes with me? I promised I would do everything in my power to help you become a beast warrior, so you won’t hear any complaints from me. Unless Winny told me you might get ten minutes of training out of this, then screw that–I’m going on a date with my girl.”

Kaya smiled back at him. “Thanks, Nick. I really appreciate that. Let’s do it! I want to get stronger.”

They spent some time chatting, and meeting with the many wolflings. Nick could hardly differentiate them all that much, but he could feel how happy they were, as they showed him their little crafts and their various trophies.

Eirwen pointed out to him that goblins were prolific crafters, so it felt normal that the wolflings would share their desire to accomplish similarly, even if in a more beastlike fashion. If goblins were similar to wolflings, he wondered what their intelligence was like.

Nick was given the largest beast hide rug, what appeared to be the skin of some kind of bear. Eirwen joined him at his side, and Kaya on the other side of Eirwen.

The wolflings were very communal in their sleeping, the many wolf people sprawled out all over their little cavern. Nick was happy to learn that there were a handful of them that patrolled in the nearby area, capable of warning if a threat approached their burrows.

The three wolfling girls were pushy, trying to join him in his bed. He wouldn’t have minded much as they were just sleeping, but as soon as his armor came off they wouldn’t keep their tongues away.

It was like they had a renewed determination to give him a bath, though with what Kaya said about marking, he noticed some other behaviors that he’d rather not think about and dutifully ignored.

Eventually, he calmed them down from trying to bathe him, Kaya giving him a teasing smirk all the while. The three wolfling girls eventually slept at Nick and Eirwen’s feet, Nick giving them a few head pats and scratches to calm them down.

He drifted off to sleep, with his lovely sheep girl in his arms as she worked her magic.


Chapter 25 - The Humans of Zura



Nick woke up in a cuddle pile. These wolflings girls were sneaky. As soon as he fell asleep, it appeared, they came and joined him at his side, rather than staying at his feet.

Thankfully, it was without the accompanying tongue bath, so he didn’t mind it–except it was now hot as hell, his body covered in sweat. Their furry bodies were like little heaters, and the cavern wasn’t all that cool to begin with.

A small amount of light entered the cavern from above, signaling it was morning. Nick carefully removed the wolfling girls from around him and stretched as he got up, several wolflings moving about the cavern already.

The dream training was likely a success. From how Eirwen wasn’t stirring, he thought she had expended significant effort to make it work. He spent what must have been two or three hours training with Kaya using the two axes, and even some time with her bestial transformation.

When she spent too long in it or was close to going full berserk, the dreamworld became blurry and nearly dispersed, so they had to limit the time.

Nick thought it wouldn’t be that long until her axes caught up with her short swords, allowing her to reach intermediate. He didn’t know if that was when she’d be able to become a beast warrior or not, but he knew he could count on her more in a fight now, so that was worth a lot already.

Then, his own Body Essence control had certainly improved. Drawing from where he thought his monstrous self was, he especially became a little stronger and faster, and the energy moved just a little more fluidly. It used to take him nearly ten whole seconds to fully ramp up his body’s strength, but now, it was much closer to five.

The wolflings had eaten up much of the scaled moose, but there was still plenty of it left to be stuffed into Eirwen’s pack. The various critters they had killed were all completely gone, their hides already used for their crafts and trophies.

Nick marveled at the effect of the high essence food. He felt full of energy, and he could tell that the wolflings had put on a couple of pounds as well. In fact, he thought some of them had grown, but he couldn’t be sure.

After another meal, they headed back out on their trek toward the humans. Using Jasper, Nick had given them instructions on what to do if they encountered them. His goal was to speak with them, not to fight them if at all possible.

They moved through the forest quickly, the wolflings leading the way. Once again, they pulled their travois, gathering any additional food they collected. He had instructed the wolflings to eat periodically throughout the day, not waiting for a large meal to keep themselves fueled.

This appeared to mean that all the little critters were just eaten immediately, but larger beasts were deposited on the makeshift sled.

The wolfling girls all followed Eirwen again between their personal hunts, and Kaya made it a point to look at them and tease Nick each chance she got.

Hours passed, and they reached the edge of the forest. The settlement, now that they were closer, didn’t seem all that special.

He did think that there were perhaps two hundred people or so within. When considering that not all people would be potential combatants, he wondered just how many people he would have to face if it came down to a fight.

They were still a few miles out, but he could see guards at the gate.

Nick asked Kaya and Eirwen, “How do you think we should play this? Ask to meet somebody? I wouldn’t feel good about meeting them inside their walled city without speaking with them first and getting an understanding of what’s going on. It’s not as simple as they just need to kill the orcs, right? You said they might be hostile.”

Eirwen nodded. “It’s possible they might attack us, but unlikely. First of all, Trial Takers are usually considered Orion’s Will. If they go completely against it, the Trial could punish them for it. Even without that, they likely realize that we can probably respawn, so capturing us is likely going to be their priority over killing us.”

Kaya sighed. “Maybe we should meet with them without Nick? If they kill us, he can revive us, after all. But Nick would be dead for good.”

Nick bristled at his wife being in danger over himself, though he understood the logic. But Eirwen quickly added, “Nick’s our leader. I don’t think we should avoid him meeting with them. However, maybe we can have them meet Nick on neutral ground? That way, we can mitigate the risk. They will know that capturing us at the gate won’t get all the Trial Takers, and killing us will just have us side with their enemy.”

He sighed. This Trial was such a pain in the ass. He wished he was getting a straightforward enemy, like the goblin floor. But the Ordeal wanted to Test him in this fashion, to require him to use diplomacy and leadership somehow, dealing with odd people that he had no understanding of. He was just a simple man from Florida.

Nick looked over the settlement, and the surrounding area. The walled village was near the beach, so the elevation was low. It was a slight incline as it headed toward the forest, but there was actually a second forest to the North of them.

“So, you’ll meet them at the gate and request a meeting with their leader. I’d of course want to limit their members.”

Nick looked around, and pointed near where they were, out in a large clearing. “This area should be perfect. Other than the forest, both us and them should have great visibility, and we should have a great place to retreat to.”

He thought he liked this, at least a little. If the people of Zura came out with an army to the meeting, they could flee to the forest and whittle them down with their new allies. If they ran out immediately and tried to capture or kill Eirwen or Kaya, they likely wouldn’t even know about Nick–if Nick didn’t just slay them all and escape.

Nick could sneak in and rescue them, or resurrect them.

He asked, “Can they respawn? The natives?”

Eirwen shook her head. “Their Conflict likely began outside the tower. They wouldn’t have the expectations of respawning in that situation, as often it would defeat the purpose of the Conflict. That’s another reason they won’t want to create enemies out of us–even us suicide rushing them would weaken them against their foes.”

Nick was somewhat surprised she was familiar with what sounded like a gaming strategy.

Nick asked, “Why does the Trial need us, anyway? It seems to have the power to move all of them across the world and into this Ordeal, couldn’t it have just forced them to duke it out?”

Eirwen responded, “The Orion System is neutral in nearly all things. It made things this way to keep the Conflict fair for all parties. It’s introducing chaos into the system, us, in hopes that they move toward a proper resolution. Orion could also see this as an opportunity for you. It’s two or three birds with one stone!”

Nick snorted. “Hardly a big win when they had to move two birds across the globe to hit them with that rock.”

They hammered out their plan, and then Kaya, Eirwen, and Jerome went to the gate. Nick was not idle in front of the forest, and traveled with them, keeping himself low in the tall grass.

Jerome and Eirwen stood visibly in the distance, as Kaya went to the gate.

The walls were not overly high, just about a second story up. There was a walking patrol path on the wall with some crenelations for archers, but Nick wasn’t all that impressed. With his race’s odd capability to jump higher than he would expect, he thought he could reach the stone of the second floor and scale the wall easily.

There were two sentries at the gate, and at least two archers on the walls that Nick could see. There was some activity from the archers as he thought they hollered something, but the two armored guards were unmoving as they waited for Kaya’s approach.

The gate eventually opened, and an armored man marched out to meet with Kaya. Nick couldn’t hear what was being said as he waited in the tall grass over a quarter mile away, but he thought the discussion was favorable.

He was too far to really see the man’s soul from such a great distance, but he knew Eirwen had been enhanced and should be able to.

They met back at the forest, and while they saw a little bit of activity back at the settlement, nothing really jumped out at Nick as a detail to be concerned about.

However, when he got to speak with Kaya, both she and Eirwen wore a frown.

“What is it, Kaya?”

“I didn’t like the look of his gaze. He seemed friendly enough, but something was off in how him and the guards looked at me. Still, they agreed to meet and stated they would uphold the honor of the Trial, so they should arrive at the defined location within the hour, with no more than ten people to meet our four, as you requested.”

“How was his soul, Winny?”

“I haven’t gotten to see a lot of them, but they were definitely not white like ours. In fact, most of them looked like a murky gray. I wasn’t really close enough to feel their souls.”

So far, a gray soul was certainly not a reason to feel overly alarmed. Perhaps opportunists, or maybe a sort of people that have done many things they weren’t proud of. Unless there was some other reason Nick didn’t know about, which was entirely possible.

They prepared some wooden logs for seats in the clearing not that far from the edge of the forest. A tent of sorts would be helpful to get them out of the sun, but they only had the tents for sleeping. It wouldn’t be overly useful for a meeting.

The gates eventually opened, and what they saw was promising, but had Nick worried about one detail: horses.

A total of five men rode out, their pace at a slow trot. They arrived within ten minutes, dismounting from their horses at a distance to march together.

The men were wearing chain mail armor, complete with helmets. Two men in lighter armor carried a bow, and they stood at a distance as three men neared, including the man that met Kaya at the gate.

From what Nick could tell, the leader felt like a paladin. He had symbols on his armor that reminded him of such, and even the two other guards appeared similar.

Nick agreed with Eirwen’s assessment, in that their souls were a murky gray. As his soul sense washed over them, he definitely felt like these people had taken several actions they were not proud of.

Though, there was something a little different there, that he wasn’t sure he understood. He couldn’t get a great reading from them.

Nick stood as they neared, Kaya and Eirwen at his sides. Jerome stood a distance away with his shield, a cloak over much of his features.

“Greetings! I am Torvus of Zura, Captain of the Guard, and Paladin of Seraphara. Welcome, Trial Takers–may you carry out the Ordeal’s Will, and aid us in settling our Conflict.”

“Well met, Torvus. I am Nicholas and I walk the Hero’s Path. Please, sit. We have come to know more about your Conflict.”

Nick noticed that when he mentioned the hero’s path, the guards became a little uneasy, but the three men complied, sitting across from Nick’s party on their logs.

The man looked hesitantly at Nick’s armor, and the number of weapons on him. “The hero’s path, you say? I must say, your armor is quite unusual. I have not seen its kind in my travels. I am…disappointed a hero would have so many vicious weapons on his person.”

Nick sighed. “As for the armor, it was an award in the Ordeal, for completing an Optional Test. I too have not seen anything like it, but it seems quite effective. As for the knives, the Ordeals require one to be prepared for any type of challenge. I seek to claim an unclaimed Ordeal, so the type of threat can be anything.”

Thankfully, Eirwen had prepped him a little on this detail during their march, since he asked a little more about Ordeals and how they pertained to a city’s growth.

Torvus nodded, his expression relaxing slightly. “Ah, I understand–an unclaimed Ordeal can truly have any type of enemy or challenge. You seek to establish your own settlement? A noble cause. As much as you may wish to settle fights peacefully and with diplomacy, an Ordeal creature cannot be reasoned with.”

He continued, “Now, as you have likely been made aware, we people of Zura are at odds with the Orcs of Nagduros. It started with an argument over the ownership of a mine, one that held precious gemstones. A true boon for any settlement that obtained control over it.”

He continued, “The orcs, as is the custom of their people, wanted to fight on the field of battle or in duels for ownership. That is not our people’s way, so we rejected it. Our people are much more civilized, wanting to compete with our faith. As Adherents of Seraphara, we are against violent conflict.”

Nick thought that sounded strange as hell, just how could one compete with faith? Then, these men were clearly armed. Just how could they be against violent conflict? Though, he did see that their weapons were bludgeons.

He didn’t want to give up the game that he didn’t know exactly what Torvus was talking about, but Eirwen came somewhat to his rescue.

“So Orion provided each of you a Test that fit your people’s customs, to select the Conflict type?”

Torvus nodded. “That’s right. Our people did well, and we succeeded in the Test. However, the orcs cheated, and we were judged the losers, the victor able to choose the event for the Conflict. Our leader was set to duel theirs, but their leader never showed up to the battle within the time limit. Thus, this Minor Tribulation for us both.”

Nick could tell that Torvus was not telling the truth. His soul sense had given him a twisted feeling when he said that the orcs had cheated. The rest was true, but he felt an intentional omission about the orc never showing up for the duel.

Logically, if that was all there was to it, then odds were, the people of Zura would likely be the victors by default. Orion had likely judged them to have cheated or somehow interfered, at least at that portion of the Conflict.

Grilling the man was not likely to prove useful, so Nick tried to move the discussion toward resolution. He looked over to Winny, and saw she had a stoic impression. But he could feel her unease.

Nick asked, “So, how can we help? It sounds like your two leaders just need to duel, as Orion has decided this is the Trial your people must face. Do we just need to convince the orcs to meet with you?”

“Unfortunately, that is no longer an option for us. Our leader is important for the safety and success of Zura, that of the highest faith among our people, and he is currently sick. We refuse to sacrifice him for this cause, so that leaves us with only one option.”

Nick had a bad feeling about this as the lies seemed to pile on, but he played it as if he had no idea what that option was. He nodded. “We can defeat the drakes together with the orcs, then. As Trial Takers, my people can be helpful in the fight. We can find a way to take on the challenge together.”

Torvus laughed, his expression shifting to a sneer. “No, I don’t think we’ll be working together with the orcs. There is only one option: to slay their leader. I’m going to have to demand that you join us in this.”

Kaya growled, drew her weapons and stood as the other men stood from their logs. Torvus made no move to draw his bludgeon weapon, but the two guards actually gathered behind him, kneeling on the ground and beginning a prayer.

Nick’s soul sense picked up four additional people, likely using Sneak moving around them through the grass, two heading for Jerome behind them. They had the same murky souls as the rest, though Nick thought he could judge more than one of them successfully somehow.

It was an odd feeling, to him. He could tell one of these men had in fact murdered or assassinated someone, though it was under someone else’s orders.

He sent a mental ping to Jerome, warning him of this threat.

Nick raised his brow as he stood, getting ready for battle. “Oh? And just how will you make us do that? I admit, four people against dozens of yours isn’t a good proposition, so I don’t want to make enemies of your city, but I also don’t see us easily turning the tide against a similar number of orcs. In the end, not resolving this Conflict will lead to a True Tribulation, making things much worse for you. What’s your plan?”

He tossed four collars onto the ground. “Simple. You will wear these, and then you will join them under the pretense of helping the orcs and kill their leader.”

Energy gathered around Torvus, his soul flickering as something stirred within him. “We came in peace, your violence is a stain on the progress of civilization. In the name of Seraphara, drop your weapons.”

Nick felt that something brush over his soul as a wave of essence was sent out, guessing it was some form of divine essence. But the weight of their efforts was not enough to budge him, their magic having a sort of hollowness to it.

His strength of soul, combined with his Will of Frost, pushed him far above their magic. Their mental attack was spread across him, Kaya, and Eirwen, Jerome likely too far away to be reached.

Kaya fought through the effect but had a little trouble, dropping only one of her axes she had drawn. Eirwen held on to her crossbow with a white-knuckled grip, and was prepared to shoot at one of the oncoming rogues.

Nick chuckled. “Man, but that would be a lot of work, just look at all these knives?” He drew one in each hand.

He shook his head. “I don’t actually need these to defeat you, but no, I don’t think I will. This seems awfully hypocritical here. You’re nonviolent, but going to make us slaves that violently attack your enemy, assassinating them? I suppose it’s fine if we die while we do it too, huh?”

The man frowned, and looked more than a little confused. “You can fight the effect? How?” His sneer returned. “Of course it’s fine if you die. You’re not human, though I don’t know what you are. Some kind of half-breed? You even travel with disgusting beastfolk, and a monsterfolk! You are impure, and your kind should be purged!”

Eirwen was now confused. “Uh, but Seraphara isn’t human. She’s an Angel, and she teaches the importance of nonviolence and peace, purity of body and spirit and gaining knowledge to transcend to Eternity. How can you justify your actions with her?”

The man growled in response, as if redoubling his magical efforts, but Nick just snorted at the effect.

Nick then activated his Aura, and it washed over the three men in front of them, and the four rogues using Sneak. He pushed hard and tried to extend it, and the archers were even affected, just barely within Nick’s range.

The rogues had been moving slowly, likely to reduce or prevent any sound from their movements.

The rogues were revealed as frost began to cover them, Nick smiling at the effectiveness of his Aura in disturbing their essence-based ability. They immediately dashed for their targets, holding what appeared to be a club and a blackjack or similar weapon.

Nick threw his two knives in quick succession at the archers, doing his best to delay their actions, but an arrow was shot at both Eirwen and Kaya.

Eirwen blocked the arrow with the buckler on her arm, and shot her crossbow at the rogue coming for her, striking him in his chest. Kaya roared as she sent out her feral energy to deflect the arrow, though it hit her in the shoulder.

She dashed at the other rogue, striking down with a powerful overhead chop that the man was forced to block.

She had scooped her other axe off the ground with her tail, and it whipped around and cut the man right across the throat, the man falling to his knees as blood gushed out.

Kaya then threw her own knives at the two archers as she charged at them, while Eirwen executed her Quick Reload, rapidly readying her crossbow for another shot and taking aim.

For a moment, Nick was shocked. They went straight for the kill on these men, and these were real people. The rogues only carried bludgeon weapons, not going for the kill.

However, while these people weren’t directly intending to kill his party, they were intending to do it with extra steps. They had justified in their minds why it was okay to hurt Nick and his people under the teachings of their goddess, but in the end this was just self-defense.

Jerome worked on the two rogues, and Nick got the feeling he would have no problem dealing with these, thanks to Nick’s Aura inhibiting them.

The men in prayer stood up, shivering as Nick’s frost started covering them. All three of their expressions showed fear, as they understood that Nick’s small party was much stronger than they had imagined.

The gates in the distance opened, and Nick could tell a number of horses were on their way–and not at a slow trot like these men originally.

Torvus shivered. “Y-You can’t kill us. If you kill me, they will kill the hostages.”

Nick raised his brow. “You have hostages? Orcs, I take it?”

“Yes! If you don’t let me return, they will kill them.”

Nick frowned. They really did have hostages, and everything clicked into place. It looked like they forced the orc leader into inaction by the way of the hostages. As he learned this detail, he understood another.

Looking over Torvus’s soul, Nick realized he didn’t have a whole lot of time, perhaps just a couple of minutes to run to the trees before the horses arrived. But the murky color of the soul was not the same as the opportunist apothecary he had met back in Havendale, though it seemed similar at the time.

It appeared there was something obfuscating his sight, and now he thought he understood what it was.

Nick’s Judgement allowed him to deal damage directly to the soul, draining essence from them based on the magnitude of sins, as judged by Archaen Law.

However, someone who followed a divine entity such as a god or goddess were merely adhering to what they believed was right, often full of positive virtues.

On some level, even doing evil in the name of their king or similar had a reduced effect on Nick’s Judgement. A soldier killing people while fighting in a war was not a murderer, as an example. However, enough sins and crimes even under orders would likely still tarnish the soul, allowing Nick to still judge them in that case.

From what Nick could tell, this follower of a divine was protected in some way by their goddess from his ability. Nick guessed he did not have the right to judge this man. Perhaps, even the Minor Tribulation they were experiencing was preventing it–Nick didn’t know.

The man was telling the truth about there being hostages, but he was lying about them being killed if he didn’t make it back. The hostages were being held to likely prevent the orcs from attacking them head on, after all.

Nick had seen something in Torvus’s soul shift when the three began their prayers and used their magic on Nick’s. As Nick’s soul magic had brushed over the man once again, he smiled.

Whatever had been preventing Nick from Judging Torvus, and the other two men, had been removed. If Nick had to guess, it was the moment he called his goddess’s name–but it could also have been when they took action against Nick’s party. He didn’t know.

Nick’s eyes glowed white, and his soul core brightened white to where those near could see it within his chest as he began activating the ability with his will.

The weight of his soul power enveloped the men, their bodies already partially frozen over. He reached out his hand toward Torvus, and it was like the man was rooted to the ground, unable to respond.

“Judgement!”

Depictions of cruelty towards various races and orcs, especially children, were displayed. Torvus was shown giving orders to cloaked figures that Nick somehow knew were assassins and many others.

Several similar sins were shown from the others, including ones he didn’t really understand how sins were involved–there were visions of a library and prayer, and talks where they likely spread their hatred to others.

The three men began to scream, their faces filled with terror. White light left their mouths and eyes, as their essence was drained and white light flew into Nick’s mouth and core. He purified their sins with his own purity and righteousness, his soul power overwhelming them as their essence was consumed.

The men were rapidly drained until they turned into frozen husks, Nick receiving a vast amount of essence. It was more than he had ever received at once, and he continued the movement of the spell as he moved his essence to absorb it.

He did his best to remember what he felt within, now that he knew to pay much more attention to it.

The men drained of all their essence, and Nick felt invigorated and empowered, somehow. But they had to flee.

“Let’s get out of here! Where’d the horses go?”

Kaya groaned. “They ran away when I chased down and killed the archers. Still, we got all the enemies, Jerome cleaned his out easily.”

The three of them ran for the trees, what appeared to be roughly two dozen horses after them.

It was impossible to tell for Nick, since the dust was kicking up a storm.

Thankfully, they had new allies waiting for the oncoming enemy.


Chapter 26 - The Second Mirror Match



Nick’s party had run at a frantic pace, and arrived at the trees just in time. As planned, Jasper and their tribe were ready for when the enemy arrived. The horses were hot on Nick’s tail, if they had begun their dash ten seconds later, they would have been caught out in the open.

“Let’s move, Noblefrost Tribe! If the horses enter the forest, target the horses only and run away if the humans attack you or come near.”

Jasper barked out Nick’s intentions, the wolflings getting into position in various trees and bushes along their path.

Nick and the girls headed deeper into the trees, and the numerous horses and their riders followed. But as the horses entered and chased after Nick and his party, spears flew from their sides, the many wolflings from their hiding spots howling and barking as spears flew.

Thankfully, the horses did not have any kind of barding. The smaller spears pierced through the horses’ bodies, their charge crumbling. Riders were brought down, the many humans tumbling to the ground as wolflings yipped and barked.

The leader of the human forces was a bald man with a jagged scar on his face, and he looked around confused, calling a halt, as many wolflings continued to throw more spears. Seven horses were already downed or weakened from them trampling over one another, and now Nick’s party was looking a lot more dangerous with its numerous allies.

The terrain was not great for a horse in the first place. Nick thought the only reason they chased into the forest was because their enemy was in sight.

Their surprise attack thwarted, it appeared they understood it was too risky to chase Nick’s party, and they picked up the downed riders and fled. The leader of this company of soldiers was not all that powerful, and was likely planning on just clubbing Nick and his party over the head.

As before, the many men, while many wore armor, they all carried bludgeons. There were a few priestly types among them, but most were either soldiers or rogues, from what Nick could tell.

Nick actually thought his party had a good chance against the enemy, though the number of wolflings that would have died from those clubs would have been too many.

He whistled. “Man, that was close! Good job, guys!” He clapped and woo’d in excitement and praise, and the creatures looked at him curiously, before he thought they made similar sounds, or at least tried.

Some even tried clapping, especially after Eirwen joined him with a smile. The creatures clapped with their furry paws, the muffled thumps similar to people clapping while wearing gloves.

Kaya laughed. “You really want that for some reason, huh? I guess it’s kinda cute.”

Eirwen giggled. “You know, hubby, there’s no reason to try to teach them all that much right now. In just–”

Kaya shushed her, before whispering in her ear. Eirwen laughed, before nodding.

“What was that, Winny?”

Eirwen looked him right in the eyes, her smile wide. “Nothing important! I guess we have to make it over to the orcs, but I dunno. They have hostages, and if I saw those images from your Judgement right, they’re children!”

Nick sighed–she chose her words carefully, speaking the truth about the importance of what Kaya interrupted. He decided to move on, “The meeting couldn’t have gone much worse. It sounds like we should be able to gain allies in the orcs, but will that matter? I bet they can’t act because of the hostages, and that won’t change just because we’re here.”

Kaya shrugged. “You never know. Maybe with their help, we might be able to rescue them, allowing them to act. Or maybe we can work on the drakes together. I’d rather check that out than to try a breakout of the hostages without knowing enough about the full situation. We could just end up making things worse.”

Nick had to agree with that. He turned to see the wolflings preparing the dead horses for transit. While they had originally only injured a few of them, they were stomped on by the oncoming horses. The wolflings put them out of their misery, and now the four horses would be lunch.

He whistled. “That is a lot of meat, that I won’t eat.”
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Nick, unfortunately, had to eat some of the horse meat. It was like his tribe refused to eat something that he refused to eat. They had picked up on his distaste for eating the creature, but he needed to make sure his pack was fed.

Once again, Kaya teased him for his need to do his duty, but he just had a few bites and played up enjoying it. They watched him with narrowed eyes and barks and yips, but eventually, they accepted it, thus enabling them to happily enjoy their meal.

Throughout the day, they worked their way toward the orc settlement, taking breaks to eat and rest as they moved through the forest.

About once every thirty minutes, they would climb a tree near the edge of the forest to check on the human settlement. No movement had come from them, and it appeared they were keen to wait out Nick’s party’s actions.

Either that, or they were preparing more terrible methods.

The wolflings continued their hunt, and they carried on feasting on the go. The creatures were happy to serve their new generous alpha, and they enjoyed Eirwen and Kaya’s teachings on how to cook the meals properly.

Nick wasn’t sure, but it appeared their desire to cook was mostly the gluttonous alpha’s. The wolflings were not good at it, but they were quickly learning.

After absorbing all the essence from using Judgement, Nick had reached level six. But the odd thing was, his Soul had improved by more than just the plus one from increasing his level. It was small, but the 1.0 he was expecting from leveling, was actually 1.14.

Nick would get additional benefits from judging people. It was something he needed to keep in mind, as it would improve his attributes beyond his level.

He didn’t receive any skills when he leveled, which was unfortunate, but the Aura at the previous level was definitely massive enough. He now had all the skills identified when he selected the class, so he wondered what else he would be getting.

Rather than push to the orc settlement to arrive at night, they once again spent the night in a different set of burrows. This one was less spacious than the last, and without a throne, a small location for the tribe to migrate their hunting grounds.

The wolfling tribe had stuffed themselves throughout the day, and now Nick was certain: the wolflings were growing rapidly.

The three females that followed Eirwen like ducklings were half a head taller now, and had really filled out quickly. They still weren’t anywhere near the alpha’s size yet, but Nick was still amazed at how far they had grown in what was a little more than twenty-four hours.

This did track with how quickly Eirwen had filled out, but he thought these monsterfolk were growing a lot more rapidly than even that.

Nick trained Kaya through the night once more in dream training, pushing her forward with her skills. She eventually reached Intermediate Axe, though it wasn’t enough to unlock the class.

When they awoke from their training, they discussed this from their cuddle pile. The little wolfling girls were petted by Eirwen and Kaya, the creatures finally taking to the latter a little more.

Eirwen offered, “Maybe it’s because your ferality is too low? Perhaps, you have to focus on it? You were so afraid of it, that I bet your desire to reduce it carries into your cultivation. You can handle it now, Kaya.”

Nick asked, “Is that all I need to increase a specific attribute? Desire it while I absorb the essence?”

Kaya sighed, then nodded. “That’s right. Unfortunately, I think Winny is right. I’ll have to spend at least a level or two correcting it.”

Nick was going to keep that in mind. He didn’t want that monstrosity attribute going any higher, making him become a weird freak.

Eirwen narrowed her eyes on Nick, and added, “I wouldn’t avoid monstrosity, hubby. It is one of your people’s strengths. You should continue to spread things evenly across what makes your people special. As long as you don’t let things go out of balance, you won’t end up weird.”

Nick shivered. “How’d you know what I was thinking?”

Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling up and down. “It was a hunch! But I’m always watching you, hubby.” She kissed him on the cheek, before getting up and wandering off to prepare for their trek.

Kaya smiled at Nick, her own cheeks red. She hesitated, but eventually said, “Thanks for all your help so far, Nick. I can tell I’m getting control over this thanks to you. You’re really capable, and you have kept true to your word. I appreciate you.”

She pecked Nick on the cheek before he could say anything, dashing off into the crowd of waking wolflings.

During their training, he certainly felt like she was warming up to him, that he was breaking down her barriers. It had only been a few hours for two nights, but Nick was able to show his wide breadth of experience with weapons.

He didn’t just help her with her axes, he helped increase her ability to face various weapons, and taught her essential martial arts theories.

Nick thought his most important lesson for her was controlling the tempo of a battle. For some reason, this was huge for her–she said something about visualizing a drum for her essence usage, and it just clicked for her.

She built a deeper respect for him, and he for her.

Kaya was fast, and she had excellent instincts–once she began to trust them. Her strength and speed when using her beast transformation were amazing. Combining it with how her method of moving essence seemed to shrug off damage or slice into enemies, he thought she was quite powerful.

She took to his lessons like a fish to water, and he thought she would in fact make an excellent beast warrior once she became one. He was more than a little interested in finding out what that looked like.

They continued their trek once more, until they ran into something they hadn’t expected. The wolflings were yipping and barking, finding a new quarry like the moose.

When it came into view, Nick came up with what he thought was a good idea.

“Wow, it’s like fate! You can have your own mirror match, Kaya. What do you say?”

It was once again a large bearcoon. It was definitely bigger than the original one they faced in front of their forest home, though not by a large margin. But it was also scaled, like the moose was.

Kaya looked more than a little interested, her tail swishing behind her.

She smiled. “I should say I’m not a damn bearcoon or whatever that is, but I’ll do it! I can really put into action what you taught me.”

Kaya drew her axes, and Nick had the wolflings back off. They had it cornered against a steep hill, likely too difficult for its claws to find purchase.

Kaya stirred her essence, and Nick watched as she transformed into a red panda. Of course, she was more of a humanoid version of one. Covered in her fur and thick leather armor while holding axes, she definitely looked like a beast warrior to him.

The bearcoon roared out its challenge when it saw Kaya, and she roared in return. The bearcoon dashed on all fours, but Kaya ran at the monster on her two feet. When she arrived in range of her axes, the beast didn’t stop and tried to barrel into her.

She leapt and spun to the beast’s right as she swung her left hand’s axe into its shoulder, dashing back at the beast with a downward swing of her right axe as she finished her spin.

The bearcoon had to skid to a stop after being cut on its shoulder, and it tried to block her downward swing with its claws by standing up on its back legs. But her downward swing was a feint, and she twisted further as her tail whipped her other axe across the bearcoon’s exposed chest–having switched to it from her left hand.

It wailed in pain, though Nick could tell the cut wasn’t that deep. Its reaction was to swipe at Kaya in anger, but she had expected this and easily ducked under its blow and followed up with a much more powerful two-handed swing of her axe into the beast’s back leg–which it had reared up on to.

She swung into the leg powerfully, like a lumberjack felling a tree. Her attack seemed to contain a fair amount of feral essence, cutting deeply into the leg. The beast stumbled and swung at her once more, but Kaya’s movements were timed, her enemy’s actions predicted.

Kaya easily moved out of the way and then countered, each movement and step of hers like a staged dance that predicted the enemy’s movements. Wounds piled onto the bearcoon rapidly, as each movement was parried or dodged, then countered with ferocity and precision.

The bearcoon activated its berserker rage much like the male bearcoon they faced before, but compared to her, its movements were ponderous. It chased and tried to swipe at her, but she leapt and spun out of the way, even as she cut repeatedly into the creature.

Her attacks disturbed the beast’s momentum and stance, keeping it from mounting a decent offense or defense.

The bearcoon’s movements slowed as blood was lost, but Kaya moved even faster, her blood-red feral essence building throughout her body. She roared as she dismantled the enemy, her axes moving faster and cleaving deeper into its flesh beyond its scales.

Eventually, she removed the beast’s arm, before she swung two-handed down onto the monster’s skull with all her strength.

Her axe cleaved deeply into its head, the beast collapsing onto the ground.

The wolflings howled in victory, though it was much more like an, “awooo” sound, mimicking Nick’s calls from before. They clapped, and Nick and Eirwen joined as they walked over.

Kaya held up both axes in triumph, reverting to her beastfolk state easily. Her smile was beaming, filled with pride at what she had accomplished.

Eirwen cheered. “Wooo! Yeah! Good job, sis! That was awesome!”

“That was great, Kaya. You really controlled that battle.”

Kaya put the axes into the hoops at her belt, then leapt at Nick.

He was shocked as he caught her in his arms, but her soft lips met his as her body collided into him. Her tail danced behind her, and her eyes lit in excitement as their kiss deepened.

She eventually pulled back with a smile, as Nick put her down. “There, how’s that for a thank you, Prince Hero?”

Kaya sauntered back toward the dead bearcoon, a large smile on her face as she sat calmly down to absorb the essence. He supposed that Eirwen using her Loot ability on the creature would split the essence, and once again would be a bad move.

Instead, Kaya would absorb all of it from the higher level creature–focusing on trying to increase her ferality.

Nick thought something about her had really changed.

Eirwen chuckled. “That was cute! Kaya is really finding herself in battle. I’ve never seen this side of her, and it really feels good to see her happy like this.”

Nick agreed. Compared to her obtuse self originally, he was really starting to like this red panda.

He noticed a commotion among the wolflings by Eirwen’s side. The wolfling girls seemed to look at the dead bearcoon, then at Kaya, Eirwen and Nick several times, barking and yipping at one another.

They then gathered spears from their brethren, and joined next to Kaya, barking and yipping.

Eirwen giggled. “Those girls are so cute! It looks like they are taking a new approach to getting your attention.”

Nick groaned. “Not you too, Winny. Kaya’s already messing with me enough.”

“Hehe, you started it! But, it’s all in good fun. Now, we’re almost to the orc settlement. Judging by the humans, it seems the enemy of our enemy should be our friend. But there are a few things you should know about orcs.”

“Alright, lay it on me.”

“Many of them love to fight. Their entire culture is built around it. You heard us call them raiders, and that is true. But often, they are honorable raiders. They will surround a caravan and attack it, but more often than not, they will call for duels, and not always to the death. Many people may participate, their people enjoying the thrill of combat.”

“And then what? What happens if the caravan loses the duels?”

“It depends! Maybe it depends on how bad they lost, or how well they put up a fight. The orcs are into the thrill and glory of combat, and great battles mean great experiences, stories, and gains of strength and skill. They will take from the caravan if the orcs consider it their win, but depending on how well the defender did in the duels, the orcs may actually give them goods instead!”

“Whaaat? A raider giving them things? Like what?”

“Hehe, many orc tribes do focus on various trade goods, so once again, that depends on the tribe! Orcs will trade with others, but they are much more generous to those willing to do battle. But at the very least, they might just give back some of the goods they raided previously. The orcs can be quite generous, in victory and defeat. Of course, some are more honorable and generous than others, but generally, if a caravan is traveling through orc territory, they should have strong defenders and expect that some of their goods might be lost to raiding. Really, things they should be doing anyway thanks to bandits and monsters, don’t you think?”

“It’s a little weird, but I think I get it. With how you say Orion is dangerous, it’s like they are training folks and themselves to be ready for conflict, in a sense. These people sound pretty cool, but I guess I should be expecting a battle from one of them. Are they going to expect to fight you gals?”

She shook her head. “To some extent, if Kaya is interested, they might. But in their culture, the men value strength of body and arms. They look for any thrilling battle, and don’t discriminate against any strength, but orc women simply cannot compete with the men in this. Those that join in combat are often focused on archery or magic. Not all combat is honorable raids, and they are involved with their other fights, including their dives into the tower.”

“Alright, so orc men equal big buff guys with weapons, orc women usually ranged or magical casters. Can’t wait to meet them.”

“They will almost certainly want to fight you, and will use every excuse to do so. They may not like your blade though.”

“My soul blade? Why not?”

“It’s magical. To them, it might be seen as an impure means of melee combat. They are all about strength of body, remember? They will take you more seriously if you can defeat them using their ways. It’s the same thing with the caravans, if in the duels someone defeats them with magic or powerful equipment that is not their strength only or such, they will not be as happy with the outcome.”

“Huh. But the sword is my strength, too. Then, we don’t have a legit sword for me to use. I’m really at my best with one. Kaya’s short swords aren’t quite long enough for me and my style.”

Eirwen hummed. “Well, it shouldn’t be a dealbreaker, but we’ll have to make do. Just know if you can fight without it, your win will count for more in their eyes. Unless something changes when we see them, I think you should come to the gate with us, and that we should bring the wolflings.”

“Really? Why’s that?”

“It should prove to them that we are not with those humans. It’s also a show of strength, which they respect.”

Nick looked at the wolflings again, dubiously. “Uh, how? Like no joke, Kaya could slay almost all of them by herself at the moment. I could see if they like…doubled in size.”

Eirwen gave a mysterious smile. “Yes, but it will show that you have your own tribe when meeting theirs. They respect strength, and having thirty hunters is no small thing. When used correctly, like you just did with the horses, they understand that having the wolflings under your call is a power of its own. More power than the four or five of us walking in. Besides, other than their leader, I have every confidence you can duel your way out of whatever situation they put us into.”

Nick raised his brow. “Really? You don’t believe I can beat their leader?”

She giggled. “It’s more that I don’t trust in the unknown, hubby. We don’t know enough about the Trial. What level are these orcs and humans? Just like Davon would be limited when he comes in, what about the inhabitants? Havendale has reasons for keeping its people’s levels low, but what about these orcs?”

It was a sobering thought. A race that valued strength would probably spend an abnormal amount of time within the tower, increasing their levels. There should be no way that they would be weak.

Eirwen continued, “Do you really think an Ordeal owner would be stuck in the first stratum? They can’t enter into a Conflict without owning their Ordeal. That means someone completed the tenth level, hubby. Sure, it could be their ancestor that did it, but unless that leader is maimed, my money would be on him being powerful and in the second stratum. Orcs don’t fear death, there’s no way the leader of an orc tribe would be weak!”

“But he’d be limited to our level? I suppose his skill at arms should be amazing, and at least an expert with his chosen weapon.”

Eirwen shook her head. “The orcs and humans will likely be limited to around the level of the floor, but these leaders are a special objective of the Trial. They can definitely be far above that. It is entirely possible for a Test or Trial to provide a threat that is way above the level of the floor, if you are not meant to face it in a fight. Of course, defeating it in that case should be a profound achievement that should be recognized.”

Nick sighed. “That is not good news. Alright. Well, I’m ready as soon as Kaya is done. Let’s go meet these potential allies.”


Chapter 27 - The Orcs of Nagduros



Nick marched along with Kaya and Eirwen at the front of the entourage, Jerome and Jasper at their sides. Nick now wore Kaya’s short swords in sheaths at his waist after their discussion, though he kept his soul blade on his shoulder.

The thirty wolflings walked in rows of five, their march as uniform as he could make them.

They were given a few instructions on how to act, and Nick tried to make it sound like they would be rewarded greatly if they performed well. There was more than a little bit of moose and bearcoon left for them to enjoy.

As they marched toward the gate in full view of the orc settlement, Nick remembered something. “Why do you think they didn’t send anyone to meet us?”

Kaya hummed. “I wonder if they have some other threat or problem? We didn’t see anything when we observed them, but that is peculiar. You'd think they want to meet us, right?

Eirwen noted, “The humans of Zura didn’t either. I think you’re right, maybe the Trial has provided them something else to deal with.”

The gate opened as they neared, and five fully-armed orc men approached. One of them was in the lead, but Nick would bet against them being the leader of the orcs–at best, a similar position to Torvus.

Compared to most humans he had met in his lifetime, they were on average taller and bulkier. Their armor looked well-made, a combination of plate and chain. The weapons on their backs were large, and just as Eirwen had said–axes and maces.

Only the leader held a shield, the man also wielding a spear. The warriors had blood on them, as if they had just come from a fight.

When they neared not far from the open gates, he shouted his greeting, his deep voice booming.

“Blood and honor, Trial Takers! Welcome to Nagduros. We have been expecting you, our Chieftain is waiting to meet you. If you swear all combat will be honorable and free of subterfuge, we will swear the same. Will you give your oath?”

Nick responded and spoke seriously, “Blood and honor. I am Nicholas, and I walk the Hero’s Path. You have my oath that my people and I are here to aid you in settling your Conflict and have no ill intent against you. We will adhere to the laws of your people, and only engage in honorable combat, or be subject to your people’s justice.”

A white light grew around Nick in response, the surrounding people able to feel that what Nick said was true.

The man laughed. “That was interesting! Somehow, I feel your oath was more than just mere words. I am Zarog, son of Lothar. Come, I will take you to meet the Chief.”

They continued their march inside, the paved road being a main boulevard in their village. The houses were spaced out throughout, decently architected buildings of stone and wood.

Overall, quite different from what Nick imagined an orc village would look like from games he played or fantasy movies. They even had sewers with water flowing beneath them, so Nick imagined they may also have running water within their buildings.

Various stalls lined the boulevard periodically, though they were empty of people. A plethora of different goods were for sale, from clothes to food to crafted items, it seemed that the orcs had many industrious people among them.

That, or they were just selling raided goods, which was entirely possible.

The village had eight main thoroughfares following the cardinal directions, with extra space for a main path from the gate toward the tower. Overall, the village was not that large, with only around a dozen buildings or so on each path.

His wolfling tribe looked about in interest, keeping their yips and barks quiet, almost like a calm discussion. Some of them marched with their chests puffed out in pride with their spears in hand, and Nick was thankful for their efforts to appear civilized.

Nick wondered where the orc’s farms might be, or if they were somehow left back outside the Trial. They did not see any outside the well-built village.

He wanted to ask Eirwen all about these developments, but decided not to in front of their guide.

After traveling just a little over three hundred meters, they arrived at what appeared to be the main plaza.

There was actually a large wall and gate around the plaza, which blocked off much of the view. Nick had seen this from a distance, but he couldn’t tell the purpose or reason.

As they passed through the gate, Nick and his party instantly understood what was keeping the orcs busy–both from being able to meet them at the entrance of the Trial, and from here in their village. Beast carcasses were strewn about, the many dead creatures being dismantled.

Many orcs were gathered in the center ring, around two dozen male warriors, and some women that appeared involved in the fighting.

It was in this plaza that Nick felt things were a lot more tribal. There were large tents setup and surrounding the wall they just passed through, with many women busying about with cooking and working on various trade skills.

Hides were being skinned and tanned, a forge was being worked, a butcher was carving meats, and even a cobbler was making shoes, among many others. Various items were being produced from the downed beasts, and Nick was shocked at the number they had slain.

There were a ton of people, and it was like the entire village was here. The entrance to the tower was different than the one at Havendale, this one looking like what he imagined was an orc chieftain’s home in front of the entry gate.

As the women moved about with haste, there appeared to be a shadow looming over many of their actions, as if something was missing. Nick could almost feel the anger in the air, though it was not directed at Nick’s party.

Many looked at him with what he thought was hope, but all had bags over their eyes and their shoulders slumped. They were exhausted, or stressed, Nick guessed.

Eirwen had told Nick that orcs were born in about a one to two ratio of male to female. However, orc males were larger and more prone to dying in combat, often before they became of age.

This meant the resulting ratio would be close to many of the beastfolk races, who Nick had learned averaged closer to one to three between male to female. Some were at a different ratio depending on their beast species, such as the red panda at one-to-one, or the rabbit beastfolk at close to one-to-ten.

Having learned that detail, it made sense to Nick that beastfolk were often polygamous.

An angled, sharpened stake fence, a defensive barrier, surrounded the section of tents, completing a ring that was around the large open plaza. The warrior men and women all sat near the center in front of the tower, where a larger beast was downed.

It appeared they were absorbing essence.

The orcs didn’t look all that different from humans. Their skin was green, and the male’s features a bit bulkier and with tusks.

Otherwise, the women looked no different or less varied than human women, aside from their skin color. Nick thought the women soldiers might have slightly more feral, aggressive, features, but that was likely a side effect of their overall musculature. And, their wild and bloodied hair from recently being in combat, besides.

They wore clothes of decent make, though there was certainly a more tribal motif with much of their skin showing. Still, many wore tribal tops and skirts, shorts, and working pants.

At the downed beast, one large man stood next to a smaller woman that looked just as much a warrior as the man. The man was over two meters tall, and a tower of muscle. His armor was thick over his vitals with large pauldrons, and a giant axe resting on his back.

With no wrinkles on his face, he looked to be in his late thirties at most. His expression was that of a hardened warrior as he watched his warriors at the downed beast.

His black hair wild and short, but gathered into a top knot. The woman next to him was similar but was armed with a shield and a mace, and Nick guessed she was his wife.

Their guide quickly ran ahead, and spoke to the larger man for a moment.

With his arms folded across his chest, the man had turned to regard Nick and his entourage with a challenging smile. As Nick spotted the man’s soul, he had to smile back.

Like all the orcs so far, Nick had an excellent impression of him. These people had been involved in many fights in their life, but they were all honorable battles, fights adhering to their law and culture.

While they might fight or attack others, it was following a series of rules which prevented someone from truly being killed or murdered in cold blood, even if they were raiding. Nick even guessed this man helped uphold the law in some way.

That his people would actively hunt bandits, both for justice and glory.

The man was clearly the Chief. Lothar’s voice was booming. “Blood and honor! I can’t say whether your timing is good or bad, Trial Takers! You missed the fight. Not to worry though, the Trial will likely ensure the next will be soon.”

Nick chuckled, as he looked over the largest beast they had downed. It was huge, larger than an elephant. It almost looked like a saber tooth tiger or similar, but the body was much bulkier and less feline.

Considering that essence also changed their capabilities significantly, Nick guessed it was more than a little powerful and difficult to deal with.

“It’s a shame we missed it, I’d have liked to see that beast while it was alive. I’m Nicholas, and these are my Followers–My wife, Eirwen, and my guard, Kaya. The wolflings were found here in this Trial, and joined us.” Nick had motioned to each of them in turn, and they nodded in kind.

Lothar looked at Jerome, then to Jasper with a questioning look. Of course, the vacant gazes of Nick’s Soul Servants were an odd thing to see.

The woman with Lothar also had a questioning gaze, and an energy shimmered around her eyes before she spoke. “Interesting, everyone is somehow linked to you? The wolflings are juvenile, yet behaved, and the hobgoblin and the large wolfling are very peculiar. Well met, Trial Takers. I am Agatha, wife of Lothar, and the Head Shaman of Nagduros.”

Lothar gave Nick a steely eyed stare, before looking over at his own warriors. Turning back to Nick, he spoke in a much more serious tone.

“As Trial Takers, you are carrying out Orion’s Will. When you entered my village of Nagduros, you swore an oath that you came to aid us in our Conflict. But to us orcs, those are merely words. A man can only understand another when they have fought together. For us to treat you as allies–brothers in battle–you must spill blood, and prove yourself in honorable combat. Will you face a duel challenge to the first spilling of blood?”

Nick gave Lothar a feral smile. Of course, Nick loved to fight as well. “I will. I, too, seek to test my strength–may you send a worthy challenger.”

Lothar smiled. “Good. Andross! You are up. You must test this outsider’s strength and honor.”

A man near the dead beast stood up, and he was nearly as large as Lothar. He held a glaive, and Nick now wished he could at least wield his soul blade. Short swords were not the weapon of choice Nick would use for this matchup.

They were escorted to an area off to the side, where many orcs gathered to watch. They formed a sort of dueling circle using the edge of the staked fence.

The orcs gathering essence stayed where they were, but Nick could tell they were all paying attention.

Kaya stopped Nick, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Wait a moment, Nick. Be careful–this is a trained soldier. That means he almost assuredly has a skill, and likely not just one.”

Nick raised his brow, turning to her. “What do you mean, like what the bearcoon and the hammerhead rhino did?”

Eirwen nodded from his other side. “Yes, and so many more. The truth is, a warrior preparing for an Ordeal before the second stratum would have at least four active skills before they bothered to enter. Movement, Defensive, Offensive, and Support–these are the minimum number most would have. A class may grant one or more of these, depending, but most would fill in the gaps to have at least one of each. It would be foolish not to.”

Nick suddenly almost felt naked. He only had what one might consider defensive and support skills, not having a movement or offensive ability at all. Then, Eirwen said that was the minimum a true warrior would have. On top of that, Nick was being restricted on using any of his abilities, since they were magical, wanting to impress the orcs.

This orc could be using all four of them, and he would have nothing.

But he quickly shook it off. “Thanks for the warning, Kaya. I’ll whip this guy, just for you.”

He moved quickly, and teasingly kissed her on the cheek, faster than she could respond.

She blushed. “N-Not in front of so many people.”

“Ah, alright. I’ll give you your proper reward later. After all, I appreciate you.”

She became even redder in response, and Eirwen giggled. “Kaya, your face is as red as your fur!”

The man from the dueling circle, Andross, seemed to shout teasingly, “Are you ready for battle yet, youngling? Or are there more maidens you must kiss?” He made kissing sounds and then barked a laugh, and Nick could tell he was just playing it up for the crowd, who hooted and hollered.

Nick strode forward confidently, drawing Kaya’s two short swords from the belt at his waist. The blades were barely a foot long, far from the length he’d be happy facing a man with a glaive with. But he would have to make do.

“I’m always ready for battle. But I’ll always choose a pretty maiden over an ugly sweaty guy.”

Andross laughed again. “It’s a sentiment I share–but not one that I practice. Make that choice too many times, and you’ll end up dead–and your maidens with another.”

Nick nodded with a smile. “I guess I’m lucky, then. I get stronger for having more maidens.”

The man stirred the essence within him, and Nick knew it was on. He dashed in with his swords, as Andross stabbed out with his glaive.

Nick hardly slowed in his approach as he brought his body forward and low, dodging it, and continued his dash. But the orc stepped back and brought his weapon down as he spun the glaive, trying to keep his distance.

Nick just stopped the attack with one sword over his shoulder, and slashed out with his other sword at the orc’s armored leg as he arrived in range low to the ground.

The orc warrior blocked with his haft, and tried to elbow Nick in the face, even as he retreated. Fighting with a polearm was all about maintaining distance, and Andross understood this.

Nick was fast, and was able to just twist his body as he moved his face out of the way of the oncoming elbow. He tried to punish Andross with a slash of his sword to an armored joint, but the orc twisted his arm and blocked his sword’s blow with a thicker, more armored section.

Being this close to the target was bad for the polearm user. As Nick stirred his essence and was about to both prevent the orc’s defense with one hand and attack with his other, the orc stirred his essence.

The man slumped or ducked slightly, and suddenly dashed backward rapidly, his legs filled with essence. It was not a huge dash, only two to three meters, but he had kept his feet almost planted on the ground from start to finish.

Then, he had moved quickly, faster than Nick could dash after him–at least, when Nick wasn’t prepared for the special skill.

The orc’s glaive was now at the maximum distance, ready to defend against Nick’s approach once again. It appeared this was the movement ability he had chosen.

Andross’s glaive stabbed out again, and Nick began his dance and approached once more. Only this time, the orc activated another ability–a powerful stab, that Nick could tell used much more essence.

Nick barely met the fast stab with a cross-sword block, and it pushed him back–stopping his assault. Not only that, but once again, Andross had controlled the distance of the battle. Nick was starting to understand that the orc’s choices in skills were to cover the flaws of the polearm weapon–while also enhancing its strengths, at keeping the target at a distance.

But Nick was now ready for the orc. He dashed back in, this time moving his essence. He moved with conviction, his steps, and movements flowing into one another. The orc stabbed and slashed at Nick’s approach, but Nick twisted and dodged, his body contorting at odd angles to move as each step took him forward–and fast.

Andross used his ability early to dash back, but Nick felt the essence stirring, and he leapt forward at nearly the same moment, causing Andross to not gain any more distance from its usage.

It was then that Andross used his fast and powerful stab skill, but Nick did not block it this time. He twisted his body backwards, as if going under a limbo bar. Shuffling his feet forward, he grabbed the haft of the polearm and used it to pull himself up with one hand, which caused the orc to stumble slightly. Nick did this while empowering his blow with essence on his other.

Nick was about to strike Andross in a gap where his armor met another section, when the orc shouted and a barrier of essence blocked his blow. The orc then punched out, forcing Nick to dodge, and Andross once again leapt backward.

The orc was nearly breathless, but he still teased, “Not bad, lover boy. I better beat you before you find more maidens.”

Nick smiled. The man was definitely running low on essence now, but he put up a good fight. Nick was forced to charge in a few more times, but eventually, Nick dodged under a powerful stab, and this time, spun and leapt to the man’s right as he lashed out at the man’s ankle.

Attacking where the metal was thinnest, his blade slashed into his flesh, causing Andross to fall to his knees.

Blood was shown on Nick’s blade, which he raised to the sky.

The orcs roared and cheered, before a woman, likely a shaman, moved in to heal Andross.

The wolflings cheered, clapping and woo’ing at Nick’s victory. All the orcs looked at them in question, their own people cheering and hollering.

Eirwen giggled and Kaya snorted before clapping, cheering along with everyone. Nick stored his blades, after Eirwen wiped it clean with a rag.

When he was done being healed by the woman, Andross stood and shook Nick’s hand.

“Good fight, young one. You are fast, and your blade is fierce. You fight calmly, watching your enemy and looking for a moment to strike–like a serpent. I deem you strong and honorable.”

Lothar approached and patted Nick on the back. “Well done! You truly have strength fitting of a Trial Taker, a warrior walking the Hero’s Path. The orcs of Nagduros now see you as an equal, a warrior worthy of respect. Your people are welcome to walk among mine, and join us in our combat and feasting. The Trial keeps spawning enemies, and we cannot keep up with the spoils. We must not allow this to go to waste.”

Agatha added from his side, “Yes, creatures are spawning here periodically that we must fight, but enemies of this magnitude only happen about once per day. Please, you are welcome to join us in our home, where we can fill you in on our situation. If you are willing to aid us in the Conflict, there is much for you to learn.”

Nick and the girls would finally learn how things started. With only a little over eleven days remaining, they would need to move fast.


Chapter 28 - The Conflict



Nick gave Jerome, his wolflings, and Jasper their orders to wait outside. Since Lothar had offered for them to feast, Nick was sure they would join them.

His party, along with Lothar and Agatha, then walked around the archway and toward the Chieftain’s home. The tower itself grew out of the top of it, the black obelisk with mysterious runes lighting up alongside it.

The orcs of Nagduros’s banner hung down with other symbols he didn’t understand, but the home looked like a tribal hut–circular in design, with various bones and tusks from large animals decorating it on the outside.

Inside, the home was like that of a large circular tent. There were no real rooms, but curtains seemed to section off different areas of the home.

The main area resembled a studio apartment to Nick–having a large living area that also had a bed in the far corner on one end. The kitchen appeared to be adjacent to the fireplace, sharing its usage.

There did appear to be two sections blocked off with heavy curtains, Nick guessing another room, and what appeared to be a pathway with stairs heading down. But everything did have what he imagined a tribal orc room to look like.

There were animal hides and beast heads he couldn’t identify mounted on the walls, and a half dozen wooden chairs circling the fireplace, with an almost throne-like one facing away from it.

Agatha smiled as the group looked over her home, and commented, “Lothar indulged me in making our home like the one I grew up in.”

Eirwen smiled. “I like it. It feels like it keeps the family members close, having privacy but never truly isolated from one another. And, a more intimate setting for guests.”

Agatha smiled, and gestured to the chairs. “That’s right. Please, sit. You must have traveled far. You’re climbing an Ordeal, and it issued this Trial? We can tell with how the Trial has limited many of our people to the fifth level at first. It’s bizarre. Much of our people had been bordering on the second stratum. My husband and I were the only ones there.”

The orc chieftain sat in the larger chair as she spoke, and then she sat next to him, joining him in the large chair. Nick and the girls sat around in the circle, across from the chieftain and his wife.

Nick nodded. “That’s right–we sought to complete an unclaimed Ordeal. As we completed the fourth floor, this was set up for us. We weren’t really…prepared for this type of challenge.”

Lothar barked a laugh. “No, I don’t think many would be. You must be something special, young one, for the Ordeal to Test you in this way and so early. My birth Tribe had not seen one within the Ordeal for nearly a decade, and most seen in the past hundred years have been in the second or third stratum.”

Nick hesitated. He certainly didn’t want to give too many details about his heritage. It was the reason why he hadn’t introduced himself as Prince Noblefrost, among other things. But Eirwen did set aside a detail he could give out safely, that would be impressive enough to explain his circumstances, and perhaps build some confidence in his power as a potential ally.

“I think it’s because I have an epic class–it’s what gives me the unique power that connects to my allies. What can you tell us about the drakes and your Conflict?”

Lothar sucked in a breath, and his wife’s eyes widened in shock. Lothar nodded. “I can see that, someone with an epic class within the first stratum is often the pillar of a powerful Tribe or Kingdom. As for the drakes, they are all creatures early in the second stratum. We can beat them, but it would be extremely risky–meaning, most likely you will have many true deaths without my help and the Bishop’s–the human leader’s help. I would not like my people’s chances as they are currently, but we would face them if we had to after strengthening ourselves.”

He continued, “Regarding the Conflict, from our watchtowers, we saw you met with the humans first. Seeing your race, I can tell that likely didn’t go too well. We have met many humans and have no problem with them, but the most infuriating ones were certainly our two-faced racist neighbors: the people of Zura.”

Agatha asked, “What did you learn already? We will do our best to fill you in.”

Nick knew, from his ability to detect lies, they didn’t really have anything to lose by keeping what they knew about the conflict a secret. He went over what the humans of Zura stated, and how they were attacked.

Lothar shook his head, and looked more than a little angry, a frown on his face and his hand gripping his chair arms tightly. “Those cowards, and liars. They have twisted the teachings of Seraphara for their own purposes, controlling their populace for their greed. Their leader is a terrible person, even without the kidnapping of our children.”

Kaya hesitantly asked, “How did… how did that happen?”

Lothar sighed. “What they said about the Conflict was true. We were each provided a Test, to determine the Conflict Type. Our Test was to face an enemy on the field of battle, not all that far away from our village. When our warriors left, of course, we left our guards to protect our holdings. However, the people of Zura hired mercenaries who led a distraction, while their rogues snuck in and snatched our children, and a few of their caretakers and those that got in their way.”

Eirwen frowned. “How they can have so many rogues or assassins as adherents of Seraphara makes no sense at all. They should seek diplomatic resolution, a path of strength which involves nonviolence.”

Agatha gave a sad sigh. “Of course, these are a fanatical people. They have twisted the peace and understanding of Seraphara to instead justify covert actions and assassination that would result in less overall violence, and an illusion of peace for the residents. Those at the top are the only ones who know. For those that live there, their challenges mysteriously disappear or are resolved through diplomacy, their faith in their methods increasing. Most likely, the residents, and perhaps many of the clergy, don’t even know they have our children and other people as hostages.”

Nick shook his head. “I’m not liking this one bit. That means if I go in with my sword blazing, nearly everyone might be innocent, but also try to stop me from rescuing the children. There’s another issue that you should know about then.”

They then had to explain to them the situation with the bandits from Havendale. At any moment, the people of Zura could get more reinforcements for their assassins and rogues. Thankfully, they had already eliminated four such people, but up to seven could soon enter.

Lothar clinched his teeth. “This is not good, that means it is certainly best if we act sooner rather than later–whatever plan we come up with. The bandits will surely side with Zura, and they will be all too happy to take payment from them–then who knows what they might do. At the same time, seven scrub rogues are not that much danger in a fight.”

Eirwen stated, “So despite your winning the Test and selecting the duel between leaders, you were forced to stay back.”

Nick added, “What assurance do you have that the children are okay? That your staying out of the Conflict means they will be kept safe?”

Lothar sighed. “As nobility under the Orion System, we have much more leeway to create Quests, Oaths, and Pacts. The Bishop of Zura swore an Oath that the children would not be Tortured, Maimed, or Killed by themselves or any outside sources should we follow two rules. If they broke their Oath, their leader would die.”

Agatha continued for Lothar, “One, Lothar must remain in Nagduros. If he steps foot outside of its bounds, then the hostages can be slain and torture was promised,” she spat.

Lothar added, “And the second, was that the orcs of Nagduros cannot enter the city of Zura. If the Oath isn’t upheld by their side, then the Bishop will die, and they will lose the Conflict from his action or inaction. That, and we will make all of their deaths very painful.”

Nick thought about this, and now understood why the humans were so passive. He hummed. “That’s it in its entirety? If we save the kids, can you act?”

Lothar gave a vicious smile. “Only one other promise–that if they won the Conflict from my suicide, they would let our people go. If the hostages are saved, our warriors can attack their city, and they will be unable to stop them. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to kill the Bishop, as Orion would see that as interfering with the duel. You would have to, or we could just bring him here: where I can duel him honorably.”

Nick now thought he saw it–a path to victory, and, more than just one. Still, he certainly didn’t like all of the options.

“I may have a way that I can bring your people for an assault, and keep to your Oath. But it might go against your people’s ways, I’d imagine.”

Eirwen shook her head, and interjected, “It will work, but I already know their answer. The orcs of Nagduros will only become your Followers under one condition.”

Lothar and Agatha looked at a loss, but Lothar did pick up on something. “Followers? My people under you, somehow? Ah, like the wolflings and your guard here. Yes–she is right. My people and I don’t care what method, magic, or wording you use for it–if you want my people to become yours as seen by Orion, even if only for a period of any time, you must defeat me in an honorable duel.”

The man smirked at this, and Nick knew that this was going to be a bit of a problem. Lothar and his wife both seemed like good people, completely flipping Nick’s expectations about what orcs would be like.

Really, aside from their focus on melee combat as a part of their life and a focus on these honorable battles and having green skin, they were not all that different from a human. An educated one, at that.

Then, Nick was confident in himself, but he was not going to look down on the second stratum.

After all, Lothar’s soul was nearly thirty percent larger or more than Nick’s. If this were the case, wouldn’t that mean his Body Core, which he couldn’t see, was the same, or even more than that? The other orcs’ souls did not really compare to Nick and Eirwen’s because their mind and soul orbs had combined.

Kaya frowned and looked more than a little worried, looking back between Nick and Lothar, her ears flat on her head. Eirwen looked thoughtful, but she clearly expected this.

Agatha chuckled over from the side, almost taking a teasing look. “Good. You understand the challenge. You are strong for your age, and I can tell that you have much talent. But my husband has reached the thirteenth floor within our Warrior’s Ordeal. Because of the level limit of this Trial, you must have arrived at the fifth or sixth level? No matter what, your duel must be honorable. Even if he takes an Honorable Restraint to face you, I don’t see him losing to allow him or his people to become your follower–no offense, but I’m just speaking objectively here.”

Lothar spread his arms wide, looking from left to right and motioning to his home and the city outside.

“I left my birth tribe with my wife and children a few years ago, and went with my brethren to claim this unclaimed Ordeal, to start my own tribe with a dream. I wanted to build a tribe of honorable warriors, just like my forebears.”

He continued, “As you know, this is something that can only be done by those who have not yet entered the second stratum, and so this required me to train heavily, to build myself up to succeed without crossing this threshold.”

Agatha smiled. “Those were special days. The pilgrimage to the unclaimed Ordeal was tough back then, but that was a memorable adventure.”

He chuckled. “After claiming the Ordeal together, we had done it. My children and my brethren’s children, are now starting to come of age, and become warriors themselves. I have focused on my ally’s strength rather than my own, and perhaps this has been foolish. Had I been strong enough, maybe I could have prevented this all from happening, defeating our Test even faster, and making it back in time.”

He continued, “However, I will not yield unless you can defeat me. I have not trained and fought for over a decade with honor, only to throw it away by twisting my ideals to win on a technicality like those foolish humans. I have principles, and I am not afraid of death if it means my people will be saved. We–”

Sounds of battle reached Nick’s ears from outside, causing them all to freeze.

Lothar laughed. “Excellent timing. I’m definitely one that would rather let my axe do the talking. I’d also like to see that blade and other skills of yours.” He looked at Nick with a piercing stare, his eyes narrowed for a moment. “Don’t hold back, and show me what you’re made of.”

As a group, they marched out the door, finding a battle outside.

There were dozens of creatures being faced, the many orc warriors forming battle lines as they faced ape and monkey people, which wielded weapons and armor of their own.

Lothar ran ahead out of the door as he drew his axe from his back, and Nick hesitated.

Agatha came up along his side. “Listen, Nicholas. The truth is, they have our young daughter. For us orcs, if you prove yourself to be stronger while being honorable, we’re happy to submit to your leadership. Because of this situation, there’s nothing Lothar and I would want more than for you to be able to beat him in a duel.”

She continued, her expression serious, “In fact, if he believes you can do it–he just might help you get ready to. So you should show him what you’re capable of, or he just might put hope that the tribulation will provide him and our tribe with an honorable chance at victory instead.”

Agatha ran off to join Lothar at his side, her weapon and shield at the ready.

Nick could feel the truth in her words, and knowing Lothar had his own child as a hostage assured Nick that the man would be interested in doing what it took to save her. Of course, this was on top of his bright soul, one that told Nick that the man did adhere to his honor code, just like his words.

As a leader just like Nick, he definitely would be willing to do the right thing to save his people.

The battle lines of orcs had formed between the opening in the staked fence. The many orc women stood on the other side of the angled staked fence, using their bows and casting minor spells. To Nick’s surprise, several were casting soul magic.

They were shamanic magics that seemed to hex or debuff the targets. A shadow would fall on the enemy, making their movements lethargic. Another appeared to stun or lock the target in place briefly, but Nick was interested in another magic they were using.

Several of them were using elemental or what appeared to be body magics, including some that buffed the orc warriors. One spell made the orcs bulk up for a moment, while another gathered wind, ice, or fire around their weapons that increased the speed or deadliness of their attacks.

Nick smiled, seeing his wolflings joining in the battle lines. They were short, small and used their spears to help. They stayed low to the ground underfoot, darting in and out, stabbing into the gorilla’s legs and openings created by the orcs, or even just killed or hunted the smaller monkeys.

The monkeys were leaping over the gorillas, and doing similar to the wolflings by fighting underfoot. The larger orcs were well-armored, but the monkeys would use an essence ability and pierce into them. The wolflings provided a good counter for these, Nick seeing them showing their worth.

There were also several dozen women orc archers, attacking from behind the fortifications. The number of monkeys and apes was significant, several monkeys and apes spawning every few seconds.

Enemies were being funneled toward the battle lines, and they were taking them out with both tactics and strength.

Lothar had run around the ring and came from the side with his axe, and was cleaving enemies left and right. Some of the gorilla people had turned around to put up a token defense against him, but he quickly bested their guard and cleaved off body parts.

He quickly carved a path, and Nick motioned for Eirwen and Kaya to follow around the other side, to join the battle lines.

Nick and Kaya fought through several gorilla warriors, her axe cleaving and Nick’s short swords flashing. The two moved quickly, easily flanking the gorilla warriors and monkeys.

Kaya’s flanking bonus was seen–the enemies not paying attention to her onslaught, her cuts glowing red and going even deeper and were more deadly than they should have been.

Having cut a path through, Nick was surprised to see Andross as Eirwen ran past him, to join the archers and casters behind the fortifications.

Andross had a sly smile, as he held his glaive at the ready. “Nice of you to join us, battle brother. Had enough time with your maidens, did you?”

Nick had to return the smile, as he sheathed his short blades. “It’ll never be enough. So let’s get this over with quickly so that I can get back to it.”

Andross barked a laugh and Kaya growled, as she used her beast transformation. Andross showed a little bit of surprise, but gave her an appraising look as she joined in the attack against some oncoming monkeys, her axes swung with power and ferocity.

Nick activated his frost aura, the effect on the battlefield nearly instantaneous. The wave of frost covered nearly the entire battle lines, the monkeys and gorilla warriors slowing. The effect due to the sheer number of enemies in his field did decrease, the weight on his soul substantial.

His aura did not affect the orcs, seeing them as allies.

Nick drew his soul blade, the blue-green sword of light giving off a bright glow even during the day.

The wolflings all howled, their attacks emboldened by their alpha’s presence. It was time to show these orcs what Nick was capable of.


Chapter 29 - The Mentor



Nick raced around the battlefield like a specter, his blade flowing from one enemy to the next. Each swing sliced through limbs, slaying or disarming the gorilla and monkey warriors with every attack.

He was competing with the Lothar, who’s large axe also cleaved the monsters in two. While Lothar’s attacks were fierce and powerful, Nick’s were speedy and precise. Nick danced around the creatures as they attacked him, his counters removing heads from shoulders or cutting the hand holding the weapon, before piercing them through their hearts.

Essence was building within his blade, and Nick’s soul thrummed with power as essence was brought into him, both from the blade and from his soul servants.

Jasper’s ball and chain crashed into skulls and sent monkeys flying, the former wolfling alpha’s attacks devastating. It took a time for it to build up the speed and power behind its attacks, as well as choose its targets, but it was aiding with keeping enemies off of his ally’s flanks.

Jerome was displaying the skill of a seasoned warrior. He fought next to Kaya, protecting her sides and attacking the enemy’s vitals with his axe. His shield slammed into monkeys, sending them flying, and being a general nuisance for attacking apes.

Kaya was a storm of controlled fury, as she spun and danced with her axes. Fully a furred red panda, she appeared to finally have a confidence that she wouldn’t attack her allies. Nick would watch her, but he could feel through their Soul Pact that she was still in control–ready to send a burst of Cure Affliction.

Her axes cut deeply into the unarmored flesh of the monkeys and apes, her aggressively targeting the space between armored sections. Only the monster’s vitals were really covered, having a leather chest piece, bracers and knee or shin guards. There were spaces between the armor coverings where Kaya could target, which she did with devastating efficiency.

Much like Nick. His soul blade slashed as he dashed and spun, cleaving through their limbs before he pierced through their vitals, their weapons and shields dropping before he killed them.

With the enemies slowed by his Aura, the orcs expertly bested their foes even more rapidly. It took longer for Nick’s frost aura to build up its effect, but the effect across dozens of ape and monkey warriors still made a significant impact.

His wolflings were emboldened by his presence, the many little warriors even more easily finding success in their attacks. Their essence moved with fervor, as they hunted the monkeys and weakened the gorilla warriors further.

Nick noticed that killing the enemies more rapidly caused them to spawn even faster from the portal. A steady stream of the apes and monkeys continued to emerge, their charge continuing as they rapidly replaced their fallen allies.

The soul blade continued to charge from the essence of the monsters Nick struck, forming flames of essence that burned deeply into the creature and weakening them.

The orc women had actually shifted to corpse removal duty, the number of ape and monkey corpses getting in the way of battle. Eirwen also helped, triggering Loot on several of the monsters and dragging away their armor and weapons.

New, larger apes spawned from the portal, Lothar calling out that a new enemy appeared. It looked like the encounter had moved on to the next stage, where stronger warriors appeared. The monkeys kept spawning, but did not seem to have changed at all.

Essence filled Nick’s cores, as he did his best to cultivate during combat. Fighting alongside his wolfling tribe and his new honorable allies, Nick felt truly alive. His blood sang as he flowed through battle, his conviction in facing this challenge with honor empowering his steps.

There was a detail that Nick noticed when Lothar and Agatha laid out the rules for the Bishop’s Oath, that would also provide a path to victory. One that he wouldn’t walk, no matter what.

It was simple–he, a third party, could just slay one of the hostages. Had it been before he met Eirwen, he may have considered it. Probably not one of the children, but one of the caretakers, he could have justified it in his mind easily enough.

What was one person when traded for hundreds? Most likely, he could have even gotten a volunteer. He could have taken the path of least resistance.

But now, that option was dismissed as quickly from his mind as it had appeared. He was now walking the Hero’s Path, and relying on such actions was cowardly and dishonorable. His body essence stirred, becoming more malleable within his body, as his conviction and righteousness down to his very soul wrapped around his essence.

After seeing how his Judgement ability moved around the essence, he had created a new mental image for both drawing in essence, but also using it. The ability had moved similarly to the whirlpool, but as he had looked and felt with his soul sense closely, he had noticed something different.

The essence wasn’t shaped like simple streams, it was shaped like chains or ropes. Woven chains of essence grabbed other essence, including the enemy’s sins as the core spun, the almost-sphere of essence that made up his core like a ball of chains.

It wasn’t just the enemy’s sins that were dragged in–but the enemy’s souls. Those would be ground down for power by his conviction, empowering his own.

Each Pact an Archaen made was like another chain that bound them. But they were also the bonds with followers, allies, and wives that empowered them, and the power that they used to Judge and destroy evil.

As the stronger gorillas arrived, he created chains made of body and soul essence wrapped around his arms and legs. His body was empowered, his legs and arms brimming with strength further, and faster than ever before.

His blade became white as his soul essence chains wrapped around the crystal within his soul blade, and he swung down in an overhead swing, easily cleaving through a large gorilla, weapon and armor alike as it attempted to block.

Nick’s blade was ready for its Essence Burst, but he used his new control trait to instead expend the essence little by little on singular attacks. One at a time, he dashed and cut through the larger ape warriors, the monsters not even able to respond fast enough to block his oncoming onslaught.

He cut ahead of the battle lines, pushing further toward the portal. To his side, he saw Lothar fighting, pushing hard with his strength and skill to match Nick’s efforts.

Lothar chuckled, as he swung his axe filled with essence. “Not bad at all, young one! That strange sword of yours and your aura is something else. But how long can you keep it up?”

“Isn’t it nap time for you, old man? I’m just getting warmed up.”

Lothar laughed. “You’ve done it now, young one. Let’s see if your blade can keep up with your mouth.”

The orc’s swings became even more ferocious, his body essence filling his muscles with power.

Nick almost felt like a mountain was marching beside him, the power of Lothar’s essence feeling completely different from what he was used to. The man had a much more powerful reserve, and Nick watched as he used skills one after the other.

Of course, Nick didn’t know what they were called, but the man’s skills appeared simple–Nick would not be surprised if they were called things like Slash, or Cleave. There was a power in simplicity, the man performing a telegraphed blow–an attack with a wide stance and long buildup.

But that telegraphed blow was full of power and speed, the momentum and full energy of the orc’s large body behind the strong blows. Should one be unable to dodge, even blocking would cut deeply.

Purple energy swirled around Lothar’s axe as he used it, and this sliced deeply into the gorillas, creating cuts and sprays of blood even when they managed to block his physical axe with their weapon.

Having reduced the number of enemies to spawning fewer larger ones, Nick’s aura had a larger impact. The gorillas roared to increase their strength with some kind of essence ability, but the ice kept climbing their limbs and slowing them.

The ape warriors leapt through the air at Nick with their weapons, showing extreme mobility that belied their size and strength, but he was constantly in motion. Nick was a whirling dervish with his white blade, cutting through gorillas as he spun, twisted, and dashed.

Each attack on the smaller monkey warriors was used to charge his blade, Nick finding it necessary to cut nearly ten times with his soul blade for each time he used a charged swing.

This was similar to what he found in the fourth floor boss fight, where he used the smaller dogs to charge up his blade for his attack against the boss.

He wanted to try using his own essence to create the white blade, but he realized that what he was doing was fundamentally different. A true expert of a weapon skill, at least for non-Archaen types, would be able to mold Body Essence and mana together, and then send it both into their body and weapon. It was like an enhancement spell of its own.

What Nick was doing was sending mana and his Soul Essence, and the blade was combining it with all the essence stored within to create the white blade.

It took a few minutes of Nick dashing around and slaying many gorilla warriors, but eventually, he did start flagging. The chains of essence that increased his strength and speed more significantly had a cost, and that could not be replenished as rapidly from drawing the essence into his blade, or just cultivating it on the go.

He was actually about to warn Lothar he needed to back off, when the portal brightened.

Lothar cleaved the head off a gorilla’s shoulders, as he looked at the portal. “Strange, I wonder if it’s because you and your people are here? A boss is spawning. We already faced a boss today. Let’s move back to the battle lines.”

Nick and Lothar finished off the few remaining warriors, as the portal seemed to build up. They backed off to the battle lines, which had moved forward, ready for what came out of it.

As Nick reached the battle lines, Eirwen used Reinvigorate on him with a smile–touching him to transfer her body essence and mana, before also using it on Kaya.

She looked exhausted after using it, but her smile was beaming. “You two are doing really amazing out there! Our new friends are really impressed.”

A larger ape stepped out, having much thicker, metallic armor, though it was similar in that it still only covered its vitals. It held no weapon, but its fists appeared to be encased in metal. It immediately leapt at the battle lines, but they were ready.

Several orcs had joined their shields together, a red aura encompassing them. The gorilla’s large fist smacked into their guard, and while the barrier was pushed back slightly, it held. Spears and other polearms lashed out in response, gouging out small chunks of flesh.

The monster was then hit with several hexes coming from the shamans, black energy wrapping around it. It roared in response, but Nick could see that its speed had decreased. The warriors all worked to wound it, the many activated skills of their weapons hitting simultaneously causing it to stumble.

Nick’s aura had washed over the creature, but the effect was muted–almost like when there were twenty or more enemies in his radius.

The orcs surrounded the boss, inhibiting its movements with their shields and polearms. Nick and Kaya joined on one flank, and Agatha and Lothar formed up on the other side.

Lothar roared, his power building up even further than before, and Agatha shouted out a spell, which empowered Lothar even further–the magic surrounding him mixing into an orange color. He dashed in, cleaving into the elite gorilla’s arm. It tried to counter with its other arm, but his orc warriors blocked its fist once more.

Its attention drawn to Lothar’s side, the many orcs used their weapon skills to pierce deeply into its other side, Nick and Kaya doing their best to lay into the monster as well.

The boss was worked down, Nick eventually cleaving deeply with his white blade, and Lothar doing the same from the other side with a powerful slash of his axe.

The giant gorilla was dismantled safely as it was wounded repeatedly. It attempted to lash out at the trained warriors, but they were ready with their shields as it slowed from the debuffs and Nick’s aura.

The creature died, and all the orcs froze as the portal closed. A wave of exhaustion hit them all, as they stumbled to the ground.

Lothar shouted, “Blood and honor! The Trial has given us respite for our success. Gather the essence, and the spoils of battle, then you can rest. We must face the enemy again in the afternoon.”

The warriors did as ordered, helping each other up to gather the essence near the boss. But Eirwen went through, and triggered the Loot ability on the boss.

The essence was sent out in a wave, entering all the participants in the plaza. Nick received a substantial amount, and he saw something that surprised him.

The armor of the boss shrunk, as the essence gathered around it. It appeared the boss’s armor became a viable loot for someone to use.

Agatha and Lothar approached Nick, Kaya having already reverted to a beastfolk as she sat down to gather the essence.

Lothar chuckled. “Not bad at all, Nicholas. Please, allow Agatha to see that blade of yours a little more closely.”

Nick drew his blade once more, Agatha already having an energy around her eyes as she watched him.

She watched as his blade came into existence, her eyes narrowing as she inspected it. She reached for the blade, but seemed to understand that touching it would be a bad idea and stopped.

“Very peculiar. I have never seen anything like it, even in my birth tribe. I can already tell, this is worthless in another’s hands. This is truly your power, your soul, contained within your very blade. Despite being magical, this is compatible with our ways.”

Lothar barked a laugh. “Good! This is good. We can work with this. Your talent, honor, and strength matches that of someone walking the Hero’s Path. But I think even you can see that in a battle with honor on the line, the fight will be far too close or rely on luck, for comfort. Your blade is something else, but it doesn’t look like you’ll be able to have it charged for our fight, since that is not your power. What do you say, Nicholas? Would you take me to be your honor bound mentor?”

Nick could see that. The orc chieftain was powerful, and his strength and skill with his axe were definitely at the expert level. Lothar had, compared to Nick, an endless pool of Body Essence, and a huge output for sending out the cutting energy.

While Nick’s blade could compete with this in cutting power, it required a charge, something the orc chieftain noticed.

Nick raised his brow. “You’d really help me beat you? You started this tribe away from your birth one, to raise honorable warriors in a tribe under you. If we duel so you become my follower, you’d be under me. How’s that any different? Isn’t that the end of your dream?”

Lothar chuckled. “I would! It is different, and we will talk about that later. They have many of my people, and that includes my own daughter. I am willing to stand down, if it means saving the future of the tribe that I built, even if I’m not at the head of it. As long as it is honorable. My people and I would both choose death over that.”

Nick nodded. “Alright. In that case, I would like you to take me as your disciple.”

“Good! We will talk. I have some things to prepare. We have some time off, so we will need to move quickly. You should absorb the essence from this battle.”

Kaya asked, “How do you know when things are going to spawn?”

“Ah, well, we don’t. Normally. But a few times, it has offered us breaks over the last few days. Usually at the end of the day, or after a boss. I was shocked when the last one didn’t provide one. It must have been preparing for this one, a test of endurance.” 


[Wave Defeated!]
[Rest Period Earned: Next wave in 6 hours.]


Eirwen had gone around triggering her Loot ability, the many men and women thanking her for her efforts. It cost her a small portion of her mana and available essence, but she was able to remove many of the corpses for loot. 

Some skill gems even dropped, though none were really applicable for Nick’s party.

Over a hundred people participated in the battle in total, but more than a hundred of the gorillas had been slain, and over a thousand monkeys. Eirwen was unable to split the essence on them all, but they had actually several people of their own able to use the ability.

Apparently, it was not a common skill among the orcs. The ordeal supporter was an uncommon class, and while others could have the skill, it seemed hers worked a bit better.

Lothar left them to absorb the essence, heading back to his hut. Agatha did sit down to absorb the essence a distance away, but called to speak with Eirwen.

Nick worked the essence into him, shocked at the amount. Were the humans also obtaining something similar on their end? As he understood it, these people could continue to cultivate essence within the Trial.

They had been limited down to the level of the floor, but they were also rising back up in level over time, sort-of regaining their levels.

It had put Nick on a somewhat even playing field with their potential enemies, but he would have to work hard to keep it that way. He thought there might be a limit to what level they could obtain from the essence of these beasts, but the boss’s essence was especially dense. With enough bosses slain, reaching the eighth level was entirely possible.

The many women, even the crafters instead of just those involved in the fighting, joined in obtaining the precious essence. This was an opportunity to gain more essence than usual, the Trial granting this special situation for all those that lived within Nagduros. All those that lived there were being Tested, and as such, could benefit.

Nick smiled, as his wolflings gathered around him. He learned from the orcs that the wolflings had stuffed themselves just before the battle, and they were quick to join the battle lines when the fighting began. They gained a significant amount of essence, and he then used Jasper to make sure they spent time absorbing it.

Kaya laughed. “I don’t think they can cultivate essence the same way. They are monsters, they just absorb the essence over time into their bodies. Eating it is likely the best for them.”

She was gathering the essence with a smile on her face, and Nick realized even without the mentoring, this was an excellent opportunity. It gave new experience fighting with allies near them, rather than the odd, varied Tests of the Ordeal.

Nick was excited to see what the orc was going to come up with, for their training. He would have to beat the older orc in a duel, but Nick would finally learn from a veteran of Orion.


Chapter 30 - The Nagduros Ordeal



Nick’s arming sword flashed, his blade cutting through an annoying gremlin. The creatures infuriatingly backed off, keeping him encircled as they shot darts from their pipes, and he advanced after the next within range.

He was now in a tower…within a god-damned tower. And unfortunately, this tower appeared to be just as stingy as the other one. Nick did enjoy that the fighting grounds was just a simple arena that spawned enemies in waves until it was completed, but it still managed to frustrate him.

This was now his second run-through because it had already been about a week since his first entry. There were now four days left in the Trial, and Nick’s duel with Lothar would be at dawn tomorrow.

There was so much that Nick needed to learn, and so little time. His body bobbed and weaved as darts flew at him, Nick using the mana and essence surrounding him to sense the attack’s trajectories from all sides.

He cleaved through another gremlin, and then continued his dash toward the next, zigging and zagging as he dodged.

Unable to wear his special armor for the training attempt, Nick couldn’t allow any of the gremlin’s annoying darts to strike him. Apparently, the orcs had all mastered the ability to just shunt away the darts with their thick skin filled with body essence, but Nick had difficulty replicating the same feat.

It turned out that this was a significant difference between orcs and humans–orcs had thicker skin, requiring only a little extra essence to block attacks like these.

Nick had opted to only use the arming sword, to limit his weapons and increase his challenge. One of the things he had done to prepare himself for his upcoming duel was to learn a new spell: [Frost Shock].

As he ran toward one gremlin, Nick gathered his mana, twisting it and creating the spell construct with his will. Having learned the spell from a spell gem, it was like a rune or glyph floated within his soul core.

Shoving mana and the right amount of soul essence through it and at his enemy, he punched out as he used Frost Shock. A gremlin in the distance was struck by a wave of frost, its upper body freezing somewhat, and dropping its stupid blow pipe.

The first attempt through the orc’s ordeal was a giant cakewalk, and Nick hardly got all that much out of it–because he did not properly limit himself. The reward for his first run through was useless for him, and Nick was shocked at how little essence the run to the eighth floor had netted him.

When he found out that the Havendale Ordeal must be special, that surprised him, but helped him understand just how they had increased in level so quickly.

He earned far more from the beasts in the Trial and fighting the enemies that spawned in front of the orc’s Ordeal. But Lothar wanted Nick to climb this Ordeal for two reasons.

The first was to earn a skill from the Ordeal reward. This Ordeal was tuned to provide skills tailored for the users on exit if they performed well, which Nick desperately needed.

The orcs did have spare skill gems, and Nick used what Eirwen had gathered through the floors to trade for and purchase them. However, Nick had learned that nearly all the offensive melee skills were completely incompatible with his soul blade.

Only those that mostly enhanced one’s self worked at all, and then, based on Eirwen’s judgment, his Class rejected many others.

The second reason for this tower dive was for practice and training. The warrior’s Ordeal of Nagduros was primarily to train warriors to become better, well-rounded warriors in melee combat. It was a special solo-Ordeal meant for this purpose, and warriors would Test themselves against a wide variety of threats.

Lothar agreed that Nick’s Frost Aura and Soul Servants were extremely powerful, and so was his soul blade. But relying on those would lead to shortcomings, and the Ordeal would deem his efforts unworthy–because he wasn’t trying to be Tested, not trying to become more.

Thus, Nick was finally back on the fourth floor of Lothar’s Ordeal, restricting himself to be Tested–to overcome the challenges with his personal skill. Lothar made him promise to stop on the eighth floor previously if it allowed him to leave, and it did.

It wasn’t because Lothar didn’t think Nick could beat it.

It was because the ninth floor contained enemies prone to maiming–some kind of enemies with powerful scything blades that also tended to cause many wounds.

Getting maimed or wounded heavily could leave him bedridden even if he used his spent essence to have it healed on exit, and would be counterproductive for their efforts. He had been training nonstop the last week, and the reward wasn’t worth the risk for their current goal, Lothar had said.

Nick leapt over another gremlin as he sliced through it, and then several gremlins shot at him while he was in the air. Groaning, he triggered his other new skill: [Double Jump], gathering essence into a platform beneath his feet, and leaping a second time in the air, soaring over the attacks. Cutting through another gremlin when he landed, he dashed for the final gremlin.

In a video game, a double jump was so much fun, and really, it seemed so cool. Having that extra mobility beyond human capability was neat, and it opened up a wide array of possibilities for movement.

But when Nick began practicing the ability, all the orcs laughed at him. It was widely known to them as the dumbest skill, and even if Nick completely disagreed, he couldn’t help but think less of the ability thanks to their response.

Of course, on an orc warrior, the ability was stupid. They often wore heavy armor, and jumping straight up even once during a fight was foolish. For them, double jumping was double stupid.

And using the ability to do more than just jump straight up was extremely difficult. He could now manage it with a more forward jump now, at least like he just did, but it was still not a very useful ability. He’d love to be able to flip in the air twice, or use it to switch into a dash instead.

Nick was getting better with it, but it clearly had limitations. Any attempt to leap at an angle or dash instead of jump straight up, and Nick’s feet would slide off the essence platform and instead of jumping, he would just slip and fall pathetically.

All while the orcs laughed at him. One such time, with a smirk, Andross couldn’t resist poking fun, “I thought the skill was called double jump. Why is it that you double fall?”

Andross meant it in good fun, but not all the orcs did. Nick was about to challenge some of them to duels for their disrespect when someone else did: Kaya.

What really surprised Nick was how Kaya went out of her way to duel those that laughed at him and then refused to apologize. After she beat the third one on Nick’s behalf as his honor guard, the orcs had all shut their mouths.

They stopped laughing, even as he fell repeatedly, and it was likely pretty funny to those watching.

Of course, she teased him too–in private. But the orcs making fun of him was a stain on his honor, and she wouldn’t stand for it.

Nick knew that when he mastered the ability, it would actually be amazing. His race’s strange ability to jump powerfully was highly compatible with the ability, and likely why he could even learn it in the first place.

He was confused as to why he couldn’t learn [Leap] like Kaya, a skill that helped her use essence to leap an enhanced distance. It seemed excellent for dodging or attacks, and for now, Nick was quite envious of the ability. She also learned [Cleave], which extended and enlarged her axe blades with a red energy, allowing her to swing wide and cut several enemies in one swing.

Slaying the final gremlin, the encounter stirred. 


[4th Wave Complete. Continue, or Accept Rewards and Exit?]


He selected to continue, and the fifth stage enemy spawned in motes of light. One of the differences with this Ordeal was that it didn’t have a boss on the fifth floor, and it was a straight run from start to finish with no rest. It also pooled the rewards, building to a larger, final reward, based on performance.

Nick was interested to see what kind of customization options he might have when the Havendale Ordeal became his.

It was a larger hobgoblin warrior, and it was reminiscent of Jerome. Nick wrapped his essence chains around his arms, his muscles bulking.

Triggering his new skill, [Power Strike], body essence infused nearly all the muscles in his body. His sword was drawn up above him as he raised his arms above his head, preparing for a diagonal overhead blow.

His hips twisted as his legs, back and shoulders provided power in concert, his legs shifting momentum as the transfer of energy to his blade flowed with near-perfection, and he lashed out at his target.

The hobgoblin guarded with its weapon, but his sword blew away the hobgoblin’s double-bladed axe with the immense power behind his blow. The monster’s arms and weapon were knocked back, allowing him to elbow the creature in its face, snapping its head back.

Nick’s next attack flowed easily as he quickly bested the hobgoblin’s attempt at recovering its stance and guard, cleaving the head off its shoulders.

Receiving the prompt for the sixth wave, he chose to continue once more. This time, the awarded essence was enough for him to bother cultivating it.

When he reached the seventh level for his Soul Knight Class, he ran into a small snag.

He received some kind of trait or ability, but it was locked. Lothar and Eirwen had different theories on why this could be.

Lothar felt like he lacked some fundamentals in his ability to use essence and soul magic. An epic class surely had high requirements, and his soul magic and his body essence control was starting to fall behind what a talented, highly trained specialist that was a soul knight would have.

Eirwen thought his monstrosity attribute was lacking, thanks to his desires in not wanting to increase it. Thus, he was working on both, and more.

Agatha had done an affinity check using an artifact on Nick, Kaya, and Eirwen, and learned that Nick had a talent for elemental magic–when it came to ice.

Of course, his talent in soul magic was immense. However, his capability was strangely incompatible with most of the offensive shamanic magics, let alone any of the enhancing ones. The skill stones just wouldn’t crumble and give him the skill, something within him fundamentally missing or different.

Eirwen was happy to learn she could learn shamanic magic related to the soul. She could not learn the elemental or body enhancement magic schools at all because her affinity with body essence seemed too low, but she had rapidly taken to the healing magic like a fish to water, her studious nature shining through.

She was still working up to true spells, wanting to learn the spells the more challenging way–without a skill crystal. Eirwen already learned a minor healing cantrip, allowing her to trade her mana and a little bit of essence for more rapidly closing physical wounds.

Supposedly, this method resulted in a more powerful understanding, allowing or enabling one to tune the spells a lot more for different capabilities. Someone could shift the skill gem learned spell over time, but it was usually much harder, lacking the fundamental understanding of the ability–just like Nick was having difficulty with his Double Jump.

Eirwen had wanted to learn a skill like Andross’s that would help her retreat rapidly, but her poor Body affinity as a sheep appeared to limit her on this. It had gotten her a little down, but she focused hard on what she could learn–the shamanic magic.

And Kaya could not learn magic at all. In truth, it was like her feral energy was a body enhancement magic all on its own, and it interfered with her ability to cast other spells. Most, if not all of the male orcs were unable to learn spells either.

The sixth battle was a dozen armed goblins that Nick fought through with ease. He danced through the targets, slaying them, focusing on stirring his body essence and mana within his body at the same time.

The essence chains were a good first step, but they were not the whole picture. There was something he was still fundamentally missing that Lothar had done his best to instill within him. Thus, much of what Nick learned from Lothar was mana and essence utilization.

Lothar had found Nick’s dilemma strange. Most warriors could reach expert with their body essence enhancement with a simple image, given enough of the Body base attribute and enough time, their Mind or Soul attribute hardly mattering at all. Nick learned the orc’s body essence moved instinctively, even at level one, capable of moving it around and enhancing themselves.

But for Nick, it was like the chain image combined with his conviction was the minimum requirement to get movement out of the energy at all.

Perhaps that was all Nick needed. Time. He had to build up on the fundamentals, by using the essence over and over, until he got better at it, using it like it was another limb. He learned that he had run before he could walk with his soul blade, and now he needed to take a step back.

In the past week, he had definitely moved far in his usage, being much more economical about it. He had also improved his ability to sense mana and essence, and even use his mana to sense the surrounding area.

This was something those that cultivated the mind excelled at, and Nick was getting decent at it in the past week.

Slaying the last goblin, the seventh stage began not long after. This stage was even easier for Nick than the goblins, a bunch of fast moving venomous snakes, along with a few larger pythons.

However, Nick was faster. He circled them as they approached him, the snakes twisting and flowing over one another as they zigzagged across the arena floor at him. Lashing out to cleave a head off the snake as they neared periodically, he kept moving around the dumb Ordeal creatures.

Nick could see how an orc warrior without armor would have to practice a lot to improve their footwork to where they could evade these creatures while slaying them, but Nick found it all too easy.

Stirring his essence, he sped up even further. He maintained his usage, making sure to restrict just how much essence he was using. Doing his best to instill his resolve, his conviction in helping the orc children, the essence flowed even better.

He knew if he didn’t make a breakthrough by tomorrow morning, he just might be unable to defeat Lothar.

Because Nick already had a practice match against Lothar a couple of days ago, and it wasn’t looking good. Facing each other with restrictions to not use skills, Lothar handily beat Nick with ease when he didn’t use his soul blade.

With his soul blade, the speed of Nick’s strikes and his movement really shined through. But what happened in their spars was that Nick would run out of Body Essence before he could claim the victory, unable to force Lothar to surrender.

The biggest problem was that Lothar’s pool of essence was so much larger that he could protect his thick skin with essence and block Nick’s blows, even against his sharp soul blade. There was a qualitative difference in their essence because Lothar was within the second stratum.

The duel was going to be to an honorable surrender, but death was not impossible. In the heat of battle with weapons, it was easy to accidentally cause a death blow–especially when one of the participants wielded a giant axe, and had the strength to cut down a tree in a single blow.

Lothar said this was the main reason why they picked tomorrow as the final day for their duel. If one of them maimed the other–such as causing a loss of limb, there would be enough time to heal before they ran out of time.

Their shamans would be capable of attaching the limb and healing it within that amount of time, preparing them for their tribulation or for their assault on Zura. The other reason was that this was the day that no more creatures would spawn from the Ordeal–and this meant that the other Ordeal would likely be the same.

If the humans of Zura were to act, that would be the time.

Nick finished the last snake, and his breathing was not even heavy. The first time through, he had already expended much of his body essence, being a lot more wasteful with his usage.

Lifting his sword in front of his eyes, Nick frowned.

The reason he was using it was in an attempt to reach Expert in his Body Essence Enhancement. He had already become an expert in Archaen swordsmanship, but not with using a plain sword.

He needed to learn how to mold mana and Body Essence, and something fundamental was missing that enabled him to accomplish it. Nick needed to somehow merge Body Essence with mana, creating a proper blend that enhanced himself, and his weapon.

Many of the weapon skills were unique, in that they sort-of did this for you. However, the only one he could even learn, Power Strike, was purely Body Essence. Perhaps, this was the real reason he was allowed to learn it.

He learned that there was a qualitative difference between being able to infuse the skill with his own mana and Body Essence mixture instead, and he was looking forward to being able to accomplish this.

His soul blade really was a cheat. It was as if it did it for him within the blade, as long as he moved his Soul Essence into the crystal and used the essence and mana stored within the blade, forming the blade of white light.

Nick saw the value in mastering it the proper way. If he did that, he could use the white blade of light at any time, even without charging it from the essence of creatures he fought. Probably. Hopefully.

This would help him in his duel against Lothar because then, he could actually cut into the orc’s reinforced skin and muscle, and weaken him. It would no longer be a battle of endurance. Nick had landed what should have been sure cuts on Lothar, but the orc’s essence defense had just overwhelmed his blade.

While charging the soul blade before the fight would be an easy solution to that, it was not something that would be accepted for an honorable duel. It would be akin to showing up to the duel with a bunch of buffs from someone else, or a magic item that could just blast Lothar to death.

Nick would have to bring only his own power to the fight, for the orcs to consider it an honorable duel, and for Lothar to give over his orcs. Lothar had told him giving over his orcs was not quite giving up on his dream.

Where he came from, there was a large horde of orcs. Various tribes resided under a warlord, and not all of them were honorable. Access to their Ordeal, or Ordeals, were hoarded with politics and strength.

In a nutshell, nepotism and the rich getting richer were rampant. Despite being born from an elite warrior, he refused to take advantage beyond the benefits of his birth. He wanted to break this cycle, and earn something for himself, and start a tribe that embodied the things he valued.

Nick defeating him in an honorable duel would not ruin that, it would preserve it. Because Lothar knew, just from meeting Nick, that he would protect Lothar and his people’s desires rather than destroying them.

The eighth wave spawned, and this would be his final wave. It was a strange bug warrior, a humanoid beetle person.

Its carapace was green and black, the humanoid just a little larger than Nick. Its face had compound insect eyes and gross mandibles for a mouth, with horns like a stag beetle on top of its head.

Nick knew that its skin was hard, and with it using essence, was very difficult to penetrate–much like the orc’s skin. Even targeting the joints, many warriors would have difficulty in cutting through. Most would ultimately end up bludgeoning it to death, Nick imagined.

Of course, Nick’s soul blade originally had made quick work of the creature–especially after having charged significantly from previous waves.

But not this time. Nick had an arming sword, almost a meter long from pommel to blade tip. The beetle man had a crude club that was big enough to be used with two hands. Its odd mandibles clicked as it shuffled its strange insectoid feet, moving toward Nick.

Taking a deep breath, Nick closed his eyes, trying to feel his cores, and differentiate the mana and essence within his body. He once again moved the mana around, forming the construct for Frost Shock.

Punching out, it was really like an icy punch struck the beetle’s chest. This spell was some combination of mana, body and soul essence, as if altering the overall blend of energies to create the elemental outcome.

Trying to internalize what was happening further, he cast the spell again. The beetle warrior continued its march, not even slowing down as it was struck the second time by the blast of frost.

The truth was, Nick saw almost zero value in the spell he learned. He had grabbed it to help practice using mana, and little else. There were very few situations where the frost shock spell would do more work than a throwing knife, and he couldn’t even cast it all that many times. He had less overall mana from other casters for a simple reason.

His reserved soul power reduced his maximum mana, and his ability to regenerate it. Because of his blade and his servants, there was little to use for anything else.

When Nick was forming his essence chains within his body, he wasn’t really combining body and soul essence. He was simply covering his body with two sets of chains, and in truth, he was sometimes wasting his soul essence.

Soul essence did not influence the body overly much, only when considering mental attacks or perhaps some kind of soul attack, it might help in the defense. He just didn’t have many other ways to expend it, aside from his Judgement ability or Soul Mend.

Nick began his duel with the beetle warrior, the monster swinging its club at him. Dodging, Nick focused on trying to create a proper blending of body essence and mana near his core. He parried the monster’s club and kicked the insectoid’s leg, as he controlled his breathing and practiced on the image.

Once again, he had difficulty blending the energies, or moving them after they were blended. Adding his conviction and resolve helped somewhat, to making them move as well as before, but the energies refused to blend or become better, or enter his arming sword.

Whether it was forming essence chains, or whirlpools, or drumbeats like Kaya, and even the galaxy image Eirwen shared, nothing seemed to help.

Lothar had simply said that orcs sort of compressed the energies and shoved them through their body and blades. That it just happened once their Body attribute was high enough, and they just got good enough at it.

Nick couldn’t help but feel that something else was missing, though.

He tried capturing a small amount of mana in his chains and attempting the compression, but the mana just refused to merge. Lothar had said that many orcs, including himself, didn’t typically master it until the second stratum because they didn’t have enough Body Rating to make it happen.

Their control over the essence increased as their rating rose, in addition to having more, and for it to be of higher quality. But Nick’s Body Rating was already well above ten, which was where most orcs would be in the second stratum.

Nick continued facing the beetle creature, slowly bludgeoning it to death, just like its stupid club. His frustration grew with each blow, the monster’s flesh bruising underneath its carapace with every attack. Nick was slowly beating the monster to death, his sword practically nothing more than a blunt instrument.

The monster’s movements began to slow, as Nick brutalized his foe. After a time of taking out his frustrations, he sighed and took a step back, still trying to merge the essence with the mana.

He had really wanted to master this today. Over the past week, he and Kaya had been spending even more time together. She had truly started to blossom into a fierce warrior, and a wonderful person to have at his side.

It wasn’t just the dueling of orcs in protecting his honor, but she had also taken to helping his wolflings become stronger when it came to their fighting. Her feral nature when fighting seemed to resonate with them, and he loved seeing her smiling and coming into herself as she trained them.

She had continued to tease him a bit about things, but there was a flirty playfulness that stirred his desire for her. He had been flirting with her back, and he could see she was opening up to him.

There was no longer a shadow of fear and guilt underpinning her feelings, and had become much more open in her having fun. Her getting so much closer to her goal and seeing Eirwen happy and coming into her own learning new magic had finally seemed to break down her walls.

Before Nick had entered the Ordeal today, Kaya had stopped him in front of the portal with a determined look, filled with a blush on her face. She leaned in and whispered, “If–If you reach expert today, I’ll finally go on that date you keep asking me for.”

Nick smirked before teasingly responding, “Oh? And just what will happen if I don’t make it?”

“Hmph. If you don’t make it…” She looked distressed, as if she hadn’t considered the possibility. “If you don’t make it, you’ll just have to wait until we get out of this Trial! Which might be never at all if you can’t, huh? Oh, I know. I’ll call you Prince Wollywompus, from now on!”

He snorted. “Well, that sure as shit ain’t happening. You better tell Winny where you wanna go and get ready because we’re going on a date tonight.”

Nick couldn’t help but find her distressed and flustered expression cute. If he reached expert now in the Ordeal, she would go on a dream date with him tonight–and not one where they attacked each other with weapons. Well, he hoped, anyway.

Desire within him increased, a possessive instinct for Kaya to be his coming from deep within him. His body core stirred, and the body essence shifted. Something changed, and the mana was compressed within his essence chains, the energy altering.

Nick stumbled in surprise, and the beetle man’s club swung for his chest. Instinctually, he shoved that resulting energy as he clinched his muscles in preparation for the oncoming blow.

The club struck Nick’s chest with a dull thud, his body being pushed back slightly by the power of the strong insectoid’s blow.

But Nick didn’t take more than a minor bruise, and suddenly, it was like he understood: the duality of the Archaen.

Nick reached deep down inside him, from the same location that stirred when he roared out his challenge against the alpha wolfling. Shouting out his battle cry once more, he stirred his body essence with a larger sum of mana, compressing it.

The mana was crushed and merged into a new energy. Forming a new ball of the result, he created new chains from them and wrapped them around his body once more, a purple energy filling his muscles with power.

He raised his sword to the sky, sending the resulting energy into his blade as well. Having woven the energy together, it entered his steel sword and extended the blade, sharpening it.

The beetle moved to block with its club, sensing the dangerous attack coming. Nick swung his sword down, cleaving right through the beetle’s club and into its shoulder, and then kicked the larger humanoid away with his improved strength.

Green blood spurted from its shoulder, the monster’s arm unable to move quite right.

The insectoid then roared in response and discarded what remained of its club, charging at Nick once more.

Nick continued compressing more mana using his new ball of essence, trying to maintain a steady stream. Focusing on the primal urge to possess, overpower, dominate, and overcome, Nick triggered Power Strike once more.

The essence filling his body and blade was entirely different from before, the purple energy filling his muscles. The mana which changed reality enhanced his body and sharpened his blade far beyond what his previous chains did, multiplying his power.

Roaring, Nick repeated his downward swing from above, as if chopping wood. The beetle punched out, but Nick’s blade cleaved the creature in half vertically with his swing. The monster disappeared into essence and filled Nick, as he stumbled to his knees on the ground.

Dropping his sword, Nick couldn’t help but look at his pale hands. The Archaens were part monsters, having a burgeoning desire to possess and dominate. Everything about them seemed to scream that they were a powerful race, one capable of slaying and overpowering any that stood in their way.

If they were evil, they would be a scourge that needed to be destroyed.

But the Archaen Race tempered this desire with righteousness and conviction, to become more than just killing machines. They bound themselves to others and their laws to become paragons of good, and to become the ultimate hunters of evil.


[Exit Accepted. Reward - Skill: Harden Skin] 


The skill earned flooded Nick’s mind, him now earning his first true defensive skill. It would allow him to harden his skin, very much like the orcs were capable of, using his mana and body essence.

Looking at his character sheet, Nick noticed that the skill he earned at level 7 and had previously been unable to use had been unlocked, and it was a passive skill.


[Passive Trait: Monstrous Blow]
[Your attacks are now occasionally enhanced by the essence in the surrounding area.]


The trait sounded useful, though it appeared to be random. The idea that he could get a bit of extra power to an attack for free was welcome, however.

It was to his surprise that, in addition to the trait, he had actually unlocked another, one that had gone along with his race. He had previously wondered why Eirwen had ultimately ended up with more traits than him when she became a Beastfolk Archaen.

It turned out he had a hidden, or not yet unlocked, trait due to his lack of monstrosity.


[Passive Trait: Monstrous Body]
[Archaens have increased strength, reflexes, and flexibility, their base attributes worth over thirty percent more than other races without similar advantages.]


This explained why Nick had such an easy time twisting and shifting his body, features he had noticed about his body from the very beginning. His ability to contort and twist his body while still providing ample power to his attacks at odd angles made him a fierce combatant.

Overall, Nick found all of this strange. Just how could he have learned, or be drawn to, fighting in the precise way that was perfect for his current body in his past life? Why was it that it felt like he already knew soul magic, and it was just like he was remembering it?

He hoped that when he completed restoring his heritage, he could get some answers. For now, he was happy to be reborn as such a powerful race and class, one capable of accomplishing profound good, walking strongly on the Hero’s Path–and drawing in wonderful girls like Kaya and Eirwen to his side.

After all, he just won himself a hot date. He wasn’t sure it would end with him having a new wife or not, but he knew it was only a matter of time. Kaya was his already, her mind and emotions just hadn’t caught up with her body.

As he waited to exit, Nick couldn’t help but wonder, an unease entering his heart.

Was there a version of his race or people that made a different, more sinister choice?


Chapter 31 - Kaya - The Walls Broken



The din of battle filled Kaya’s ears, as her heart and body essence beat like a drum. Spinning as she swung her axe, her essence filled her body and empowered her bestial strength further.

Cutting into the giant boar, she continued her spin as she activated [Leap] and jumped powerfully to the side, a second boar’s charge almost piercing into her with its tusks.

Arrows struck the boar next to her as she danced past warriors piercing into the weakened boars with polearms.

Her strength flagging, Kaya backed off from the battle lines, finding her sister. She gave Eirwen a feral smile as she spotted her, approaching her for another pick-me-up.

“Reinvigorate!”

Energy from Eirwen flowed into Kaya’s body, her body filled with energy–feeling like she could run a few more miles.

She was about to run back into the fray, when her sister’s hand didn’t let go of her. Just a week ago, Kaya would have been concerned about accidentally swiping at her sister. But now, she truly felt like she had her bestial transformation under control, and just looked at her other sister inquisitively.

Eirwen smiled. “Just rest another minute? The wolflings are in more need of the combat experience and essence, and I think this wave is wrapping up. I’m glad that this should be the final wave, I could really use a rest.”

Kaya let her beast transformation fall away, holstered her axes, and sat to cultivate her earned essence. Eirwen continued firing her crossbow, but occasionally gathered mana and cast a minor healing spell on those that were pulled away from the fighting.

Eirwen’s hoofed feet now carried her rapidly around, her loping strides allowing her to move quickly in a straight line. As Kaya watched her sister, she couldn’t help but be amazed.

Just a couple of weeks ago, she was bedridden. Eirwen was sick nearly all the time, and while she was always optimistic, a touch of sadness and guilt had always shadowed her presence.

But now Eirwen was so full of life, her body actually becoming fit from eating well and consuming mass-quantities of essence. She now even sported a full set of mail armor to go over her gambeson, which provided sufficient protection.

Despite it being much heavier, she handled the extra weight without a problem now that her strength had increased. It even included a helmet, protecting her skull. Kaya smiled in remembrance, of how Nick doted on her sister, helping her fix her helmet hair each day after battle.

When they returned to Havendale, Eirwen would already be the belle of the ball, as Nick put it.

Eirwen was really starting to shine and find her place, and Kaya was really noticing how Nick had truly brightened both of their lives. If he promised something, then he made it happen. Even without the soul magic or pacts, she was really beginning to believe in him.

A weight was lifting off Kaya’s chest, the guilt and shame of her failure being washed away. Nick may have been the one to heal Eirwen, but Kaya had remained loyal and protected her sister for all that time, enabling that to happen.

Eirwen held gratitude for Kaya, and it wasn’t just lip service. Kaya could feel the love and thankfulness for what she had done, and none of the blame.

Lothar and Agatha continued to lead the many orcs, the warriors working on the boars that kept charging out of the portal. The battle lines shifted to triangle formations, the orcs with polearms supporting their brethren using shields.

Eirwen had told Kaya to rest, but had run around the camp healing and continued to participate in the battle. Kaya looked at her sister in question when she returned, and Eirwen chuckled.

“I need lots of practice too! I’ve improved my skills a lot, but I’ve got a long way to go to keep up with you and hubby! So, what do you think? Will he win the bet?”

A blush came over Kaya’s features, as she huffed and folded her arms. “He’d better! He has to beat Lothar tomorrow, or we might really all be doomed!”

“Is that all? I thought it would be because you wanted to go on that date,” Eirwen teased.

Kaya paused. “I do… It’s just, living until we get out of here is…more important to me, right now.”

“Of course, and then there are the children and others at stake! But I do think you motivated hubby a little bit there, so you might have increased his chances.”

Kaya did her best to catch her breath. “It was just a silly idea. I wanted to… force myself to move on. Going out with me is…not that big of a prize.”

Eirwen smiled at her knowingly. “Compared to lives on the line, of course not. Him wanting you and wanting to help those in need are two different motivations. You should know that men are different. Don’t think he doesn’t desire you.”

She gave Kaya a sly smile. “You should have seen how he looked when I told him you probably heard us in the bathroom, and that you probably wanted him too. He nearly burst through the wall like some kind of rampaging bear.”

Kaya blushed furiously in embarrassment, but also, somehow, she paled. To think that there was a chance, however small, that Nick might have burst into her room while she was turned on was…she didn’t want to think about it. She was more than a little alarmed. “W-What? Why’d you tell him that?”

Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling. “Because it was fun! And–the truth. I was hoping you’d join us, but you are a bit obstinate. Don’t you think it’s time to move on? Your body has already made its choice. We all know how this ends, so why are you hurting yourself, when you could be enjoying it?”

Kaya blushed some more at Eirwen pinpointing her problems. She groaned. “I…you’re right.”

Eirwen gave her a sincere smile, her eyes meeting Kaya’s. “I want you to be happy, and I can see how he looks at you–you have a lot to offer. You’ve been really coming into your own, and even if your class isn’t a beast warrior yet, you are definitely one in spirit! I know Mira would be proud.”

Kaya smiled, a bit of pride warming her chest. She knew she wasn’t far from becoming a true beast warrior, just like her mother.

She had now already dueled half of the orc warriors in the camp, and she could best nearly all of them without her beast transformation. Nick had continued training her in their dreams every other night, as Winny would need some rest, along with him practicing his own skills.

The wave of boars eventually completed with the portal closing, and the many orcs began to clean up the beast’s remains, and the warriors cultivated their earned essence.

The wolflings cheered in victory, clapping and woo’ing out loud. The orcs all laughed and joined them in their clapping, giving the furry creatures happy pats and head scratches.

The orcs enjoyed the smaller creature’s positive attitudes, and their diligence and drive.

From what Kaya could tell, the wolflings truly wanted to become more. Their alpha wished for them to become strong from his perception of strength, which certainly included more than just brute strength–Nick valued intelligence and wisdom highly. And the creatures wished to meet his expectations.

Having learned from Eirwen and the orcs, the many wolflings then swarmed to join the orcs in their dismantling efforts. Using their sharp claws like knives, they carved the hide off the flesh, the creatures barking and yipping as they worked together.

Eirwen and Kaya joined them with a smile, the many hands making for lighter work. The three unpaired females rejoined Kaya and Eirwen in their shadowing, barking and yipping in happiness and pride.

Kaya couldn’t tell what they were saying, but she got the gist of things from their gestures and the sounds of their barks. Animatedly they crouched and postured using their spears, regaling some of the fighting, proud of their efforts in fighting as a pack.

She had seen how, despite using spears instead of teeth and fangs, they truly fought like wolves. Darting in and out, baiting and pushing enemies back with their fierce coordination, the wolflings controlled the battle as a team, protecting each other and making vicious attacks against their enemies.

The three girls had smiles on their canine faces, their tails wagging.

Eirwen laughed at their antics. “They’re so cute! They’re getting so big now, they’re almost past your shoulder now, sis. I wonder what they’ll be like when they evolve?”

Kaya snorted at the reminder. Nick had no idea these wolflings, at least in appearance, could shift to become hardly different from beastfolk when they reached the second stratum. In the end, it depended on how they developed.

They could evolve to become just larger and fiercer wolf people, or they could become more like humans and beastfolk. Often, both would be capable of speech, the wolf people often taking much longer, though.

Kaya wondered, “Do you think we should name them? Before Nick does. He might be all,” she cleared her throat, her voice taking on a deeper tone, imitating Nick’s voice as she pointed at each of them, “they’re my wolfling butlers! Jeeves, Jerald, and Jarvis!”

She continued in her normal voice, “We’d better come up with something else, before it’s too late. You know those girls wouldn’t turn down the alpha naming them.”

Eirwen giggled. “You’re right. At least these three, anyway. Though, they likely already have names, just not in common tongue.”

Before they could think on it much further, the wolflings all froze, before turning to the tower and barking, and yipping.

Kaya looked toward the tower, finding that Nick was marching out with a proud smile on his face. Her heart warmed as he looked at her, his desire clear in his expression. He was walking straight toward Kaya, and while he nodded at Eirwen, it was like he only had eyes for her at this moment.

He came close, and was about to say something, but the three wolfling girls barked and charged at him, bowling him over with happy licks and yips from the side.

“Ah, shit! Cut it out! You totally killed the mood.”

He shoved them away, chuckling. “Those girls sure are sneaky–coming at me when I’m all distracted. Hey, that’s right. You girls don’t have names, do you?”

Kaya and Eirwen’s eyes widened in shock as their bodies stiffened, but the three girls barked and yipped.

“Oh, you do? What are your names?”

Kaya and Eirwen looked at each other incredulously, as the three wolfling girls each barked and yipped in response, pointing and gesturing at each other while they did. It seemed they were showing their body’s features.

Nick had a thoughtful look as he nodded, his expression serious as he pointed at each of them in turn. “I think I see it. You have a dark patch of fur by your eye that looks almost like a moon, so you’re Luna. You’ve got a tooth that sticks out when you grin, so you’re Fang. Lastly, your fur is blacker and darker than the rest aside from your white face and chest, so you’re Sable. Those are some pretty names, I like those.”

Luna, Fang, and Sable each clapped, nodding and howling in response, their tails wagging.

Kaya looked at him with doubt. “They said that was their names? And you understood them? I thought you just…got the gist of it.”

Nick shrugged. “It worked out, didn’t it? What, you got better ideas for their names? I suppose I could just name them–”

Eirwen interrupted, “N-No, I think those are wonderful names! They are actually very fitting…even outside their body’s features! Those names are cute, right, sis?”

Kaya hurriedly nodded. “Y-Yeah.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed. “Huh. Well anyway, check it out.”

Nick drew the blade from his waist, raising it above his head. His essence stirred, and Kaya watched with rapt attention. Some of the crowd paid attention to Nick as well, but the rest immediately turned to look when he suddenly shouted.

A wind originated from him, something primal stirring inside her from his shout. A shiver ran up Kaya’s spine, her breath taken away.

The wolflings howled in reverence, and his essence then thickened, the purple energy climbing to coat his blade–the mark of an expert.

There were a few skills that could accomplish similar, but it was not quite the same thing. This was his own skill in molding the essence, of blending the proper amount of mana and body essence to form a powerful enhancement that even the best skills could not fully replicate on their own.

Kaya’s feral energy could produce a similar yet lesser result, and it was not even through her own efforts. As always, becoming more skilled with body essence as she controlled her feral nature would make her more powerful.

The orcs clapped and woo’d along with the wolflings, happy to join them in their little ritual, with many chuckling and smiling at the creatures. Lothar and Agatha looked on from afar, nodding with satisfied looks in their expressions.

They both wanted Nick to win, earnestly doing what they could to help make him ready for their fight.

Eirwen clapped alongside Kaya, the two’s smiles beaming. Becoming an expert at body essence enhancement in the first stratum was a significant accomplishment, one that only true elites ever did.

It was a requirement to become an expert at a weapon proficiency–most of the time. That Nick could hit Expert in Archaen Swordsmanship was a strange thing.

Nick sheathed his sword, and gave Kaya and Eirwen a charming smile.

“Know what that means? You and I are going on a date, Kaya, and I’m gonna whup that orc’s ass!”

Kaya snorted, then teased, “At the same time? That’s going to be a weird date.”

Nick shrugged. “If ya want. Wouldn’t you beastfolk girls like that?”

Eirwen giggled, as she started fixing Nick’s disturbed clothing, and using her Reinvigorate on him.

Kaya hadn’t noticed it before, too focused on his approach, but his clothing was a bit beat up. There was a big welt on his chest where his clothing tore, showing his muscled body. It looked like he had gotten even stronger, somehow, his musculature shifting.

Kaya blushed, as he saw her interest in his body. “M-Maybe. But I think I’d rather go someplace like you and Winny did.”

Nick gave her another smile, as he came close. “Well, I definitely want to make sure you have a good time, Kaya. You really helped me out in that tower, you know.”

“I-I did?”

“Yup. Realized how much I wanted you, and that was what shifted something in me. We’ll talk about it later. I’ve got some essence to absorb, and I think I’ll make level eight. What about you, Winny? Kaya?”

Eirwen beamed. “I’ve got enough to reach level seven! And these wolfling girls are catching up fast! They are probably nearly level six, or its equivalent, anyway.”

Kaya did her best to feel her core, closing her eyes. She thought the next layer was nearly completed. “I’m about to hit eight, too. I think other than the bosses, none of the essence will be thick enough to really move forward, after that. Unless we go kill some drakes.”

Nick shook his head. “I don’t think another level will make enough difference, the enemy is likely strengthening itself just the same as us. I’ll need to beat Lothar, then we move out.”

Eirwen looked over the many carcasses being worked through. “Let me wrap things up here, then we’ll go have dinner? I wanna hear how the tower went! I wish I could go inside with you.”

Nick smiled at her, hugging Eirwen into him and kissing her on the cheek. “Let’s do dinner. I wish you could come with me too, I could use my cute sheep with me in the tower. I’d like to see how you’d do in there too, Kaya.”

Eirwen left to help with the dismantling, Eirwen triggering Loot on several of the boars. The essence split among those participating, all of it avoiding Nick as he sat down to absorb his essence he gained from the Warrior’s Ordeal.

Kaya sat next to him, continuing to absorb her gains, as Eirwen sent more using her skill. “The beetle was strong, but its carapace eventually cracked. It was too slow to be much of a threat.”

“That’s just because you’re a badass, though. A lot of them orcs have trouble with it unless they’re a mace wielder, or are just higher level. At least, that’s what Andross said.”

She blushed. “How can you say I’m badass? You’re so much stronger.”

He wrapped his strong arm around her hip, pulling her close to his body. “I already told you–how strong I am doesn’t take away from how awesome you are. Don’t think I haven’t seen you already beat half of them orcs. Those are warriors, trained most of their lives–and you won, your skill greater than theirs.”

She laid her head on Nick’s shoulder, and she noticed her tail had already wrapped around his waist. Taking in his scent, she knew her body had long since made its choice about Nick being her mate.

From the beginning, she couldn’t help but gravitate toward him, her body aching for his touch. She had tested this during the bath in the Safe Area, and found that she had all the signs that her feral nature was already connected to him.

She had been stubborn, afraid of getting herself emotionally attached and hurt again. But now, she knew Nick was a good man, just like her father was.

Remembering her father and mother that were lost, her breath caught in her throat. She didn’t have a cure for her melancholy, but she had an easy treatment. She grabbed Nick’s hand, and placed it atop her head.

He began scratching her ears, just how she liked. A warmth spread in her chest, as he mindlessly scratched and ran his hand through her fur. It seemed he didn’t really notice he was even doing it, his eyes closed in cultivation, but his expression one showing a small smile of contentment.

Despite his silliness, there was a strange charisma that drew Kaya to him. His strength helped, but there was a sort of selflessness she saw with how he behaved with Eirwen and his followers.

Whether because he saw them as his, or because he truly saw them as partners, he showed how he would give his all to them through all of his actions. No matter how much he whined, he still worked and fought hard to make his people happy, and that was what made Kaya desire to serve him–whether as a follower, or later as his mate and wife.

After a time, Eirwen returned with Luna, Fang, and Sable in tow, the three carrying some meat ready to be cooked wrapped in pelts.

Eirwen smiled, looking down on Kaya and Nick’s position. “Let’s go eat, and get some rest? Big day tomorrow.”

Nick cleared his throat, then looked at his hand on Kaya’s head. “Oh, huh. Yeah, let’s go. I only got a bit left, I think I’m so close.”

They returned to their temporary home, the inn. It was not a huge place, but the wolflings were happy to share beds and rooms, leaving Eirwen, Kaya, and Nick with their own room. It had two beds, but a couple of nights ago, they had pushed them together.

The three of them now slept together, though Eirwen and Nick were often…having a little fun in the bath before bed, it appeared. They would always show up to bed clean and her sister with a radiant smile, while Nick sported a happy grin as well.

Finishing their dinner, they once again settled to continue absorbing their essence. Eirwen read the wolflings some children’s stories as she did, while Nick and Kaya once again sat together and cultivated together on a sofa by the fireplace in the lobby.

She hit level eight, which granted her a passive skill that increased her movement speed when dodging slightly. Essence would sometimes shift as she would dodge, enabling her to safely dodge an attack she might not have otherwise.

But then she saw it. Her Beast Warrior class had unlocked.

She stood up abruptly, nearly knocking Nick over. “We did it! I can become a beast warrior now!”

Eirwen beamed. “That’s awesome, Kaya!”

The wolflings cheered and woo’d, clapping for Kaya. They understood she was excited about something, and wanted to join her in her excitement.

Nick chuckled. “That’s great! You’re a beast warrior now? Or wait, you had to like, spend some time to switch or something, right?”

Kaya froze. She realized that they likely didn’t have enough time for her to switch her class up. It would take a solid day or more to do, and much of her essence would be lost, reducing her overall level–ultimately, she would be weaker as a result, unless she spent some time leveling back up again.

“It looks like I don’t have enough time right now, but it’s fine. After the Trial…”

Eirwen nodded. “I think it’s a bad idea to switch classes right now, if you’re going to be involved in the fight tomorrow. What about you, Nick? Did you hit the eighth level?”

Nick nodded. “I got it! I didn’t get anything, but I unlocked what I needed from the previous level. I’m as ready as I can be for the fight tomorrow.”

The three got settled for bed after winding down, Kaya joining Eirwen and Nick.

Eirwen said, “Ready for your dream date? I’m a little stronger now, so I wanna try something special. I want you two to have a great time!”

Nick looked thoughtful. “The beach was pretty cool though, and I thought that was pretty special. I’m sure I’ll enjoy my time with Kaya either way.”

Kaya was excited about their first date. She had told herself she would let the past go if Nick had won, that it would be a sign for her to move on.

Nick had already been destroying the walls she had built up. Now, she could fully enjoy the view that was her new life–together with her sister and best friend.

Eirwen worked her magic, and Kaya felt herself drifting off to sleep in Nick’s arms. Feeling cared for and safer than she had in a long time, she entered the world of dreams.


Chapter 32 - The Zoo Date



“Why am I dressed like an idiot?”

Eirwen giggled at Nick’s sudden question, as they both stood in front of the mirror in his bathroom. “You’re not! You look great, and Kaya’s going to like it! Besides, it’s fitting for what you’ll be doing.”

“I look like I jumped right out of a boy band poster from the 90’s. A tight muscle shirt with a denim vest? Really?”

Nick also wore sunglasses and denim jeans, completing the look. With his longer hair, it was clear he was the lame bad boy always in the groups.

“You look sexy! Kaya will want to be held in those arms of yours.” Eirwen licked her lips, as she ran her soft hands over his arms with an eager smile. “I wish we had a little more time, but we’re already pushing it here. I just have enough strength to give you this map, and give you my luck.”

She handed Nick a map and keys, and kissed him on the cheek. “Have fun! Your transportation and your date await!”

Eirwen disappeared, and he took a look at the map before walking out of his bathroom. Kaya was looking around his living room, holding his VR helmet.

His studio apartment back on Earth was not a lot to look at with its dull colors, and Kaya stood out like a sore thumb with her bright red hair. Wearing a black tube top that showed her belly, a denim jacket, and a denim skirt, she looked very much his partner.

Kaya was also wearing a happy smile, her furry red ears atop her head straight as Nick observed her. Her body was sexy and fit, her stomach firm and her skin clear. Her chest was large for her frame, and her red panda tail swished behind her.

“You look fantastic, Kaya. Ready to go?”

She smiled, looking a little proud. “Thanks, Nick–I like the denim on you, too. It’s reminiscent of some of our clothes on Orion. Could you show me around, first? I wanted to know more about…your past.”

Nick raised his brow at that detail–that Orion people had denim, but happily obliged. He showed her his small place, telling her about his routine, and a little bit about how he had grown up.

She had already heard about this a little bit, but it seemed she didn’t have the full picture.

“You really came from humble beginnings. At first, I thought…you were really handed everything, that everything came easily for you. But you struggled in a different way, just like Winny and me.”

Nick shrugged. “It was a bit tough for a few years, but in a way, it happened so fast. It was like after I came of age, my body started to fail. It wasn’t even just the cancer. Doctors couldn’t figure out why their treatments didn’t work.”

Kaya looked sad, so Nick tried to move on, “But that led to me ending up on Orion, so I’d do it a dozen times if I got to meet you and Winny–you girls are great. Let’s go? You can see more of my world outside.”

She nodded with a smile, and Nick grabbed her hand as they walked out of his apartment building. Following Eirwen’s map, a sports motorcycle was waiting for him.

Kaya took in the surrounding area, but there were no cars driving around or people–Nick guessed some limitation for Eirwen, or something along those lines. Still, a number of cars sat in the parking lot, and she looked at them with interest.

She looked a bit shocked at the odd vehicles. “W-wow, these are those cars you told us about?”

Nick sat down first on the sports motorcycle, and she leapt easily on it behind him. He helped her find where to put her feet safely, then replied, “That’s right. We’re gonna ride this smaller one, though. It’ll be fun.”

He started up the engine, used to riding such a vehicle. They didn’t wear helmets, but in the dream, he knew any chance of them being hurt was mostly eliminated.

“It’s loud,” Kaya yelled with her ears flat on her head.

“Just keep your hands tight around my waist. We’ll be going fast!”

He eased slowly on the accelerator after removing the kickstand. They took off, driving down the road slowly at first. Even still, Kaya had seemed a bit concerned, her arms far tighter around his waist than they needed to be.

After a few turns, she got used to the speed, and started to laugh. “This is really neat! I wish we had one of these back at home!”

“You haven’t seen anything yet. Watch this!”

He sped up, really pushing the sports motorcycle. The engine revved high, accelerating well past how fast anyone could ever run on foot, probably even on Orion. Well, maybe not.

Kaya laughed before she shouted in excitement, “Wow, this is really fast! The wind feels great!”

Nick continued for a while, pointing out several special buildings in Miami. She marveled at the city of Earth, until they arrived at their first destination: the zoo.

With no other cars on the road and traveling way beyond the speed limit, it didn’t take them overly long. When they got off the motorcycle, Kaya looked at it with a little bit of regret. “That was fun. It was so fast! And…” She blushed, looking at Nick.

He smirked. “And what? You liked how my body felt, didn’t you? I know your hands drifted to my abs a few times. Don’t worry, I get it–Prince Noblefrost goes hard. If I were you, I’d be all over me too.”

Kaya narrowed her eyes, but she snorted and stifled a laugh. “Do you hear the words that are coming out of your mouth? You’re so ridiculous.”

“Who’s being ridiculous? I’m just speaking the truth. Facts are still facts, even if you don’t like to hear them.”

She gave him a wide smile, taking on a teasing tone again. “I suppose you’re right. Prince Noblefrost is really something else–I’m starting to see it.”

Nick sighed dramatically. “Finally, you get it. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, the entire time! Let’s go check out some weird animals.”

When they arrived at the entry gate, there were very few people there, just enough for there to be a sort of ambiance and feel legitimate. The people’s actions seemed muted, and didn’t quite feel like they were real–even less so than the beach date. There didn’t appear to be any employees anywhere, they just walked inside holding hands.

The Miami Zoo was absolutely massive, and Nick wondered if this was the reason why Eirwen had difficulty creating and maintaining this dream. Between the travel of the motorcycle and the large zoo, it was perhaps too much to maintain.

After they entered, Kaya looked around with a little bit of shock as they walked to the first exhibits. “This is a zoo? I’ve never heard of such a place. They keep animals in cages?”

Nick shrugged. “Big cages, I think the animals are mostly happy in their little habitats. They bring in animals from all over the world, so you can see exotic and sometimes even endangered animals. In a way, it somewhat helps protect them from going extinct. I like the zoo, but I have to wonder why Winny picked this. Do you like animals?”

Kaya looked a little confused as well. “Y-Yeah! I’ve always felt at home in the forest, and a sort of…affinity with other creatures.”

They continued their walk, looking at a few animals. Kaya frowned as she looked at a large bird. “What the heck is that? What an ugly bird.”

“That’s an ostrich. They live in the savanna and desert, I guess.”

Kaya looked hungrily at the ostrich, a dreamy expression on her face. “That’s a lot of bird meat. Oh, just think about those eggs?”

Nick chuckled. “I heard their eggs aren’t bad, and they are big, like you’d imagine. But their meat is more red, like a cow’s and the creatures don’t have that much fat on them–the taste isn’t that great cooked, the flavor being lost. I bet the wolflings would love to eat those, though.”

Kaya looked at the birds again with a betrayed look. “Useless birds. And, that’s no longer true. The wolflings know you only eat meat cooked, and so they won’t even look at it unless it is anymore.”

Nick chuckled. “Well, I’m glad they’re becoming all civilized like. Just need to get them brushing their teeth soon, so their breath doesn’t stink so much.”

“Winny already got them to take baths now, and regularly using the toilets in the inn. I guess that’ll have to be the next on the list.”

They walked around, checking out more exhibits. However, Nick was starting to notice a pattern.

Kaya’s tail swished behind her, her hungry smile back as she sniffed and pointed at the tropical cow. “That gaur is just a huge cow. Please tell me you eat that?”

Nick chuckled, and shook his head. “Damn, is that what this is gonna be? This is supposed to be a zoo, not a buffet. These exotic animals are for lookin’, not for eatin’. We could've gone out to eat instead, if you’d like that better–what happened to your affinity with them?”

Kaya’s cheeks dusted red, then she gave Nick a pleading smile. “These animals are cute and some of them are cool too, but I can’t help it. Can’t we eat just one?”

Nick smirked. “Oh? Can you eat just one? How do I know we won’t go two exhibits down, and then you’ll wanna eat the super deer after we already ate this one? It’s a lot of work cooking up one of these things, you know our time is limited here, right?”

Kaya perked up, her eyes and ears whipping around as if to find it. “Super deer? What’s that?”

Nick snorted. “I just made that up, but there are definitely different kinds of deer here, from tropical kinds to those found in the savanna. They got weird names, I don’t remember them. Still, I’m with you. This is a rare opportunity to try eating some exotic animals, without killing something endangered. I’ll go get us some super deer.”

Kaya beamed, pumping her fist. “Yes! Let’s do it!”

There were various stalls and places where food was meant to be cooked, and Nick procured a knife and a few skewers. Nick was unsurprised to see her partially transformed, her arms and legs covered with fur, the gaur dead at her feet already.

The people paid them no mind as they had slain the creature, going about their fake business.

They did the same for the giant eland–the super deer, and cooked up the steaks on a gas grill in the back of one of the empty stalls. Nick was surprised she could operate one, sparking and starting up the flame with the dials, without him prompting her.

Nick asked, “They got ovens like these on Orion?”

Kaya shrugged. “They aren’t all that different. There is some mana-powered stuff in some people’s homes, even in Havendale. Momma had one in our old home.”

It didn’t take them overly long to cook up some steaks and some bacon, the two working side by side at the grill. Her tail had wrapped around his waist, the two enjoying each other’s presence as they worked.

They sat down to eat it together on a picnic bench, and Nick thought it wasn’t bad–their plates having just steaks and bacon from the two creatures.

Kaya chewed the gaur meat, a confused look on her face. “It’s pretty good! Er, but something’s missing…”

Nick chuckled, as he finished chewing his own bite. “Forgot about that. It’s missing the essence from Orion. Well, this is just a dream anyway, but I guess it must feel almost like it’s missing salt or special seasoning, for you.”

“The super deer bacon is still not bad! It has a lot of flavor. We gotta find one of these on Orion!”

Kaya chewed happily, her smile beaming. Her tail had remained wrapped around Nick’s waist, her body leaning into him.

Finishing up their meal, Nick couldn’t help but smile at Kaya. She looked all too satisfied with her meal as she cleaned her hands and face with some napkins.

She gave him a sly smile. “Thanks, Nick–for indulging me. That sign over there says something about a reptile exhibit? I didn’t know lizards were on the menu. Let’s go cook some of those next?”

Nick chuckled, and Kaya laughed, as she tackled him from the side. Nick just barely got his legs out of the rungs of the picnic table and twisted his body so she ended up on top of him on the bench, her eyes flashing with mischief.

His hands wrapped around her waist, her soft lips meeting his. Her tail remained wrapped around his waist, and her hands roamed his arms.

Their kiss deepened, their tongues seeking one another’s. Her breathing through her nose increased, and he could tell she was taking in his scent.

The park goers completely ignored their public display of affection, almost like NPC’s in a game.

Kaya sniffed some more. “Mmm, you smell so good. Can we just…wait here, for a while?”

Nick chuckled. “We can do this in the real world any time, though.” He narrowed his eyes. “And we’re gonna, right?” While Nick didn’t mind the teasing playfulness, he definitely didn’t want to take a step back in their relationship.

Kaya blushed. “Y-Yeah. But we can do the dream date just about any time, too. Just five minutes? I’m a bit stuffed. Then, we’ll go.”

Nick ran his hand up her back, placing his hand on top of her head. Scratching her ears, she closed her eyes with a pleased hum.

She hugged him tightly, and he hugged her back with his other arm. His soul thrummed with desire, as he enjoyed her soft presence.

When she wasn’t annoyed by his antics, or burdened with responsibility, she was a warm and playful person. While she was happy to tease Nick, that was only for their shared fun–she defended his honor, happy to fight tooth and nail in his defense.

He wanted her by his side–forever.

Understanding the feeling in his soul, he pushed it down. Now was just not the time. Kaya hadn’t switched her class yet to her goal, and this could become a significant problem if they instead evolved her Rogue class–the rarity increasing as she became his Beastfolk Archaen wife, making it more difficult to change.

He thought she was mostly ready to become his wife. Thankfully, Kaya was already his follower, and he was already working hard on her dream, and helping her find fulfillment.

Her dream really was to be an honorable beast warrior like her mother, serving someone worth serving, he could tell through her soul. While his Wife-Partner Soul Pact required equivalent exchange, it seemed to have a much more simple path for a Follower to become a Wife.

The magic wouldn’t ignore the exchange they had already done, and require another to be fulfilled to be established. He thought the sort-of bonus fulfillment, the Quest for Eirwen may still be provided when he created the pact with Kaya, but he wasn’t sure.

And he and Eirwen had already learned from his Codex entries that his Pact options would change. When he became a Noble by claiming his heritage, the equivalent exchange would be much simpler.

Just living in the bounds of his city or kingdom would be a privilege, and people would be happy to provide service to him in order to become his Follower, or perhaps become his Wife.

He could even use resources within to fulfil his part of any bargain, changing someone’s life with merely an agreement and no real action of his own.

It wasn’t yet five minutes, but the dream started to shift, and Kaya stiffened in his arms.

“Shit–We better get moving. I almost fell asleep.” She smiled, as she sat up on his waist and stretched. “I feel so safe in those arms of yours. Y-You know, I think I’m almost ready.”

Nick raised his brow, as he sat up as well. She was now sitting in his lap, facing him. “Ready?”

Kaya blushed. “To become fully yours–like Winny. If we get out of this Trial, and beat Davon out of Havendale…”

Nick’s soul thrummed, and his body essence stirred, his hand grabbing onto her ass firmly. He felt the primal part of him filled with desire to possess Kaya, but also to fulfil her desires as his partner. He knew she would enjoy what he said next.

“You’re already mine–you have been, probably ever since I pinned you in our little bet. I will win the Trial and free the people of Havendale from their despair, and that will only be the beginning of our adventure together.”

Kaya shivered at his touch, her breaths becoming heavy. Her eyes dilated, as she whimpered. “Y-yes. I… know you’re right. I know if I wasn’t so stubborn, I’d already have been with you…at night.”

He kissed her once more, this time as one hand gripped her tail at its base, and he framed her beautiful face with his other. She kissed him back hungrily, and began grinding her hips against his crotch.

Then she pulled back, breathless. She looked around, blushing at all the people walking around. “Winny thought I probably wouldn’t be ready for…this yet. I’d much rather do this in person. It feels…different here.”

She was right, something did feel different–and it wasn’t just the NPC-like people walking around. Eirwen had invested the magic differently in this dream, making it feel a bit different from the real world. Then, Nick’s duel with Lothar was going to be nearly at dawn.

Nick sighed, as he shifted her off of him onto the bench beside him, and stood up. “I’m full and this not a great place for that action anyway, I guess. Good thing you didn’t growl, I don’t think I could have stopped myself if you did. Let’s go see furry you.”

“W-What?”

“The red pandas. They’ve got them here.”

She snorted, chuckling as she stood up. “That was fun. I could feel how much you wanted me.” She smirked, then counted on her fingers one by one, “You’ll just have to defeat an orc chieftain, a crazy bishop and his followers, and a bandit warlord and his army of bandits before you can sleep with me.”

Nick raised his brow. “Oh, is it just me, who wants you? What do you call this?” He gestured to his waist, where her tail was still rubbing up and down him–his body’s natural response to a sexy beastfolk woman grinding on his lap, through his pants.

Kaya blushed, as she retracted her tail, taking more than one look at his crotch. “S-Sorry. It…has a mind of its own.”

Nick chuckled, and gave her a smile. “Mine too! Your tail’s been honest with what you’ve wanted the whole time. For the record, I would beat each of those guys one by one to win my sexy red panda samurai if that’s what it took. You’re worth it, and I mean that.”

Kaya’s blush grew deeper, and she looked at Nick with a bit of hunger. “For once, that mouth of yours is good for something. You better full-ass beating all of them, s–so you can use it for something else.”

Nick snorted at her tease, her blush and her stammer just took all the bite away. “You can count on it. Let’s go.” He gave her a smile and grabbed her hand, walking off to see the different sights within the zoo while holding hands.

They saw the red pandas, the rhino, the elephants, and even the panda bears. She had a teasing grin when they saw the alligators, but did not mention the hated other creature’s name.

Thankfully, Kaya’s hunger was sated and there was no more lip licking or other signs she wanted to eat the exotic or endangered animals. They held hands, and Nick had gotten more than one teasing kiss on her lips between exhibits.

They went to the petting zoo section, where the many farm animals could be fed and petted, a place for people to stand among them.

Kaya looked at the animals confused, as she pet a goat. “But these are just farm animals. Anyone can see these for free. Most farmers wouldn’t even care if you fed and pet them.”

Nick chuckled. “People that live in the city don’t always see them, it’s a novelty. They have pet dogs and cats mostly, not all that much else can be potty-trained without too much effort on Earth, or don’t just stink–like this goat.”

Kaya teased, “So you didn’t have a pet raccoon? Didn’t you say they were awesome?”

Nick snorted. “They’re too feral, and nocturnal. They are awesome–outside of my house, where they belong, where they don’t shit on and tear up all my stuff. But yeah, this petting zoo is extra lame now to me, when I got you and Winny.”

To illustrate his point, he began petting Kaya’s soft fur atop her head, scratching her ears. She closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying their time together, before heading off to see more animals.

Kaya did enjoy feeding the animals, and Nick saw that she did have a kind of connection to them. The creatures got in line for her to pet and feed them properly, when one shoving to get at the food got chastised.

The two enjoyed looking at the many different animals, but eventually, they ran out of time.

The world began to twist, Eirwen’s magic running out.

Kaya sighed. “Sorry, Nick. There was supposed to be one more place for us to visit, wasn’t there? But we spent so much time on the…meat.”

Nick shrugged. “I had a bunch of fun. We can do the rest next time–there was a bowling alley with a bar and music for our last stop.”

“What the hell is bowling?”

“I’ll show you next time. There are going to be a lot more dates, I promise you that. This is just the first of many.”

Kaya beamed, her brilliant smile the last thing he saw as the world scattered.


Chapter 33 - The Honor Duel



Nick woke up with his two girls in his arms. The two stirred at almost the same moment, and Nick gave his wife a kiss first, as Kaya stretched on his other side.

Eirwen moaned as she stretched. “Mmm… Did you two have fun? How did it go?”

Nick chuckled. “This one here says she loves animals, but it feels like she just loves them in her belly. We didn’t even have time to go to the bowling alley at all.”

Kaya groaned. “You should’ve told me! I’d have…relented. The motorcycle ride was really fun.”

Nick snorted and then kissed her, giving her a proper good morning. “It was fun, and I don’t regret eating the super deer. Maybe next time we do the eating first, so this one can focus.”

Eirwen giggled. “Aw, that’s too bad. I bet she’d have loved the bowling, and dancing to your music.” She yawned.

Kaya sat up and looked over at Eirwen with a bit of concern, “Was it too hard? That was a big dream space.”

“It was tough, but my Soul Rating is rising with each level. I can almost manage a date of twice the length of the original. When we reach the second stratum, I should be able to do just about anything! But if we win back Havendale, there’ll be lots of other opportunities in the real world anyway.”

Nick hugged his sheep girl tighter, kissing her on the lips again. “Thanks for that, Winny. You’re awesome.”

There was a knock at the door, causing Nick to stiffen in response. Kaya looked unworried, and Eirwen giggled. “Come in!”

The three wolfling girls were pushing a cart, containing breakfast. It appeared the lady at the inn must have helped them because there was a lot more than just giant boar bacon–as far as Nick knew, they really only knew how to grill meat.

There were pancakes with syrup, cut fruit, omelets and orange juice.

Nick smiled at the spread, then looked at the three wolfling girls. “Hell yeah, this is the breakfast of champions. Did the innkeeper help you?”

The three happily barked and yipped as they gestured at the different items, and Nick got the impression that they actually managed everything with the innkeeper’s guidance. He had a hard time imagining their paws holding knives with any dexterity, but he supposed that if there was a will, there was a way.

“Damn, that’s a good job, girls. Breakfast in bed? I could get used to this.”

The wolfling girls all beamed with their tails wagging, and Nick, Kaya and Eirwen all gave them each happy scratches and head pats before they all dug in.

They ate for a time, then started getting ready for battle. He would have just enough time for his food to digest before he faced Lothar, and get warmed up for their fight.

Nick was provided some leather armor that covered his chest, bracers and large greaves that covered all the way up to his knees, with a padded gambeson and leggings underneath. His leather helmet was like a padded skull cap, and Nick understood that Lothar’s equipment would be quite similar, so neither held an advantage in equipment.

Only Nick had his soul blade, and Lothar had a giant axe.

Nick took one last look at his stats.


[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen]
[Level: 8 Class: Archaen Soul Knight, Epic Class]
[Attributes: 12.12 Body, 14.39 Soul]
[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Will of Frost, Soul Blade Efficiency, Soul Blade Connection, Monstrous Blow, Monstrous Body]
[Skills: Expert Archaen Swordsmanship, Intermediate Soul Magic, Expert Body Enhancement]
[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Raise Soul Servant, Remove Affliction, Frost Aura, Frost Shock, Power Strike, Double Jump, Harden Skin] 


Nick was now more than twice as powerful as he was when he first awoke in the crypt by every measure. His soul had grown significantly, and he could most likely power a much more powerful Soul Servant soon, thanks to his growth.

He knew Eirwen had grown even more than he had. 


[Name: Eirwen Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen Sheep Beastfolk]
[Level: 7 Class: Archaen Ordeal Supporter, Rare Class]
[Attributes: 5.97 Body, 9.75 Soul]
[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant(Lesser), Dreamweaver, Enhanced Body(Sensory), Carry Weight Up, Detect Safe Area, Map, Soul Pact Connection, Threat Down]
[Skjills: Novice Crossbow, Intermediate Dreamweaving, Beginner Soul Magic, Novice Shamanic Magic]
[Spells: Loot, Reinvigorate, First Aid, Quick Load, Equipment Maintenance, Omni Barrier]


At level five, Eirwen had gotten a spell choice. She could either get an enhanced crossbow shot, which would add soul damage–something effective against nearly all targets, or Omni Barrier.

The Omni Barrier covered people in a strange transparent bubble, or thin aura, that took damage and blocked attacks. From what they had tested, it could block anything resembling an attack such as the shamanic curses, and not just one.

It was hard to get a feel for how many attacks it could block before dissipating, but she chose it due to its combination with Soul Pact Connection. It could block even a powerful attack from Nick’s Soul Blade, and elemental spells or curses from the shamans as well.

She could now help Nick from anywhere, if she sensed he was in danger.

Eirwen could only cast it twice or so during combat, taking nearly a third of her mana and both body and soul essence currently. If she wanted to have any remaining mana to cast Reinvigorate or her new shamanic magic, she wouldn’t want to cast it more than that.

Still, she was extremely happy with the ability, as she could affect the outcome of a fight much more dramatically by using it. It was nearly an instant cast, and could use it from the distance she typically shot her crossbow.

Then, her body had increased in strength and speed, her ability to run or take blows significant. Thanks to her receiving 0.5 body and 1.0 soul per level, she was now just a little weaker than a human warrior that received a common or uncommon class. Her strength didn’t rise as rapidly as the other base attributes within Body, but her superior rating made it not that far behind.

Nick was noticing a lot of that strength seemed to go to her legs. A kick from her hooves while wearing that heavy pack was devastating. He wondered if he could find her a spell that would amplify this.

He warmed up outside the inn away from the central plaza, getting a feel for his new moves. Kaya helped him with practice weapons, as he did his best to get just a little better with double jump.

Now that he seemed to unlock his racial trait, it appeared like his advantage was more pronounced. It took him a few minutes to get used to, but his creation of the essence foothold in double jump was becoming a lot easier–for him not to fall when he messed up.

It was like when his foot touched the platform, he was better able to react to the failure, and push off–albeit awkwardly–the construct in a way that didn’t have him falling flat on his face.

Kaya laughed. “It’s still more like one-and-a-half jump, huh? But you’re getting better!”

Smirking from a distance away, she then activated Leap. She glowed red as she crouched for a brief moment, before launching with a spin, slashing with her axes. Nick barely managed to roll under her as she growled and transformed, continuing their warm-ups.

Nick tested his white blade, happy to find he could power it for individual swings without issue. It was certainly something to use strategically, and not just run with at maximum output at all times.

In his sparring, he had gotten his monstrous blow to happen more than once. To his surprise, he could feel when it was about to happen, just as he was about to swing. The essence would swell his muscles involved in the attack, and his blade would move with an increased strength that surprised him.

It was like a weakened version of Power Strike, but Nick was quite happy with the idea that it used essence that wasn’t even his. Over the course of a minute or two, he had gotten it to trigger more than once, the effects devastating.

Nick had learned that his Frost Aura might have very little effect on Lothar. But Lothar had already told him that they had a method to counteract such abilities, and that he should be careful in thinking that it couldn’t be countered.

Lothar and the orcs had something they could use against the human’s disarming prayers. Many of the orcs of Nagduros invested in learning and cultivating something called an Ideal, and it was why many of them had not yet crossed into the second stratum–they were preparing.

Nick learned a little about this from Lothar, but the idea was supposed to be that they would cultivate an Ideal, and upgrade it into something else later, much more personal, called a Concept.

An Ideal was like a creed or principle, a set of beliefs one followed. It was at the core of their being, and it was something that with enough effort and building of it, it became a real, tangible thing created by their will and essence. Nick believed that the Hero’s Path Eirwen had read about, was a sort of Ideal of its own, and he was already somewhat walking down it.

Often, these Ideals were something meant to train toward a powerful Concept or something even above that, a sort of fragment of it achieved by a much more powerful entity. They could also be created on one’s own, and Nick even learned of something called a bottled Concept, where one could consume it and experience enlightenment.

The humans of Zura were similar, yet different, from the orcs in their Ideals. The difference was that they had a direct connection to this entity who created their Concepts–Seraphara, in their case. It was as if she shared her Concepts with those that had faith in her, and this had both advantages and disadvantages for her people.

Lothar and his orcs of Nagduros cultivated an Ideal called the Heart of the Warrior, a sort of mantra or set of tenets for their belief of what an honorable warrior should be. By having conviction in those beliefs and exemplifying this Ideal in their thoughts and actions, it was as if over time, they would become a personification of it.

A warrior’s heart should be unwavering, his body a temple unmoved by outside influence. Lothar built his body, his temple, through combat and exercise, tearing his body down by taking wounds to his flesh, and building it back up again with hard work and determination.

This would make his body unyielding to outside influence, his essence taking on these special qualities over the years.

Nick walked around the town, making sure to try to cover most of the locations with his Advanced Soul Sense. The bandits or the rogues of Zura could be present, and he wanted to make sure that he caught any.

It had been quiet the past week, but he had done this check more than once.

It appeared many of the female orcs had a class called Scout, with a skill called [Overwatch]. In the watchtowers set throughout the city, they received special bonuses, and they would have a decent detection radius for anyone using a skill like Sneak.

Of course, the detection wasn’t perfect. But Lothar had invested significantly long before the Conflict with the people of Zura, and it would not be easy for the enemy to take his people completely unawares.

Unfortunately, the mercenaries and the Test distraction were just too much for them to manage, enabling their people to be kidnapped previously.

Nick’s task completed, he came to the central plaza, outside of Lothar’s house. The man was ready and waiting for him, and the many warriors and people of Nagduros were there to witness the duel.

Aside from the scouts in their watch towers, everyone was present.

The warriors were prepared for combat, knowing it wouldn’t be long before they left to assault Zura if Nick won. The many people of Nagduros had some idea of what was happening, but they didn’t have the full picture.

Nick’s entourage arrived, the many wolflings now sporting armor from the apes, and much better spears. A few used shields now, the creatures learning from their fighting with the orcs. Nick looked over his wolfling legionnaires with a bit of pride.

They were no longer barely over a meter tall, having grown to be just a head shorter than Kaya–around a meter and a half tall. The wolf people were now a formidable force, no longer pushovers that would be slain easily in combat.

Kaya and Eirwen stood back with his soul servants, as Nick stood across from Lothar and Agatha.

Lothar grunted as he shouldered his axe. “I’m glad you’re here. I still don’t understand for sure how you intend to do this. If you duel me for ownership of Nagduros, my orcs will still be orcs of Nagduros as you become their leader. The Bishop will still be able to punish his hostages for our actions.”

Nick nodded. “I won’t be dueling you for ownership of Nagduros. I will duel you for you and your people to become my Followers. You will continue to run Nagduros.”

He turned to face the crowd, who stood around the staked fence. His soul and eyes lit up a bright white, the audience able to both see and feel his power.

“People of Nagduros, I, Nicholas Noblefrost, offer you a Soul Pact. Become my Followers if I defeat your Chief Lothar in an honorable duel, and I will do everything in my power to save the children and remaining captured people of Nagduros. If I fail to rescue the children, our Pact will be null and void. If I succeed, you will remain my Followers, where I will lead your people with honor, and uphold your customs. I will do this so long as you all adhere to Archaen Law, and keep the secret of my race whether I succeed or fail.”

Nick’s pact was worded somewhat loosely, such as the words, everything in his power. But those feeling his magic and words wash over them would have an understanding of what that actually meant. Nick would fight hard and risk his own life to save the children as a hero should, and he would act intelligently with his resources to try to safely rescue them.

This was all in addition to the various prompts they would now receive in the Orion System, providing them with additional details.

Lothar’s eyebrows rose to his hairline, shock evident in his expression. “I see. You would have them join your kingdom–you are fallen nobility? With this, my people would be under you, including me. I would still be the governor of Nagduros, unless you rescinded this from me.”

Nick nodded, and Agatha and Lothar traded looks, the two seemingly having a conversation with nothing but the look in their eyes and subtle changes in their expressions. Agatha gave him a shallow nod and a small smile.

Lothar strode forward, addressing the crowd. “My people, we have fought together to come to new lands, and conquer this unclaimed Ordeal. We built our village and grew this Tribe for several years since I claimed Nagduros as my own, and we have fought numerous honorable battles and raids together. But the leaders of Zura fight with deception and wickedness, using dishonorable methods that leave us with no means to carry out honorable battle–without losing what we love, what we have fought hard to build–our futures.”

He continued, “But Prince Noblefrost gives us a path, to both find honorable victory, but have a chance at freeing our people. Those that accept his Pact will no longer be orcs of Nagduros–but neither will those that refuse. Anyone who rejects the honorable pact will be rejected, cast away from Nagduros! As Chief of Nagduros, I ask that you accept this Pact, and join Prince Noblefrost on the field of honorable battle, should he defeat me!”

The many orcs applauded and cheered, the warriors beating the hafts of their polearm weapons on the ground repeatedly. Lothar’s orcs were all ready for battle, and would gladly die, so long as it was an honorable one.

The pact was accepted as a wave of white covered all the orcs, the tribe seeking justice against the wicked people of Zura.

Lothar looked satisfied as all his people accepted the pact. He nodded. “Good! Now, let us see if you have what it takes to defeat me. The truth is, the Bishop of Zura is no weakling–his power is different, but he is more than strong enough to be an obstacle. If you cannot win against me, he may be impossible for you to overcome.”

The two stood across from each other in the open plaza, ready for battle. The field was wide open, with the many orcs standing behind the staked fence to witness the battle.

Nick drew his soul blade, and Lothar stirred his essence. The match began, and Nick activated his Frost Aura as he dashed in. The ice had begun climbing up Lothar’s legs and hands, but his red energy covered it and removed it.

Nick was somewhat shocked as the two traded blows that his aura was countered so easily, this must have been his Ideal coming into play.

Lothar and Nick continued their trades of attacks, Nick leaping, spinning and slashing with both power and speed. Lothar kept his movements minimal, but lashed out with powerful blows that were difficult to parry or block, and recover quickly from.

Both were utilizing their power in body enhancement, their essence strengthening their blows. Nick’s chains of body essence wrapped around his body, the mana being used for enhancing his body’s strength and speed.

Nick had outright dodged more than one swing of the larger, slower axe. He deftly countered with a slash or stab that would have pierced his enemy’s flesh with his white blade, but Lothar triggered a defensive skill called [Jab].

Jab was a strange, fast punch of his fist with a low amount of power behind it, and its entire purpose was to disturb the attacker’s momentum and allow Lothar to recover from his overextension.

The essence would enhance the punch’s ability to knock targets away, despite Lothar’s power and momentum already behind the swing of his axe.

It was perfect for dealing with speedy attackers like Nick, and likely powerful when fighting multiple opponents–like the monkeys they had recently faced.

But Nick now knew what to look for. They continued their attacks, Nick primarily on the assault due to his superior speed. He lunged and stabbed, rolled and twisted as he slashed at Lothar’s extremities. He was probing for an opening, and Lothar was giving none.

As strong as Nick had become, it seemed Lothar still had an edge in physical strength. Nick imagined that Lothar’s race had a high strength base attribute that was being enhanced by his powerful essence, but his class of Warrior Chieftain likely had passives that increased it even further.

Nick continued probing until Monstrous Blow triggered, Nick’s body bulking slightly. Lothar’s intended block with his axe was knocked away high, and Nick shuffled his feet forward, pushing his assault. Nick stirred his essence, producing his white blade as he was about to swing.

Lothar triggered Jab, his fist coming straight for Nick’s chest. But Nick twisted backwards as the speedy fist went over his head. Normally, this posture would be terrible for landing a blow with significant power, but Nick’s body was different. Lothar’s missed punch reached to join his other on his axe, where he would bring down his counter powerfully.

But Nick’s body twisted, his flexible muscles contorting along his back and shifting as his hips twisted. His wide swing was powerful as he jumped to the side from the odd posture. Nick’s attack cut sharply into Lothar’s leg, and he retreated before Lothar could bring down his attack.

The axe crashed into the ground where Nick just was, blood spurting from Lothar’s calf. Nick pushed his Frost Aura, and ice began spreading through the wound. Nick had done it–he had created a crack in Lothar’s temple.

Lothar grunted as his leg buckled somewhat, essence surrounding the wound. Normally, Nick wagered Lothar had some sort of ability to heal minor wounds in exchange for essence, but fighting off Nick’s invading frost was challenging on its own.

Nick went in on the attack again, but Lothar’s axe was swung from the ground filled with even more body essence and knocking Nick backward. Lothar’s body began bulking up, as purple essence began billowing off the green orc like a steam or smoke.

“Not bad, young one. At the heart of an orc warrior is a desire to fight with honor. But the essence of an orc is to crush the enemy with insurmountable strength. You’ll have to forgive me–if I win here, you likely won’t live.”

Nick wasn’t idle–he built up his own body enhancement, more chains wrapping around his body, increasing his strength and speed. But he was still shocked when Lothar took a large step toward him, and swung down his axe rapidly.

Despite Nick’s advanced reflexes, he was barely able to move and twist his body and parry the blow to where it didn’t cleave him in half. Lothar’s attacks then flowed one into the other, and Nick was on the back foot, dodging and twisting as one powerful blow after another rained down upon him.

Nick then used Power Strike, his muscles being filled with power, as he performed his perfect attack. But Lothar used Slash, his axe coming around with a wide swing containing devastating energy. Nick’s blade met Lothar’s axe, sending a loud clattering sound through the arena as Nick was sent flying back.

The purple wave of energy sent by Lothar’s axe would have cut deeply into Nick, but he used his Harden Skin ability. This covered his flesh with the blue energy and reduced the cuts to be paper thin and barely causing him to bleed.

Lothar laughed, his expression feral. “Harden Skin? Good! The Ordeal gave you a very orc-like ability. But it won’t save you from my axe!”

Lothar’s approach was fast, the energy within him making him much stronger and faster than before.

Nick did his best to retreat and even lashed out with his white blade with a counter cutting into Lothar’s other leg, but the orc just ignored the wound and continued his furious assault. Nick’s energy felt weaker and sluggish as he dodged, and after a moment, Nick realized what was happening.

He had focused on retreating, but that was not what his body, his monstrous nature, wanted him to do. The monster in him wanted to overcome and dominate the orc–as impossible as that felt.

Lothar’s superior strength was tough to deal with, but Nick was getting used to his speed, and would be better able to deal with it if he went on the offensive–as his body would cooperate with him.

The air around Nick changed as he made this decision, like a feral animal being released from its cage. Shouting, Nick pushed his body enhancement even further, and added his soul essence chains to his body.

Nick’s speed improved, and his muscles brimmed with power as he went on the offensive instead. His blade stabbed toward Lothar’s heart in a blur, which the orc blocked with his haft, but Nick’s own jab whipped up and struck Lothar hard in the chin, staggering him.

Lothar’s counter swung down powerfully, but Nick’s body twisted to duck under the diagonal swing. As Nick spun, his kick followed his momentum and struck Lothar in the temple. Lothar staggered as Nick leapt with a spin, and his blade was swung toward Lothar’s neck, forcing him to block with his weapon once more.

Nick did not come out of each attack unscathed. When Lothar swung his axe, the near-misses had his purple energy cutting into Nick’s armor, and some even cut into his flesh.

Nick’s flexible body started to show its true power. His limbs were capable of snapping like a whip even while holding his blade, allowing him to attack with significant speed, reach, and power from odd angles.

He continued his assault, his blade of light beginning to whip and snake around Lothar’s guard, shallow cuts adding up along Lothar’s body. None of the cuts were overly deep, but the frost began spreading from Lothar’s new wounds as well, the orc slowing down as Nick only sped up.

The orc managed to protect himself from being pierced in the heart or losing a limb as he countered with his Jab or toughening his skin, but now, Lothar was the one on the defensive as Nick picked him apart. Nick’s attacks weren’t decisive, but Lothar’s counters hit nothing but air or were parried as Nick’s body twisted.

Nick’s attacks flowed with strength and speed, his assault relentless. The ice continued to spread along Lothar’s limbs, causing the orc’s eyes to narrow.

Lothar shouted, a wave of red energy knocking Nick back a few meters away from him. The orc spread his legs wide, and he held the axe to its side horizontally.

Essence gathered in the axe, an ominous attack building that Nick could both see and feel. Nick wished he could create an Essence Burst to counter, but he knew he simply didn’t have enough in his core on his own, even if he was full.

Nick gathered his own essence, pooling much of it into his legs and his blade as he too lowered himself to the ground. Essence chains grew up his blade through his hand, and his blade grew longer, closer to that of a greatsword as he held it with both hands, using his Soul Blade Connection.

Lothar’s swing was nearly instant, but Nick managed to leap into the air powerfully just in time. The wave of destructive energy passed just under him, as he sailed into the air toward Lothar.

But Lothar spun and brought the next swing around, with plenty of essence remaining in his muscles to make a terrifying blow with his large axe. The axe held almost like a baseball bat was set to cleave Nick in two at his midsection, but Nick didn’t block.

He jumped.

Essence gathered under his feet, the footholds being created with frightening speed as he used Double Jump. He jumped forward with an angled spin much like a cartwheel, his elongated sword swung in time at Lothar’s wrists as his axe passed where Nick was, Nick’s body upside-down with his head just above Lothar’s axe.

Nick’s white blade flashed as it cut off the orc’s hands, sending the axe tumbling into the air as Nick landed in front of Lothar, bringing his sword up to his throat.

Warring emotions went through Lothar’s expression, a series of shifts that Nick could tell this outcome was not so simple that the orc chieftain wanted to lose. His eyes widened in surprise, before his skin darkened with his eyes narrowing in anger, before slackening into what looked like regret.

His pride as a warrior was harmed by his loss, and it wasn’t insignificant–it was a part of his Heart of a Warrior, his Ideal.

Lothar took a deep breath, before sighing in relief, a small smile touching his features. “I surrender. It’s your victory, Nicholas. Your strength and honor make you our leader, the orcs of Nagduros and I are now your Followers.”

The entire crowd, Agatha and Lothar were covered in a wave of white light emanating from Nick. Nick stumbled to his knees as his pact washed over them, and essence entered him as a reward from the Orion System. It was a massive amount, receiving more than one notification as a result of his victory.

He had formed a pact with thirty wolflings and it was no problem, but over a hundred orcs appeared to be pushing his limits for how many followers he could handle. Nick figured that made sense, as it was like he was a living and breathing bind stone.

Agatha ran in, along with Eirwen and several other shamans Nick knew were involved with healing. They worked on re-attaching Lothar’s hands, and removing the frost from his body.

Becoming Nick’s follower, the frost had already stopped spreading, though Nick was quick to cancel his aura the moment the words I surrender came out of Lothar’s mouth.

Eirwen was quick to use Reinvigorate on Nick, and begin her healing cantrips. Yellow light washed over Nick, the shamanic magic repairing some lost flesh. From what Nick understood, significant wounds where flesh and blood must be replaced would restore it quickly.

However, it was like it was empty–lacking of essence.

For Lothar, it was like that section of his wrists would be level one again, needing to be restored over time until it reached the current level of the rest of his body. Better healers could give him a good head start, but there was a limit–that essence was not his.

It took time for a person’s flesh to be restored. Lothar should be at effectively full power within a day or so, with it only being his wrists that were damaged significantly.


[Trial of Leadership Update: You have won over the orcs of Nagduros as your Followers, by defeating a warrior in the second stratum. Reward for Trial Closure has been increased.] 


Nick imagined that second detail was indicating that the Trial was going to reward him with a powerful trait, or at least a more powerful one, for winning over Lothar and his orcs.

The orcs had all received prompts for their Oath, but they eventually clapped and cheered at the results. Their faction within their status screens would now say they were of the Noblefrost Kingdom, and so they knew that they could join Nick on his assault on Zura.


[Milestone Achievement Reached - 100 Followers]
[Passive Trait Earned: Encouraging Voice]
[When Pacters hear your battle cry, essence and mana in the area converge on them to empower them briefly. Has a cooldown period before Pacters can be affected again.]


Nick frowned at the ability. He would have to go out of his way to shout now?

Eirwen beamed at him, the wolfling girls arriving behind her with their tails wagging and happy canine smiles.

“You did it, hubby. That was close, but you were so strong–like a hero. Beating someone in the second stratum is no small feat! Not only that, but an owner of an Ordeal. They get bonuses for their class!”

Kaya approached, a wide smile on her face. “One down, two to go, huh? What’s with that face, Nick?”

Nick shared the ability with Kaya–Eirwen already receiving the prompt as his Wife.

Kaya snorted. “What, now you benefit from shouting? When fighting with others.” She smirked, her voice teasing, “Maybe you can sing, like a bard? Let’s hear your encouraging voice.”

Lothar’s axe was held by Agatha, but the two approached Nick as Lothar rubbed his wrists, his hands clinching as he tested them.

He gave Nick a feral grin. “Your warriors and their support are ready for battle, Nicholas. Let us make our final plans.”

It was an epic duel and Nick had won. But their battle had only just begun.


Chapter 34 - The Assault on Zura



The many orcs moved about the village with haste, making their final preparations. Not all orcs would be joining in the fight, many focused on crafting professions or otherwise.

In addition, Lothar and Agatha would remain with a group of scouts using their Overwatch ability–preventing the bandits or rogues from assassinating Lothar. Nick had gathered their Pacts as well, and would be able to know if anyone was being slain back in Nagduros.

Like the humans of Zura, the orcs of Nagduros also had horses. They were more or less a requirement for raiding caravans, since the carriages would be able to circle and head in the opposite direction and escape.

They did not have enough for all their forces to have their own, but they had several carriages to make up the difference. The horses were large, and Nick guessed they were much stronger than most Earth horses, from having consumed or enjoyed essence enhancing their bodies.

The two dozen orc warriors could ride their own horses along with a group of scouts, and even the wolflings would be able to ride within the carriages to arrive at Zura within a single day.

Nick’s party, including the wolfling girls, stood across from Lothar and Agatha, who wanted to give Nick some more advice before they left.

Lothar spoke solemnly, “I trust for you to do what’s best for our people. As you know, even confronted, the people of Zura will likely refuse to face our warriors on the field of battle.”

Agatha continued, “They will continue to deny they have our children hostage–and perhaps, many don’t know. We had sent an envoy from a third party to spread the word before the duel timeline lapsed, but they were turned away. The people were quick to riot and stood against them, expelling them from the city. Their people truly believed we were lying, only those at the top or directly involved knowing.”

Nick nodded with a frown. They had spoken of this in the last week, and Nick, Eirwen, and Kaya had mostly come up with a plan that would work.

“I say we play the same game they played. We distract them in the front, while we have another group sneak in and search for the kids. Depending on how they react, perhaps we might be able to force them to allow us to search from both sides. You have some folks with Sneak or Camouflage, don’t you?”

Agatha nodded. “Our women warriors are focused more on ranged support, and some can use Camouflage. It’s not considered honorable combat, but we still train for war. However, Sneak is not commonly dropped in the Ordeal. We have about a dozen women soldiers with Camouflage, and we have some spare gems to hand around and see if anyone else is able.”

She drew out a pouch, then drew out several skill gems held in her hand.

Nick asked, “What about the wolflings? Can they learn that?”

Eirwen looked doubtful. “I don’t think they can use skill gems, their intelligence is a little lacking. Their minds cannot handle–”

As she was speaking, Sable walked up to the skill gems and grabbed one, and it crumbled in her hand. Her eyes went wide as her body stiffened, seemingly learning the skill.

Agatha just watched with a raised brow. “I was going to stop her if she tried to eat it, but that was surprising. How about the rest of you little ladies?”

Fang and Luna both sniffed the gems, and each grabbed one. Both of them crumbled, causing Nick’s eyes to narrow.

“I knew it–they are all sneaky. This proves it!”

Kaya chuckled. “Huh. Well, that will be helpful. I wonder what else they can learn. So I guess I’ll be in the group that sneaks in?”

“Lemme check if I can.”

Nick and Eirwen both grabbed a skill gem, Eirwen’s skill gem crumbling in her hands. Nick frowned when his did not.

“Damn, that would have worked out great. I guess Winny can join your team–I know I can count on you, Kaya. I suppose that works well, since Eirwen has Soul Sense.”

Agatha’s brows rose to the top of her head. “Soul Sense? What a powerful Trait. Few shamans are born with such high affinity to have it, a true boon. I suppose with this, you can likely detect souls from a distance away?”

Eirwen nodded. “I should have an easier time finding the children if they’re hidden somewhere. If their city is like this one at all, the sewers might be good to check.”

They continued handing out the skill gems, adding a few more scouts to have the skill–no more wolflings were capable of activating the skill gems. They prepared by painting their faces and outfits to be more fitting for urban camouflage, which increased the effectiveness of the skill.

Loading up the carriages, the orcs of Noblefrost were now ready. With the larger horses, they would have to take a somewhat circuitous route across the island, and their enemy would see them coming. However, they would be arriving in the early to late afternoon.

Nick had spent some time addressing his warriors. Aside from taking down any archers that fired upon them, they would only be meeting the humans with the same level of aggression that they did.

If the humans of Zura fought them, they would likely be taking prisoners. Their goals were to free the children, but also settle the Conflict. They could do that by either Nick defeating the Bishop, or capturing him and bringing him back to his duel with Lothar.

They did not need to go to war, and that was not what the people of Nagduros wanted. They wanted to free their children, and really, while they wanted to win the mine, they weren’t that keen on giving up numerous lives for that cause.

The Conflict was supposed to be a relatively low-risk battle, but the Bishop of Zura had escalated the stakes.

Lothar would be healed and ready back at Nagduros before the end of the Trial, though Nick was definitely going to push for ending it before then. Nick would only allow the Bishop to face Lothar if he went willingly, and only if there was some misunderstanding about who was leading the deception and evil.

Otherwise, Nick’s goal was to Judge him, to make him pay for his terrible plots. Having paid much more attention to the process the last time, he could tell that it was a painful death. Their souls were burned by their own sins as they were cleansed by Nick’s purity and righteousness, some primal power of the Archaens judging them for their wrongdoings as the power of his soul overwhelmed them.

During the past week, Nick and Eirwen had time to go over the Codex he was provided with about his race. A lot of the details of his people’s history and other information was vague and with proper nouns that were often not defined and would require additional research to understand, but one item stood out.

Archaen Law was not just a list of rules and laws. It was something that Nick didn’t quite understand, but it was what judged his enemy’s souls and actions when he probed them with his soul magic and used Judgement, not Nick.

Really, his sensory was just capable of telling whether they could be judged or not, and a little bit about what for.

Nick wasn’t sure if it was some higher being or entity, or some sort of artifact, but it had power over the world of Orion, and it was something the Archaens painstakingly created and bound themselves to.

He wasn’t sure how it worked, but he knew the power of his Judgement ability was greater against those that knew and especially knew what they had done was wrong. Against someone who was lawful evil where their race or people’s actions were justified by their own rules and beliefs, the power against them would be less–of course, if Nick’s Soul was powerful enough, he could still harm them.

Then, if the person was repentant and wanting to make amends for their evil committed, Nick would know before he even used the ability. At least one of the rogues they slayed back in the field felt like this, that they were simply following orders and had resolved themselves to try to change somehow and repent, if provided the opportunity.

If Nick had judged that individual, he still would have died, but the result would have been less painful and whatever Archaen Law did to their souls when it was done would have been less.

The Codex provided a ton of useful information far beyond many topics Eirwen had ever read about, even details that were likely only commonly known on other shards–sections of the many worlds of Orion.

This was all important for Nick to understand because when he met this Bishop, the man might believe what he had done was righteous and good–that he had done what he did with a noble purpose.

While that wouldn’t save him from being judged by Archaen Law, it would weaken the outcome–and with Nick’s soul potentially weaker than the Bishop’s from the man being in the second stratum, this could be a problem.

Nick wondered what would push the abuse done to the orcs into torture for the Bishop to fail his Oath because he had seen from the sins judged of the men previously that they were definitely pushing things.

The only thing certain to him, as they headed to their destination, was that he would make sure these people paid for their wickedness and greed.

After all, they had only gotten into the Conflict for money–the gem mine. The truth was, that they could have shared ownership. Lothar was willing to have both cities benefit, Zura and Nagduros able to access the resources from the mine.

But the people of Zura were unwilling to share with the orcs because of their racism, even though there was another detail–the orcs had cleared out a camp of bugbears to discover it in the first place.

If anyone should have had the rights, it should have been them, but the radius of Zura and Nagduros’s Ordeal ownership overlapped, putting them into this predicament.

It was these things and more that Nick thought about as he rode alongside Kaya and Eirwen in the open carriage. His wolflings and soul servants traveled along with them, with the many orc scouts riding ahead and monitoring the enemy.

Their trip was uneventful, taking a break for an hour for the horses to rest at around the halfway point. The shamans used restorative magics much like Eirwen’s Reinvigorate, and gave the creatures high-essence vegetables and grains that they happily chowed down.

As they got closer, they dropped off the camouflage capable orcs, Kaya, Eirwen, and the wolfling girls into the forest before making their final approach to the settlement.

Eirwen looked at Nick with complete trust in her eyes. “You take care of yourself, hubby. We’ll do what we can to find and free the children. Thankfully, the orc scouts seem quite skilled. Unless we’re seriously outnumbered, we’ll be fine.”

She left the other detail unsaid–that if they died, as long as Nick lived, he could restore them.

“You take care as well, Winny and Kaya.” He turned to the wolfling girls. “You watch over them for me since I can’t be there, Sable, Fang, and Luna.”

They each gave canine grins, barking and yipping in affirmative.

Kaya nodded. “As I understand it, they don’t have nearly as many warriors as the orcs, let alone those that should be aware of the children. Those twenty that rode after us were most of those capable of fighting using normal methods. They have many more priests and priestesses and similar, but their number of rogues and archers should be limited.”

He saw them off, the nearly one hundred orcs continuing toward the gates. They dismounted the carriages and marched, both to give those sneaking in time to get in position, but also to draw attention.

The citizens in the city deserved to know, and for them, there were over a hundred residents that were not clergy or soldiers of the village. Not everyone was clergy or adherents, or faithful of Seraphara, but most were, according to Lothar.

If it was two dozen orcs against the previous soldiers with blunt weapons and archers that Nick and his party faced, Nick knew that his orcs could defeat them without losses. They were simply stronger and better equipped, each one of them like elite soldiers.

Supported by shamanic magic and archers, they could, in fact, slaughter all those in the city of Zura, Nick imagined.

Arriving at the gates, Nick was shocked when the gates were actually open, and a procession was standing out front. The orc army’s approach was not secretive, with the thundering of the large horses hoofs seen and heard for miles. The people of Zura had plenty of time to prepare for the orc’s arrival.

About twenty of the clergy were standing outside, various priests and priestesses in white and gold robes. A handful of armed soldiers or guardsmen with blunt weapons flanked them, and the dozen archers remained up on the wall.

Nick didn’t see anyone that looked like he would be the Bishop, the many priests and priestesses all seemingly wearing the same outfits. The women’s outfits looked a lot like a nun’s habit from Earth, while the priest’s outfits were quite close to a monk’s–just white with gold accents, rather than the simple brown tunics with ropes around the waist he was used to seeing.

But there was a woman standing in the middle that was clearly in charge, causing Nick to raise his brow.

Like Agatha being the head of the shamans, Nick was informed that there was a woman who was like a second in command. The Bishop’s daughter, Rebecca. She was standing out front with worry in her blue eyes.

Her habit was nearly identical to the others, except for a ritual stole or sash around her shoulders and draped around her front, with much more golden embroidery than the rest.

The outfit was very baggy, and not flattering for her form. Nick thought her heart-shaped face was pretty and would put her in her early twenties, but like most nun habits, it covered nearly every inch of her skin apart from that–he couldn’t even see her hair.

What made Nick pause was her pure, and radiant soul. While the previous people had a murky gray soul, Nick unable to judge them, he was sure–she was not only innocent, but she was also someone with much good in her heart.

She not only would do good and aid others, she had done so for much of her life.

Hers had a particularly special brightness, only partially matched by several of the other priestesses present. Nick found the difference odd, that the men’s were all certainly darker.

In fact, a majority of the clergy standing in front of him were pure. Only a few of the monks looked murky under his gaze, and as he got closer, he didn’t feel all that much from them. However, something did concern him.

The leader who had ridden the horses in pursuit was not present.

Nick called over to Zarog, Lothar’s son, and Andross, to join him as he approached to speak with the priestess. The woman in question had taken on an odd expression, as Nick approached, as if confused.

He called out to her as they neared. “Greetings. I am Nicholas Noblefrost, a Trial Taker that walks the Hero’s Path. I am tasked with resolving your Conflict with the orcs of Nagduros, a Trial of Leadership.”

The woman’s voice was soft as she wore a frown, “Well met, Trial Taker. May you aid us in resolving this Conflict. I am Rebecca, Archpriestess of Zura. I am more than a little confused at your goals, arriving here with so many armed warriors ready for battle–and without Lothar, the leader of Nagduros. Is he not required to resolve the Conflict? He had failed to face my father in his chosen battle, does he refuse to face him still?”

Zarog and Andross bristled, but Nick held up his hand to stop their outburst.

Nick smiled. “Lothar has been more than willing to face the Bishop, but special circumstances have prevented him from coming here. I have come here with two goals, and I would be more than happy to accomplish both of them peacefully and without violence.”

Rebecca gave a sigh of relief, giving a small smile. “I am happy to hear that. The people of Zura are a peaceful people, only arming ourselves against the dangers of Orion–we seek peaceful resolution above all else. What are they?”

“It seems the children of Nagduros have been kidnapped and used as hostages, so my first goal is to return them to their proper homes. Then, I would like the Bishop of Zura to face Lothar in an honorable duel before the end of the Trial, coming to Nagduros under our watch.”

Rebecca frowned, more than a little dumbfounded. “My father is indisposed, unable to travel currently from all the fighting during the Tribulation. Hostages? I’m afraid you must be mistaken. We–”

A priest nearby started to speak, interrupting Rebecca, “This again? How dare you accuse us of such atrocities! Our people seek knowledge and enlightenment, and would never–”

Rebecca glared at him, and interrupted, “Do not interrupt me, I am speaking with the Trial Taker, seeking the truth and keeping the peace. Your outburst is not helpful, only attacking their character, without addressing their goals. What do you mean, again?”

The man cleared his throat and looked around with shifty eyes. When no answer was forthcoming, she turned to Nick.

She continued, “I apologize for the interruption. While he was rude, what he said is true. We are a peaceful people, and I cannot imagine how one might believe we could have hostages.”

Zarog responded calmly, “It is not a matter of belief. Many children were taken during the Conflict, the Test. We have witnesses, they took dozens of our children, including my sister, and escaped with them filled in carriages–and brought them here, to Zura. Our trackers have made no mistake.”

Rebecca frowned. “We were facing our own Test that day. Not only were our clergy and soldiers Tested, but the people of Zura’s faith as well. There was much chaos, and there were many people within our village’s bounds not of our people. I suppose…much could have happened that I might not know about.”

Nick considered mentioning that the Bishop had created an Oath, but he thought this might actually be a negative to bring up, at the moment. It could cause his daughter to push back and become difficult instead, should she be extremely loyal to him.

They had no proof that this was true, only Lothar capable of sharing the details directly.

Nick nodded. “I understand this is difficult for you to hear, but it is the truth. It is fine if you do not believe there are hostages, and perhaps, your people are not to blame. Still, we would like to search Zura in hopes of finding them, and we can do so peacefully if you’ll allow it.”

Many of the priests behind her looked outright angry at this point, as they looked at the orcs with scorn. However, the priestesses looked more worried, if anything. Nick could tell they were worried about the many weapons, and he didn’t think it was just acting.

Rebecca looked over the orcs and their armaments, the many warriors prepared to do battle with a worried expression.

“I… Anyone who comes in peace and will disarm themselves is allowed to enter Zura.”

The same monk from before shouted, “Archpriestess! You cannot be serious. There are nearly a hundred orcs here! Even unarmed, their capacity for violence–”

“Be silent.” A blast of spiritual energy emanated from Rebecca, the man’s face slackening instantly, his speech stopping. Despite the usage of the spell, she continued calmly, reprimanding the man for his outburst.

“I am in charge, and I will make that determination. They are more than capable of attacking us to get what they want, but they are willing to discuss peacefully. We will try to find a peaceful path forward, and they are offering us one. I have seen no evidence of prisoners or hostages within Zura, but it is often difficult to find something when you do not look.”

Rebecca turned to Nick and continued, “The people of Zura may be concerned so many raiders have entered among them, honorable or not. Can you limit the number in your search? My people and I can help–we too would like to find the children of Nagduros, should they reside within our city’s bounds.”

Nick trusted Rebecca just from her soul–he could tell she had nothing to do with the deception, and was not acting.

But he didn’t trust all of those in front of him, or those inside the city. There was also the threats of the potential bandits from Havendale, and the many assassins likely within Zura. Being unarmed against them felt foolish.

They already had Kaya’s team searching for the hostages, their party hopefully having found entry already. However, if his people didn’t lead a viable distraction, they could easily be pinned down or lack progress toward their goal.

Nick looked over the city of Zura. It was similar to Nagduros in size, though there seemed to be more buildings within. There were definitely more civilian citizens in total than with the orcs.

He looked back at Rebecca. Perhaps, she might be the perfect hostage or defender should they be attacked.

“I would like two dozen of my people unarmed, but I will remain armed. Instead, I will give you my Oath.”

She looked on with a bit of interest. “You can give an Oath? You’re nobility?”

“I have soul magic. I swear to not draw my weapon for any purpose other than self-defense or in defense or protection of the hostages of Nagduros, while within the bounds of Zura.”

A bright white light grew within his chest as he spoke the words, the many priests and priestesses murmuring in shock.

This soul magic, just like his name of Noblefrost, was not really a detail that could come back to bite him in the future. Many races and people held soul magic proficiency, and those rare few that learned it could create an Oath like this one.

Then, the name didn’t have much significance. His people had already been extinct for thousands of years, it turned out.

Orion was vast with hundreds, even thousands of shards, which were like miniature, or sometimes not so miniature, worlds. Eirwen had made it sound like Orion was endless, and across thousands of worlds over thousands of years, the name of Noblefrost likely appeared a lot more than once.

Rebecca frowned. “Soul magic? I can feel the validity of your Oath. I suppose that will have to suffice. But could your men not use your weapon instead of you?”

Nick chuckled with a smile. “Not bad, Archpriestess. But the answer to that is no. Only I can use my blade.”

He drew the hilt from his scabbard, showing the lack of blade. “You may inspect it if you like.”

Holding it out to her, Rebecca wore an inquisitive look as she did.

“What manner of weapon is this? I have never seen its kind, let alone seen armor like yours. However, I can see that it is already bound to Nicholas Noblefrost.”

Nick smiled. “That’s a secret. Let’s hope there’s no reason for you to see it in use. These people you see here will set up camp and wait outside, and they will not attack the city unless we are attacked and come to harm. We come in peace, but violence will be met with violence. Is that not fair?”

“It is, even if some of our people will not like this at all. I have a few more things I would like to add to your Oath, as well, if you would like to keep that weapon on you.”

They went back and forth a bit, her adding more details to his Oath. It appeared she didn’t want him to be able to bully people into attacking him, or be able to slaughter indiscriminately in the name of protecting the children.

However, Nick made sure they kept the Oath targeted on the people of Zura, and that she could free him from his Oath if they agreed. If he ran into any of the bandit Trial Takers, Nick would be able to harm them.

When she was finally satisfied with his Oath, Nick moved on. “I would like you to be our escort, while we search Zura. I feel like I can trust you to be impartial, to seek the truth. If you’re there to help defend us if we’re attacked, we can prevent a catastrophe. These people just want their children back, but they will go to great lengths to accomplish that. I don’t think you can blame them, can you?”

“N-No, but I hope that they will stay their hand over those that are helpless. Indiscriminate slaughter is not justifiable, even if the goal is to return their children to their rightful place. I’d be happy to accompany you with my priestesses and priests for a time, to seek the truth.”

“I’m in agreement there. My warriors seek only honorable combat, but will fight in defense of their brethren and children. Then, let us begin. Let us find the children of Nagduros, together.”

Their men would set up camp outside of the city. They would be prepared for battle, but they would monitor Nick’s progress from the outside. It was a strange situation, but they would pressure the people of Zura into being helpful, one way or another.


Chapter 35 - Kaya and Nick - The Search



Kaya and Eirwen snuck through the tall grass, their bodies covered in camouflage paint. Using the skill of the same name, essence and mana which slowly drained from them as they moved.

There were a few sentries remaining after the army arrived up front, but they had not invested in the same watchtowers as Nagduros.

The archers patrolled along the wall, and their party found the right moment to slip into the city. Kaya, Eirwen, and the wolfling girls scaled the wall easily, providing a rope down to the orc scouts.

They managed to slip into the city unnoticed. There were people milling about in town, so they sought a proper way to move about safely. Unfortunately, the safest and simplest option became known quickly.

Kaya pinched her nose as they moved through the sewer, her ears drooping naturally. There was a small walkway that required even her to crouch, their feet submerged in the gross, slowly moving waters.

Eirwen whispered from behind her, “It’s not that bad. Besides, I think this might be the best place to search for the children anyway. The people don’t know there are children captive, right? Other than a secret entrance in the church or some sort of warehouse, this is the most likely place.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have as strong a nose as I do. Still, you’re right. Let’s keep moving.”

They journeyed through the sewers slowly. The space was narrow enough that they could only move in a single file. At each major grate, they stealthily looked around to observe the area, looking for any hints of the missing children. So far, they had only seen villagers moving about their day.

They reached a junction in the way, the sewer splitting in three directions.

Kaya offered, “Perhaps we should split up into three teams? We can send one wolfling with each group, and they can howl if they run into resistance. It could take hours or days to search the city otherwise, and we’ll cover more ground this way.”

Eirwen sighed. “But then we’ll give away our position. Still, if we find enemies hiding down here, it’s likely because they are up to no good.” Eirwen looked back to where the three wolfling girls were following with a frown. “How do we tell them? Nick is not here. I suppose I should try to feel over our connection like what he’s even doing.”

Eirwen closed her eyes, and it seemed she was delving into her connection with Nick. After a moment, she smiled. “Looks like they are searching above, they found some helpful people–the daughter of the Bishop, Nick seems to have a good impression of her. We’ll have to do our best to not run into him or get caught, or it might make things difficult for him.”

They spent some time gesturing to the three wolflings, the orc scouts looking on with amusement. But eventually, it seemed they understood.

The three girls would split up, and call for the others if they ran into trouble. Kaya knew that a wolf’s howl could be heard for miles on the open plains, but should be able to be heard from a decent distance within these narrow channels.

Each party had five orc scouts and a wolfling, though their group had three with Kaya, Eirwen, and Fang. From what Kaya could tell, their sewer was heading straight to the center of the city, while the others were branching around toward the other main boulevards.

The other parties would continue along the outskirts for a time, before they reached the next boulevard, where they would then head toward the center. If they found nothing, they would search the next paths together.

They had observed the city before entry, and the large cathedral was near the center of the city, not far from the Ordeal. In Kaya’s mind, those two felt like the most likely locations to her. They would continue their search, hoping to find a lead to the missing children.

Kaya had confidence in Nick’s group doing their job, but still, she worried about him and Eirwen. This enemy was duplicitous, willing to attack with treacherous methods.
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Nick marched down the outskirts of the city, the two dozen he was allowed to bring in made up of orc warriors, shamans and scouts in tow. They wore their armor, but were forced to remove their many blades and shields. In truth, their thick skins with essence were quite good against arrows and daggers anyway, and Nick thought they still would be more than formidable against the many humans.

He also managed to bring four wolflings along, in addition to the ones heading underground. He figured it would be helpful to have the trackers along, just in case he needed them to sniff out something.

The Archpriestess and an assortment of monks and priestesses followed, a small guard contingent with them. There was a near equal number of them, and they flanked the orcs and helped disperse the crowds as they went through the city.

The people in the streets scowled at the orcs, and barely wanted to give way as the orcs marched through. Many of the people were dressed quite conservatively, not looking all that differently from the nuns and monks in their outfits.

Nick was reminded of Quakers or the Amish in how they dressed. They wore muted colors, simple rough-spun garments that didn’t stand out.

He almost imagined that if Rebecca wasn’t there, that they just might be having fruit and garbage being thrown at them.

Nick turned to Rebecca, as they walked side by side. “Thanks for escorting and giving my people the opportunity to search, Archpriestess. I was told the previous emissaries were sent away.”

Rebecca frowned. “That is odd–I had not heard about that, until Frederick mentioned it. But settling this Conflict is important! Even this minor Tribulation was hard on our people. We’ve had several deaths, and our people have been run ragged. It has been a good opportunity for growth, but a normal Tribulation targeted at our leader’s strength would be catastrophic. Dozens will die, and even civilians can be harmed. We must do what we can to prevent this.”

They continued their walk, and Nick did notice the people looked at her with reverence. “I can see you are a big help in keeping the peace here. The people all respect you, I can tell.”

Rebecca blushed. “I–Yes. I work hard for the people of Zura, and I am blessed to be appreciated. I see the orcs treat you with respect as well–even the…wolflings? I thought these were the orcs of Nagduros, how did you, an outsider, obtain this position of leadership?”

Nick chuckled. “What do you think? How could one get honorable orcs to follow them? They–hang on.”

They were walking in front of a seedy-looking bar, when Nick’s Advanced Soul Sense felt something odd. A grouping of souls was beneath the building, in what appeared to be some kind of basement.

But also, a grouping of his followers, in the sewer. He sighed in relief that they had made it in without issue–but there were only six of them, still working their way through the sewers. He guessed that they must have split up, but their enemies were likely still unaware.

Nick called a halt as he looked at the building, finding it to be a mixture of a bar and an inn, with rooms upstairs. However, it was clear that the bar provided other services, with a few women visible in the windows up above.

He was a little surprised to find such a place, after being told about the purity of Seraphara. Of course, lust was a negative emotion for seeking enlightenment, and normally chastity was a virtue for both priestesses and priests until they reached a certain stage in their life.

Rebecca asked, “What is it? This place is…”

Nick raised his brow, taking on a joking tone, “The people of Zura seek enlightenment here? This seems out of place, to me.”

She blushed. “T-The people of Zura are not only those that live here. We allow many merchants within our bounds, trade is important for a thriving community. Many were here when the Conflict began, and continued to stay into the Trial. Our people should not be common proprietors. Still, this place is a lawful establishment. What appears to be the problem?”

Nick thought for a moment. He felt several criminals below, people that had definitely committed various sins, along with several groups of people packed tightly together–Nick imagined they must be in cages.

However, he doubted these were the children or adult orcs. There simply were not enough of them, and this didn’t quite seem secretive or well-guarded enough.

He thought he could win some good will, if he discovered some bad activities within their city. Criminals were often connected, and perhaps the captives could even have more information. Most likely, these would know something about where the children might be being kept, or might be able to substantiate the orc’s claim.

The question was whether this woman would allow him to interrogate the criminals.

Of course, Judging them was right out, unless he could get alone with them. Perhaps they could lock them up, for him to get all that juicy essence later?

Nick sighed. This Trial was annoying as hell. It was supposed to make him more or better, but this just felt exhausting. Still, this might be the only opportunity he had to help these people. A Hero would definitely save them, now that he was sure something wasn’t right here.

He looked for a good excuse. Taking a deep breath through his nose, he caught the smell of something that just might do it.

“I smell blood, Archpriestess. Lots of it.”

“B-Blood?” She paled. “I don’t smell anything, and this is also a restaurant–surely they would have meat. But…”

Nick shook his head. “It’s not animal blood. It’s coming from the basement.” Nick pointed toward the sewer.

A monk nearby scoffed. “The Sinful Sanctuary doesn’t have a basement.”

Rebecca turned to him, an angry look on her features. “And just how would you know that, Frederick? It sounds like you should spend more time doing your duty in the library, transcribing more books and seeking your own peace and enlightenment.” She glared at him for a moment, and he visibly shrunk under her gaze, but she turned to Nick in question. “But he is right, Zura does not have many buildings with basements. The earth beneath is usually too wet, our city too close to the lake outside of this Trial. If it has a basement… What would you like to do? Search the bar?”

Nick shrugged. “It’s a start. How else are we going to find the children? We’ll have to search a few buildings, right? It’s not like they’d all be out in the open, or you’d know about them. I don’t know if the children are here, but what I can promise you is that something sketchy is going on in this building, and the city’s keepers of the law should know about it.”

Rebecca nodded. “I understand–and I would feel much better knowing something terrible is not happening beneath our village. Then, I will allow you to inspect while under watch of the town guard, so long as you keep to your Oaths. Please, do your best to not disturb this place of business.”

Nick chuckled. “Aw, you won’t be coming in with me, Archpriestess? What if folks require healing?”

She blushed. “I’d rather not go into such a place until we’re sure. If people who require healing are discovered, please call out to us, and we will be happy to help those in need.”

The guard was called, and Nick was satisfied when two men arrived and both were not sketchy people. When Nick went inside, there were not many people as it was not quite dinner time, just a few people having a drink.

There were stairs leading up on the far left, and an area for the kitchen in the back, with the floor plan mostly wide open. However, there didn’t appear to be any sign of a basement or cellar.

Nick actually wasn’t sure where to find the stairs leading down, but there weren’t many places it could be.

The barkeep was washing a glass, looking at Nick and the two town guard who stood at the entryway with interest. “Can I help you, guardsman?”

Nick smiled. “Hey, barkeep–You can help me out, I’m sure. Where’s your basement? Over here?”

The man’s eyes snapped to the wall, his eyes widening, before he chuckled awkwardly. “There’s no basement here, fellas.”

Nick couldn’t help but side-eye the two guards. They had picked up on his behavior, and were already looking at the barkeep like he had done something wrong. He couldn’t help but draw some parallels to Earth police.

“Aw, shucks, barkeep. Maybe you’re right. Tell you what, let’s play a game–it’ll be fun. I’m gonna stand here by this wall here, you see? Now, when I take a step in one direction, I want you to tell me if I’m getting hotter, as in closer, or colder, as in further away, to the entrance, or however you open it from this side. I’ll give this entire bag of coins if you just humor me, and play with me for a whole minute.” He took out the pouch he obtained from the bandits, and placed the decent sack of coins on the bar with a clank before returning to his spot.

The man looked amused, rolling his eyes. “Yeah, sure, I’ll take your money. There’s no basement, though…”

Nick nodded, and took a step toward the stairs. “You get your money if you just humor me. Am I colder or hotter now?”

“Colder.”

“Huh. Colder, you say?”

Nick went back and forth with the barkeep, and even played along with his lies, where he led Nick on a wild goose chase. Of course, the barkeep didn’t actually want Nick anywhere near the opening.

But near the end, he approached the barkeep until he began to sweat–Nick kept getting closer, ignoring his calls of hotter or colder.

Of course, the man didn’t want him to find the entrance, and was lying to throw him off, but that didn’t work on Nick. To his surprise, Nick kept getting closer to the barkeep.

“I…don’t want to play this game anymore.”

“Huh, now why would that be, barkeep? You are so close to getting all that money for nothing, but humbling me in my search for something that doesn’t even exist! What do you think, guardsman?”

They now had their eyes narrowed. “Keep playing, barkeep.”

The barkeep’s eyes became shifty, as if deciding on something. “I don’t get paid enough for this! I don’t have any part in what goes on down there!”

The man reached under the counter, pressing a switch. A door opened underneath the stairs, revealing an entry.

Nick smirked. “Look at that. Now, guardsman, I don’t know if we got enough folks with us here. We might meet resistance from some seedy individuals.”

One guardsman ran out to go get reinforcements, the other guardsman watching the barkeep as Nick collected his money pouch. Thankfully, there was no additional movement downstairs. It appeared they weren’t aware when the entrance going down was opened.

Nick moved down the stairs with four town guards, finding a hallway with a series of doors heading into different rooms, almost like a hotel. At the far end, there was a guard. The man had a crossbow, and he loaded and fired at Nick and the guards nearly right away.

Using Harden Skin, Nick’s armor easily deflected the bolt as he charged. He crossed the room in but a single moment and struck him powerfully in the stomach. He doubled over where Nick threw him on the ground.

The guards were quick to tie him up, preventing him from moving.

What then followed was a series of encounters that went similarly. There were six rooms, three with cages, containing various races of people inside. No humans or orcs were held captive, and there were even two clergy participating in what appeared to be hateful torture with horrible instruments.

In total, they captured six men in these rooms, and freed over two dozen people meant for trafficking or just general slavery. All were bound uncomfortably, and they were all miserable.

Nick wanted to Judge all those involved, each of them making him sick to his stomach just being near them. There were two rogues that he could feel from their sins that they were involved in many assassinations.

Rebecca and her priestesses and monks were called in, the torture victims requiring healing.

She looked over those harmed with wide eyes, tears pooling in her eyes. “T-This…is horrible. This…was happening in our city? Just what was Torvus doing…”

Nick was shocked at the efficacy of the sisters’ healing, they were even faster than the shamans that he had seen. However, while they were able to restore the people’s bodies, they were unable to restore their minds.

Those tortured appeared to be outside of their own bodies, their eyes just staring into space as they were helped.

However, it appeared Nick could help a little. The Body, Mind, and Soul were linked. With their minds being broken through torment and suffering, their souls had become frayed. Nick used Soul Mend, which restored their souls.

In doing so, it was as if their broken minds had a scaffolding to be rebuilt. Within just a few minutes with the aid of some smiling priestesses, instead of staring off into space or curled up into a ball of despair, several of them were understanding of their situation and showing signs of relief.

Rebecca was shocked at Nick’s capability. “You’re a healer of the soul? What an astonishing talent. I had heard adherents of Seraphara could accomplish this eventually, but not until the second or third stratum.”

Nick felt good, having helped the half-dozen people who needed it more than the others. It was the first time, besides helping his wife, that he got to do something good that didn’t involve fighting.

Nearly all of the slaves were quite thankful, and it gave him a warm feeling inside having made such a significant impact on their lives.

He smiled at Rebecca. “Well, I was happy I was able to help. Your healing was something special, too, Archpriestess. These people need food and rest, for sure. What will happen to them?”

She gave him a small smile back. “Please, call me Rebecca.”

Nick nodded with a smile, and Rebecca paused for a moment, looking over the many people before she continued, “These people…have suffered horrible trauma. The worst…the ones harmed by our own priests. I cannot believe they could justify their actions through Seraphara, and actually used their knowledge and wisdom to increase their ability to harm others! She professes love for all beings, to twist such a pure thing into something so wicked…” She sighed, pain filling her features.

Nick did his best to comfort her. “I suppose you’re somewhat in charge, so you can feel like it’s your fault. But is it really? There are a lot of people here in Zura, could you really keep track of them all? These men made their own choices, you aren’t responsible for them all.”

Rebecca sighed, and gave Nick a small smile. “I…you’re right. Thank you for your words. I could see you have a kind heart, that you enjoyed helping those people. Even if they weren’t part of your goals.”

“I’m glad we were able to help these people. We haven’t found the orc children, but you can see that there is more happening in this city than you’re aware of already, right?”

Rebecca nodded sadly. “You’re right.” She gave him a small smile. “Thank you, for helping us discover this evil and root it out.”

Nick nodded. “You’re welcome. I… do have a request. Allow me to question, or interrogate, the criminals–to see if they might know where the hostages might be. I’ll also try to get details about the slave trade.”

Rebecca frowned, more than a little unhappy about this idea. “Interrogate? You plan on…harming them, to make them talk?”

Nick noticed that him and Rebecca were mostly alone, the monks and nuns busying about to clothe and prepare the captives for moving, their bindings already removed.

He spoke quietly, “I would like to just question them, but I cannot make them talk without…encouragement. The truth is, thanks to my soul magic, I can pretty reliably tell if someone is lying.”

Rebecca’s eyes widened in shock. She responded quietly, “You can do that, without harming them? I have never heard of this. Most truth seekers and mind readers require harming those they investigate. But this is good news, thanks to that, I can help.”

Nick raised his brow, as he nodded. “I can do it without harming them. You can make them talk? How?”

“You saw how I silenced that monk. If it’s just getting them to respond, I can do that. I just can’t make them tell the truth. I may be limited to only a few answers per person, though.”

Nick gave Rebecca a feral smile. “It looks like we should be able to get us some answers. Are you ready?”

Rebecca nodded, giving him a look of determination. “Let’s do it. I would love to rid Zura of this evil, and if children are being harmed, I would like to help.”


Chapter 36 - The Slave Ring



Rebecca was not prepared for the details that they would learn. They questioned the priests and the bandits one by one in a room alone.

At first, she was somewhat skeptical of the ability. However, as he quickly revealed their lies and they narrowed things down, she saw the outrage and disbelief of the person they were questioning. Nick especially shoved it in their face, thanking them for letting him know their secrets.

Rebecca quickly understood that Nick was capable of at least something, even if it was just luck.

Together, they managed to get many details. Nick would start with trying to get in the right ballpark by asking questions that would narrow the location.

Then, he used Rebecca’s knowledge of the city and people of Zura to his advantage. He would ask if people were in a certain area, and Rebecca would force them to answer yes or no. Obtaining a positive or negative, they narrowed it down by making good guesses of possible things within a certain area.

Nick quickly learned both the orc hostages, and the slaves being trafficked were being held underground, just like at this location. They were only able to force about five to ten questions per person before Rebecca’s odd spiritual orders stopped working, and some didn’t know everything they needed.

Nick still pushed them to answer questions the best he could, without Rebecca forcing them by trying to keep them talking.

The first, was that they now knew approximately where the orc hostages were being held. Odds were, Kaya and Eirwen were not far off from discovering them. They were being held underneath the church.

The two assassins knew about the bandits from Havendale, but didn’t know anything about the goal they set off to accomplish. Nick was surprised that they didn’t even know who was in charge–they just followed orders given within the church, almost like a blind drop.

Nick was a little worried, but knew Lothar and Agatha could handle themselves–and that they would be able to be revived if Nick hurried back.

For now, the criminals would be held by the town guard.

Then, they learned of one other location similar to this one, with at least as many if not more captives of various races. It appeared the rogues and slavers were using the peaceful people of Zura to hide their slave trade.

The unassuming, peaceful people got people’s guards down, and the faction involved with twisting their beliefs and creating rogues were gathering wealth and power.

One of the priests had freely confessed when Nick’s questioning was so on-point. Nick pressed him that he was lying, and that he knew it, and it was like they cracked under Rebecca’s stern gaze and gave them nearly all the details he was aware of. He repented for his erroneous ways, though Nick could tell he was just seeking a sort of reduced sentence.

The man wasn’t sure who was in charge at the church of this faction either, but someone was leading them from the shadows, twisting Seraphara’s doctrine to their needs. He indicated there were various books in the library that helped spread these tainted ideals.

Nick was close to letting Rebecca know her father was a part of this, since they were a hundred percent certain he was at least partially involved or complicit.

Rebecca looked like she wanted to cry. “I…cannot believe this is happening here, in our great city of Zura. Seraphara’s teachings are for love and compassion, focusing on purity, wisdom, and enlightenment as a path of strength. This faction appeared a few years ago, and they have really twisted those teachings into something terrible. I have fought this, but I really can only have time alone with the priestesses.”

Nick raised his brow at that detail. He supposed the monks might operate separately from the nuns, often keeping them apart. “To tell you the truth, this was not my first visit to the city of Zura. Torvus believed you had hostages–when he failed to capture me and my allies, he threatened to have them killed if I didn’t let him go free.”

Rebecca’s face went white. “T-Torvus did? He had gone missing, we thought he fell to the dangers of the Trial, along with several others. What happened?”

“We had come in peace, meeting in a field not far from here for parlay. I’m afraid my allies and I had to defend ourselves–they intended to place slave collars on us. They are now dead, and we were forced to flee from the riders that came on horseback. Surely, you knew of when they charged out of Zura, about a week ago?”

Her eyes went wide, and she gasped in shock. “H-He’s dead? A week ago? I was busy with the many spawned creatures in the plaza when they gathered that group. But, I was told that it was a monster attack. We were already assaulted by monsters within Zura… We lost several horses in the attack, and numerous soldiers. They attacked you?”

“They did, and we as Trial Takers were forced to flee, killing the horses as we escaped to the forest.”

Rebecca sighed, and gave Nick a remorseful look. “I am so sorry this happened. It seems Torvus must have been a co-conspirator. If it wasn’t for today, I would not even believe you. Torvus was the leader of the city guard, and a Paladin of Seraphara. Just how and why would he attack you, an armed warrior? Our people follow the Ideal of nonviolence.”

“He tried to disarm me with his prayer to Seraphara–while several rogues moved in to knock us out. As you saw, they seem to be employed by this other faction here. Their goal was to place slave collars on us, and force us to attempt to assassinate Lothar.”

Rebecca frowned in thought. “Slave collars that could do something like that are prohibitively expensive, and have high requirements, thankfully. Still, father was willing to duel Lothar, just why would these children be kidnapped, and just how could this happen that so many of our people have fallen away from the path of Seraphara?”

Nick gave her a determined look. “I realize this might be hard for you to accept, but you have to know. The Bishop is at a minimum complicit with the taking of the hostages, and I know it for a fact.”

“W-What? A fact? How?”

“Of course, Lothar and the orcs would not just sit idly in their village while their children were held captive until now, right? Just how do you think you could stop a hundred angry orcs from coming after their children, without any assurance that they were safe, knowing precisely where they were? Or how about, how would you keep them away from an honorable duel?”

Rebecca was quick on the uptake. She paled. “N-No. It can’t be.”

“The orc children are held as hostages. The Bishop gave an Oath to Lothar that if he stayed in Nagduros, and the orcs of Nagduros stayed away from Zura, then they would be kept safe. Lothar was forced to hope for the Trial to provide a resolution. In this case, the Trial sent me.”

“B-But wait. The orcs are here. That means the children…”

Nick smiled. “They are orcs of Nagduros no longer. They are orcs of Noblefrost. I defeated Lothar in an honorable duel, to help them with this. I think your father, or whoever was in charge, wasn’t prepared for this situation. But I think we need to move quickly because they likely have a backup plan.”

Rebecca appeared to be shocked that Nick had defeated Lothar, but overall, she was devastated. “I… suppose I should have seen it coming. He hasn’t been the same for a long time. Since…mother died. He’s been so distant, but he has run the church normally, from what I can tell.”

Nick raised his brow. “Well, he fooled many, somehow, and not just you, so I wouldn’t be hard on yourself. Do you think he’ll duel Lothar? Because otherwise, I won’t be able to settle the Conflict easily. If we rescue the kids, I can bring Lothar here. That’s the peaceful way of settling things for the Trial.”

“Before, I thought he was willing to face Lothar, and it was just the circumstances that led to this. I don’t know anymore. He says he’s injured, but–”

The door to the room burst open, a nun with panic in her voice. “Archpriestess! There’s a problem with the orcs. Come quickly!”

“Shit!” Nick ran out of the room, Rebecca moving a lot faster than he thought she was capable of and keeping up quite well as he ran out, with a burst of speed.

As they arrived outside, Nick saw food raining down on the orcs from all directions, a mob of angry people surrounding them.

But it wasn’t just food–even rocks were being thrown by the villagers. The orc warriors surrounded the women and the few wolflings, and Nick could tell they were using essence to absorb the blows with their thick skins or heavier armor.

Words of hate were being shouted by the mob of people, and Nick wasn’t sure exactly how he’d get so many to stop without throwing a few punches.

Andross looked over at Nick, smiling at him even as a rock struck him in the face. “How’s it going, boss? Going for another maiden, is it? Take your time. We got this.”

Nick looked at him incredulously, before he took a deep breath, pulling on his center where his monster essence was stored, and shouted his battle cry.

A wave of energy stirred in the orcs, and Nick got to see first hand how his new ability would help them out. Their essence was enhanced, and the energy seemed to become thicker around their skins or strengthen their muscles.

For a moment, the mob stopped their attacks, as a shocking gust of wind burst through the crowd in the boulevard.

Someone else shouted again within the crowd, and the throwing started once more.

Rebecca arrived right behind him, and she sent out a wave of spiritual energy and shouted.

“Stop this at once!”

The garbage and rocks immediately stopped being thrown, the villagers and people freezing. Nick could see these were all people of Zura, and even some of the priests of Seraphara had joined in the abuse of his orcs.

Andross looked impressed, whistling. “She got you beat, Chief. She got some bluster on her.”

Rebecca worked to break up the mob along with her priestesses that had previously come along inside, and Nick caught something in the crowd. A tainted soul was moving using Sneak, so Nick followed him into an alley during the commotion.

The man seemed to pick up on Nick following him, and he turned. To Nick, he was just a floating tainted soul, until the man swung a weapon at him. Using Harden Skin, Nick easily turned away the blade with his bracer and punched the man in the gut.

“Stirring up trouble, was it? Let’s have a little chat.”

He quickly called for Rebecca to join him for their questioning in the alley.

Rebecca looked a bit tired, her breaths heavy as she looked over the sketchy person Nick held. Nick asked, “You alright there, Becca?”

She dabbed some sweat with a handkerchief off her face. “B-Becca? Sorry. That last shout took a lot out of me. Combined with the healing… Well, I think I can manage. But I do think I’ll need some rest soon.”

Nick nodded. He focused on the criminal and asked, “Who’s giving you your orders, the Bishop?”

The man scoffed and Rebecca paused for a moment–Nick thought because it was like she didn’t want to know the answer. He raised his brow at her, as she reluctantly sent her wave of spiritual energy. “Answer yes or no!”

“No.”

The man looked shocked that he had to answer, and Nick was surprised as well by the answer. “Huh, it’s really not the Bishop. Who could it be, then? There was a guy that led the group of horses that chased after me, a bald man with a scar on his face? Know anyone like that?”

“Brutus? He’s the head of the merchant’s association! He…shouldn’t be involved…” Rebecca had an odd expression on her face.

Nick asked the rogue, “Was it Brutus that gave the orders?”

Once again, Rebecca forced him to answer.

“No.”

The second time, he had lied. They finished questioning the criminal, where they learned that they did need to somewhat hurry. It seemed those involved with holding the orcs captive were aware of the orc’s search, and they were looking to increase their guard, rather than move them.

Nick looked at her dubiously. “You mean to tell me you got a guy with a scar on his face, his name is Brutus, and you didn’t think he was a bad guy? Really?”

Rebecca blushed. “He…seemed nice enough? A-And, Seraphara teaches us to not judge a person by their appearance, let alone their name! The world of Orion is vast, and people come in many shapes and sizes! Why, I wouldn’t have trusted you if I didn’t believe that.”

Nick snorted, as he gestured to himself. “Why not? What’s not to trust here?”

She hesitated. “You… Your eyes glow in a strange way, as if your gaze pierces me to my very soul. Then, you are always staring at my chest, as if there is something you want there–even though I am quite covered by my habit. There’s also a strange air about you, that feels… dangerous.”

“Huh, I suppose your face is pretty, but a covetous gaze on your chest, you say? Isn’t that normal for other guys? It shouldn’t just be me.”

She blushed. “I’m always covered with my habit. Since there’s nothing to see there, they are always… staring at my face.”

Nick chuckled and teased, “Well, what do you think? What am I looking at? Maybe I can see through your clothing, and like what I see? Or perhaps, I can see your pure, beautiful soul, and can’t stop looking at it. It’s one of those two things.”

She blushed, and covered her chest with her arms as she murmured. “S-See through? Beautiful?”

Nick ignored her. “Let’s get moving? We’ll make our move on the warehouse quickly.”

“W-What? You want to save the slaves first? Not the orc hostages?”

Nick smiled. “You heard the guy. They beefed up security there–where do you think they took the security from? They still can’t hurt the children. I do have to worry about them trying to escape, but that doesn’t appear to be the fear here–after all, we have orcs on horses outside the city, just where are they going to go? I have the opportunity to save some people. What would a hero do?”

Rebecca looked moved, her eyes growing big and a smile forming on her face. “You would help us? I…thank you, Nicholas.”

“My men can help too. They might be unarmed, but they don’t need to be in order to take down some slavers.”

They marched to the first warehouse, which was at the East end of the village, next to a smaller gate. The group of underground scouts was near, and appeared to be trying to make entry into the underground of the warehouse.

Nick wished he had some way of signaling them, but really could only do that if Jasper was with them.

As they stood out in front of the warehouse, Nick was able to tell how many people were inside. There were at least a dozen people guarding the slaves, and a few dozen slaves besides. It appeared there were some creatures above, left as some kind of guard animals.

It seemed he would need to find a hidden entrance once again.

“Huh, there are quite a few bad guys in there, Becca.”

“R-Really? How do you know?”

“That’s a secret–I just know. Still, it shouldn’t be a problem for my men and me. Are you going to join in the attack?”

She gave a firm nod, before shouting out some orders to her men and women. Nick gave his orders to his men, letting them know that while their children might not be inside, some honorable battle was.

Andross laughed. “Good! It sounds like we are getting some justice against those that kidnapped our children. I’d hate for us to rescue the children, only for these fellas to get away. We’re with you, Chief.”

The door was a double door large enough for a carriage to fit inside, and it was locked. It appeared to be designed as a door with a brace, to prevent it from opening from the outside.

There were some windows near the roof of the two-story building that let light inside, but they were nearly ten meters above them.

Rebecca looked at the door with a frown. “I guess I can ask the guard to get a battering ram–”

Nick snorted. “I got the key right here on my shoulder. Just free me from my Oath, and I’ll have this door open in just a second.” Nick was really only allowed to draw his blade in self-defense. And, he was more or less prompted that as soon as he was done defending himself, he should sheath it once more.

She hesitated, and Nick did his best to look hurt. “Really? After all we’ve been through, Becca, you don’t trust me?”

“I… I’m sorry. You’re right, but I had trusted many, until today. It seems all the trust I have given is being punished. I had trusted Torvus to protect our city, our people, and–”

“Say no more. That’s fine, trust isn’t given, it’s earned, right? I’ll just get this door open without my blade then. I will just probably have to take on the creatures inside.”

“H-Huh? What creatures?”

Nick looked back at the floating souls he could see through the walls. “There are some kind of… something in there. I’ll try to get the door open quickly if I can, but I may have to kill them all first.”

Nick stirred his essence, using his expert body enhancement and sending the energy into his legs as he crouched. Jumping nearly straight up from just in front of the door, he triggered Double Jump at the top of his jump.

Jumping up once more, he grabbed onto the inside of the window frame, and pulled himself up and inside the window well,

Nick was surprised to see numerous wraith-like creatures floating around. He broke the window and jumped down as they charged him, rolling when he hit the ground. Sending out his Frost Aura, then ten creatures immediately slowed in their movements.

He gave a quick glance at the inside. It was a large warehouse filled with crates in different piles, dozens of piles with tens of crates.

Drawing his soul blade, he smiled. If only he could just slay room after room of enemies, and accomplish his goals.

Something about Nick hated that he was being duplicitous with Rebecca. Nick was a very straightforward person, and even in his past life, he was not someone that would lie–about anything.

He knew from the codex that he couldn’t lie thanks to Archaen Law, but this was a mere…withholding of the truth, at most. Perhaps it was something related to Archaens, but it was like something was building inside him with Rebecca.

The longer he kept her in the dark, the more it felt like he was betraying her–something that he absolutely despised. It was for the good of the children, but even that was feeling more and more disingenuous by the moment.

Perhaps he would let her know, after this, that he had allies in the sewers.

The strange wraiths were not all that different from the shadows he had faced on the second floor of his Ordeal, the Test of Reflection. They were a lot more like shadow Davon, and took him more than one swing to dispel them.

He felt them pushing against his mind, and he wondered if this was the Test of Faith they were referring to. They swung their shadowy claws at him, but he weaved through them easily, with them slowed.

As he killed them, their bodies didn’t disperse, but solidified around a ghostly core–which was a bit frozen, from his aura. Essence was rewarded with each one slain, and it was a fair amount–but he could tell less than when Eirwen looted them based on their strength.

His soul blade was charged part of the way, and he was happy that he had gotten this opportunity. Thanks to his Soul Blade Connection trait, he could hold on to the essence in his blade for much longer.

Sheathing his soul blade and deactivating his aura, he opened the barred door, letting them inside.

Rebecca looked left and right, worry on her expression. “What happened? You fought all the enemies? Do you require healing?”

“Oh, they were a bunch of those lame shadow things. I just took them out.”

Rebecca looked at the cores on the ground, then back to him, looking impressed. “They are… covered in ice? These were one of the creatures we had difficulty dealing with, their presence shaking our minds and our faiths. You killed ten by yourself, and are unharmed–not even winded?”

Nick shrugged. “Those were easy. I’d rather face a few hundred of those than one Lothar. How did they control them, anyway?”

She frowned, and pointed at the walls, where there were several plaques with mysterious glyphs. “It’s more like they trapped them here, it looks like. They can be weakened by the light, but it is strange. Maybe there is some kind of shadow caster capable of controlling them? I don’t see how they could have gotten them here.”

There didn’t appear to be an obvious way leading down, that he could see, within the warehouse.

Rebecca noted, “It seems the path down is hidden. This place could be trapped, so it could take some time to search.”

That was something Nick hadn’t thought of. “Maybe. But I have an idea.”

He had the wolflings go inside, and told them to search for the secret entrance. The four of them went around sniffing the ground, until they eventually pushed a crate to the side, revealing the entrance.

It was like a cellar door that opened to stairs. He went down with Andross and another orc warrior just behind him, and the slavers fired crossbows at Nick just as he reached the bottom stairs.

There were nearly a dozen inside ready to fight, and Nick supposed that this crew of people likely believed their enemies would be just a few guardsmen at best if they came under attack.

Nick and the armored orcs had no trouble with the crossbows. Nick’s armor likely didn’t even need Harden Skin, but it helped protect the armor from needing repairs and helped him practice using the skill.

To Nick’s surprise, Rebecca was just behind the two orcs, followed by several shamans. The two shamans immediately began casting spells, cursing the slavers in the rear of their formation.

Nick had charged some slavers, and they had drawn their blades. But it was all too easy for Nick to quickly overpower them with his expert body enhancement, not wanting to draw his soul blade in front of the people of Zura.

It was like they were moving in slow motion as he blurred into their lines, striking one in the gut, and snapping another punch to their chin.

He noticed that two of the slavers actually tried to escape, exiting a rear doorway that led into the sewers–directly into Nick’s scouts.

He wondered just how he was going to explain the scout’s presence, when it seemed they immediately understood what was happening, and backed off–likely after knocking out those escaping.

Rebecca shocked Nick by charging the group on the other side with her fists. She joined Andross as the man laughed, the bandits providing little challenge for the thick-skinned, armored orcs.

More orcs, priests, and priestesses joined in on the battle, the few slavers being captured quickly. Guardsmen roped up the bandits and slavers, and the rescue operation proceeded rapidly.

Rebecca was quick to join Nick at the rear of the basement. “Two ran out the back, didn’t they? Should we chase them?”

Nick didn’t know how he could explain what he was likely about to see when he opened the door.

The two men had already been knocked out, and he nearly sighed in relief. They were nearly dead but still breathing, knife wounds all over their bodies. But there was also a bag of coins scattered on the ground, one clutching it to their dying body.

“Huh, it looks like they fought over some money, and took each other out. If you wanna save them–”

Rebecca immediately called for more healers, and she rushed to make them stable. The guardsmen tied them up, and they moved on to help the slaves.

Nick was a little shocked by the fervor in which she moved to save them, immediately casting spells, sending warm white light into them.

“These guys did horrible things, but you rush to save them?”

Rebecca nodded. “I don’t know that for sure! And, they might have had a reason for doing what they did. It is not up to me to judge them for their actions, but for the court and the goddess.”

Nick raised his brow at that. “Your village is kinda small, you really have a judge and all this? Then Seraphara helps judge folks here?”

“It’s more of a judicial council, the mayor and a few of our older clergy. It’s rare, but every so often… Then, Seraphara mainly helps protect against injustice. We pray to her, and she will nudge the scales of justice when she shows a major imbalance. Often, we re-evaluate the case and try to dig up new evidence, or come at things from another angle, modifying the sentence and the charges before trying again.”

“Huh, that’s kinda neat. What if you knew, though? What if you knew a person’s sins and their weight against their reasons, would it be okay to put them to death?”

“D-Death? We’ve never had to put anyone to death–but I can see how that might be a possibility, here. I… I don’t know.” She looked over at the slaves being freed from their cages, the people receiving relief.

None were being tortured in a grotesque way here, and it appeared that this was a location meant for sending them out in their trading business. However, it was certain they were not treated well, even here.

Rebecca looked thoughtful. “I… do think they should be punished for what they did. I suppose if we knew for certain their wickedness… death might just be too simple. They likely ruined countless lives, and those people’s suffering may continue on even now, all for their own greed. I would rather they didn’t die, so they can pay back those they hurt, instead. What do you think, how would one know for certain?”

Nick smiled. “I think you have some good ideas, and I was just wondering what you thought. You mean sell them off, then use that money for helping those they harmed? I suppose that’s not a bad cause. Eye for an eye in a sense. I’m not a fan of slavery, but servitude for righting their wrongs is something I can get behind.”

She blushed. “I… am glad you think highly of my thoughts. Seraphara teaches us to be forgiving, but justice is important for a healthy civilization. Society requires order and law, and those that break them must be punished to protect people and deter them from further chaos.”

Nick had mostly just been curious about what her thoughts were, to gauge just how she might feel about Nick judging them, but she gave him some food for thought. He walked over to the tied up criminals.

“What are you going to do with all these men, is there even enough room in your jail? How do we know someone won’t break them all out? Six at the other location wasn’t a big deal, but there’s a dozen more here. I am a bit worried about the co-conspirators, too. I suppose Tarvus and his men were likely a part of these, and I just so happened to have taken them out.”

Rebecca looked thoughtful, then she gave a determined nod. “We can bring them with us in one of the wagons, keeping watch as we go, for now. Later, we will just have to have an…emergency meeting of the council.”

She gave orders to one of the guardsmen, who ran out to go get it. Rebecca turned to Nick with a smile. “We rescued the slaves, uncovering a great evil beneath our city. Let us move forward quickly, so we can rescue the orc children.”

“Hang on. Before we go, there’s one more thing that you should know.”


Chapter 37 - Nick and Eirwen - The Hostages



Rebecca’s expression looked almost like she wanted to cry once more, her eyes showing worry. “Oh no, what is it now?”

“I just wanted to apologize for my…not being completely honest with you. Before I arrived here, I sent some teams to sneak into your city. Those slavers we found just now outside the door didn’t fight each other, it was my team in the sewers.”

Rebecca’s eyes widened in shock, and she looked conflicted. “You… are they armed?”

Nick nodded. “It’d be kind of dumb to try to face a bunch of rogues and kidnappers unarmed. I sent them in to try to find the children, and I had done it before we met at the gates. I didn’t really have a way of calling them back when you were so helpful. Before we arrived, we assumed we would have to siege the place.”

Rebecca looked hurt, her expression slacken and her posture defeated. “You… lied to me? I welcomed you into our city of Zura under the conditions that you and your people came in unarmed, and you broke my trust?”

Nick sighed. “I told you about our first meeting with Torvus. Do you think I could trust that something like that wouldn’t happen again? In the end, what I did wasn’t to hurt the people of Zura, but to rescue the orc children. I made an Oath to them, and it is my duty to do everything in my power to rescue them, as long as the battle is honorable. While my people snuck in, it wasn’t to attack your people and stab them in the back–it was to find and save children, to fight the evil responsible–an honorable battle. Is that so horrible?

Rebecca hesitated, and it seemed she couldn’t settle on whether to be hurt or angry. “I…”

Nick continued, “Things would have been completely different if you believed me from the beginning, but that’s a difficult thing, and I don’t blame you for wanting to verify our claim. I’d have loved to have just marched my men inside, and go straight to rescuing the kids. But our enemy is devious, and has made you and your own faithful people into an obstacle to justice as well, and I couldn’t risk the alternatives. I’ve been forthright with my goals from the beginning, and have not lied to you–an omission, but not a lie.”

Rebecca’s brows furrowed in thought, her eyes scanning left and right as she likely searched her mind for their conversations.

“I… suppose that is true, but I do believe a lie by omission is still a lie. And…” She sighed. “I am hurt that you didn’t trust us to help you find justice, but with what Torvus did on your first trip, I suppose it’s understandable what you did. You even told me now when you didn’t have to, you could have kept the ruse up for even longer, keeping the wool over my eyes as I continued to believe you.”

Her hands gripped her habit tightly around her thighs. “It is really best I direct my anger at the true villain. They have made a mockery of my people and our goddess. If not for you, this wickedness would have continued. Even more unfortunate, is that it is likely my father.”

Nick nodded. “Or the guy with a scar on his face with the evil-sounding name, that you should have totally seen coming. I mean, a merchant named Brutus? C’mon.”

She snorted, then she started laughing, her chest shaking. After a moment, she took a deep breath. “I… thank you for that–some levity does take the sting away a little. You really haven’t lied to me?”

“No, but I have my own secrets, about my race and my background. If there’s one thing you can count on, it’s for me to be on the side of good.”

“I…do believe that. I may not be able to detect lies like you miraculously can, but despite the dangerous air about you, you do seem trustworthy. The truth is, I know a lot about the purity of the soul, and I know that one cannot mend another’s safely like you can unless it is. Those that might be able to do it without a pure soul pay a horrible price, and would not use it on mere slaves with a smile.”

Nick asked, “What, you mean like some kind of sacrificial ritual or something? Huh.”

She nodded, but then covered her chest again, her cheeks taking on a blush. “W-Wait, didn’t you say something about actually being able to see through my clothes or able to see my soul, that it was one of the two?”

Nick smiled, as he looked her intently in the eyes. “I did say something like that, didn’t I? If I did say it, then it must have been the truth.”

She seemed to blush even deeper, before she sighed, and gave him a determined look. “Nicholas Noblefrost, as Archpriestess of Zura, I free you from your Oath. Your honorable orcs may arm themselves, and let’s go save those children, and bring justice to those responsible.”

Nick chuckled, as he felt the Oath’s weight lift from his soul. “You won’t regret your decision, I promise you that. Let’s move!”

[image: image-placeholder]


Eirwen shot her crossbow, sending a bolt into the shadowy creature. The monster’s magic washed over her as it screeched, goosebumps covering her body as fear stirred inside her, making her want to retreat.

Triggering Quick Load, she rapidly loaded a bolt and cocked the loading arm, reloading her crossbow and firing again in quick succession.

Fang and Luna flanked Kaya with their spears, as she swung her axes, sending her feral energies cutting into the monster with her Cleave skill. It fed on their fear, replenishing its shadows, and they did their best to hold on to their resolve, facing the magical fear effect.

An orc scout fired an arrow filled with mana, and it cut deeply into the creature’s core, the monster finally dispersing.

Kaya sagged with relief, her face reverting to beastfolk so she could speak. “Those things are much tougher without Nick around. Where do you think these things are coming from?”

“They appear to be summoning them, or unleashing them from somewhere. I am a bit worried, but each one we kill is one less they will have for the final battle. They are just wandering out of the room.”

Eirwen’s group found where they thought the children were being held, but creatures made of shadows started arriving in the sewers from through the door.

Thankfully, Luna’s party had finished their search on that side of the town, and they had managed to meet up.

No bandits were spotted, so they simply dealt with the creatures as they appeared. They wanted to move in, but they were waiting for Sable’s group, and Nick’s forces to start combat up above.

Because there appeared to be just too many enemies on the other side of the door. Eirwen could see and feel that there must be near a hundred of these things, along with many others she was nervous to fight.

Even one of them took effort for their smaller group to kill, but she knew the orc warriors supported by their shamans were on another level from the scouts in their capability to fight.

Kaya sighed. “What’s taking him so long, anyway? Is he just out for a stroll with his new army of orcs?”

Eirwen hummed, as she searched her connection, her Pact, with him. She couldn’t feel all that much unless Nick intentionally sent feelings to her. But she did feel things like phantom sensations and emotions. Combined, she got a general idea of what he was doing with enough time and focus on it.

“Looks like…they might be on their way here. I’m not sure why they took a while, but hubby did fight some things earlier. Maybe they found other bandits, or rescued others?”

Some soft barks and yips echoed off the walls, Luna and Fang’s tails wagging as they responded with their own. Sable arrived with her group of orc scouts, and now they were in position and ready.

Speaking with the scouts, Eirwen and Kaya learned what Nick was doing–he was killing slavers and rescuing slaves. Sable’s had stopped some from retreating, even making it look like they had fought each other.

Kaya wondered, “Maybe we should get Nick to come straight down here? This might be the best way to go on the attack. Once we’ve secured the hostages, Lothar can come here if needed.”

Eirwen hummed. “Okay, let’s do that. Think you can do that, girls? Go get Nick’s attention, and bring him here.”

She thought she could get him to come running over their Pact, but didn’t want him to overly worry. Sending the wolfling girls was easier to convey the message, for now. She wondered if their bond would ever be enhanced, where it would become a little more useful or not.

The three wolfling girls barked and yipped, immediately running off. They would meet up with Nick, and make a move on the hostages.

***

As they arrived near the church, Nick’s annoyance went through the roof. Thankfully, he had the orcs waiting around the corner while he scoped things out, but this was not the situation he was hoping for.

He had hoped they would be able to enter the church, and just hunt down the bad guys inside. Of course, he should have realized these people would do something that would annoy him even further.

A man stood in front of it, with what looked like a large mob having formed outside. He was proselytizing, working up the crowd about the orcs in their city. He was flanked by several priests, and Nick could tell they were the more corrupt of the bunch.

“Their spirits are impure, their intentions for our great city evil. They plan slaughtering us and taking, their horrible nature unfathomable. We must push them from our city, before it is too late!”

Shouts of agreement came from some people, but Nick noticed that many just looked on with a calm gaze, even if a bit worried. While the group of people threw rocks and fruit before, it seemed that the larger populace was not easily convinced to commit violence.

He realized that Rebecca’s talk about them being a peaceful people was entirely correct–he had just seen the religious zealots, and those tainted by the odd faction’s teachings.

Nick looked over to Rebecca. “You gonna be able to break up this mob, too? Things could get dicey here quickly.”

Rebecca looked at the crowd with worry. “I don’t know if they will listen to me now. I cannot believe any of them are giving in to the hate, where there should be nothing but love and wisdom. This has been festering for some time it seems. We–”

Some barks and yips entered Nick’s ears, and he could barely hear them over the noise of the nearby crowd. Looking, Nick found the wolfling girls barking from the sewer nearby.

Nick could hardly see them through the grate, but he saw them pointing in the direction of the church, and then pointing down the alley nearby.

“They want us to enter the sewer–it looks like we can likely reach the hostages from there. That’ll get around this situation, so we won’t have to fight through a bunch of human shields. Once we prove to them that there are in fact hostages, it might help turn things around?”

Rebecca looked at the mob, then back to the sewer with worry. “I…can’t believe my people are getting in the way of justice. They are truly being used, just as you said. Still, I want to try. I must open their eyes, and it will be a lot easier with the objects of their hatred not in sight. Then, we really must watch the prisoners. You may go, and we will do our best to quell their anger.”

Nick looked over Rebecca’s priests and priestesses one last time, doing his best to get a feel for them. “Alright, but do me a favor. Trust no one, except those here–though, look out for that Frederick guy. Act as if anyone else who tries to join your cause and get close to you has a knife and is waiting to stab you in the back. If things get tough, you should flee and head to my men outside the city, or rejoin me in the sewers.”

She gave him a small smile and nodded. “Alright, I will be careful. Stay safe, Nicholas. I wish you success in rescuing the kids.”

They went down a side street, and found a location for Nick to cut through the grate, and lower themselves inside. His wolflings were happily waiting for him, leading the larger party over to the hidden entrance of the church.

The two dozen orcs and the few wolflings joined him underneath, and when he saw Kaya and Eirwen, he was relieved.

They updated him quickly as to their progress, though it seemed he had to give them a lot more information than they had to give.

Eirwen looked over the orc warriors. “Looks like they found weapons? What happened?”

“We took back a warehouse, and I finally got Rebecca to cave on letting them arm themselves.”

Andross chuckled from behind him, “They are just puny swords and knives. We are only slightly better off using them instead of our fists.”

Eirwen raised her brow. “Rebecca, the Bishop’s daughter? You made friends with her?”

Nick shrugged. “I think so. She was helpful from the beginning, really. The people of Zura don’t seem bad at all, just some of them have been misguided. Seems like someone is trying to twist their beliefs, and they worked a lot harder on the men than the women, for whatever reason. Let’s hurry, before we lose our opportunity.”

He drew his soul blade, and cut through the door’s hinges and whatever was barring the door in nearly one go. Kicking, the door flew open with a clatter, and he rushed in.

As he ran into the large room, Nick was shocked. The many orc children and adults were in large cages, while shadow monsters roamed outside of them. A man was in the center of the large room on a stage, and Nick wasn’t all that shocked at who it was: Brutus.

He was running some sort of ritual, nearly a dozen men in robes and assassins kneeling in prayer.

The orc children and adults were filled with fear, which was powering the ritual. As the fear and essence gathered, a new shadow creature was being created.

Nick dashed inside, his orcs, wolflings, Kaya and Eirwen in tow. Nick’s Frost Aura washed over the shadowy enemies, ignoring the orcs within the cages.

Andross and his warriors roared, the shamans casting their buffs on them. They were quick to attack any nearby shadow warriors, their blades carving into their shadowy flesh. The wolflings helped by joining at their flanks, and the archers joined in their attack.

There were dozens of shadows, nearly over a hundred. “Damn, didn’t know I would get my wish so quickly.”

Nick made his way over toward the ritual, his blade flashing. The many shadow creatures slowed in his presence, and this made it much easier for the orcs and Kaya to defeat them. Elemental energy joined some of their blades, making them cut through their shadowy defenses with just a few blows.

Brutus and those praying stopped their activities and stood. “You dare come here? This is my domain!” Shadows stirred around Brutus, as he appeared to be drawing in essence and shadows from the shadowy beings in the rear of the room.

Nick snorted as he sliced a shadow in half. His blade turned white as he used his body enhancement, and Brutus sent more shadows at Nick and his forces with a sneer.

He continued cleaving through each of the waves of shadows with a single swing, their numbers seemingly unending.

The rogues near Brutus were covered with shadows, and it appeared they had a sort of barrier against Nick’s Frost Aura.

But Nick saw them coming through their souls anyway, and he cut into their legs before they could even get in range with their daggers, with casual swipes of his sword. Stumbling to the ground, the frost began covering their bodies as their shadowy protections were removed.

Nick continued his approach toward Brutus undaunted, slicing through shadows left and right. He mixed in attacks with no essence, to maintain his charge and keep up with the enemies attacking.

Arrows from the scouts also targeted Brutus, but shadows gathered around him, blocking the attacks. Nick could tell the man bordered on the second stratum, using some evil methods to empower him beyond what a normal person should be able to accomplish.

The magical gem he was focusing shadows into had an immense buildup of essence.

The wolflings, Kaya, and the orcs fought fiercely, powering through their shadows as well. They pushed forward, starting to overwhelm the number of shadows. The fears of the children were being removed, the shadows shrinking as their hold over their psyches decreased.

Nick’s frost really began overwhelming the shadows, and Brutus looked around with an angry expression.

“I can’t believe you’re making me use this. Years of progress lost all at once, all this work for nothing!”

The man picked up the crystal from the center of the ritual, and shattered it in his hands. Nick just barely covered his core with his soul essence chains as a wave of shadows filled the room, covering everyone’s sight.

An all-encompassing terror enveloped Nick’s body, and he heard many screams of fear as the shadow monsters grew and were empowered. They cut into several orc warriors, Nick hearing the blade-like implements cutting into them.

Even Andross screamed in terror, and Nick’s wolflings whimpered in fear. Nick firmed his will, pushing with his essence as he shoved away the powerful magics. Gathering his Cure Affliction, he freed Kaya and Eirwen first, then moved on to removing the fear from his followers.

“I’ll make you pay for this, half-breed. You will die, for giving me this setback!”

Brutus gathered much of the shadows from around the room, including several of the monsters into a swirling orb above his head. The essence and mana in the air gathered around it, and Nick rushed toward him.

Eirwen covered Nick in her new spell, Omni Barrier, as he cast Frost Shock into the man’s face and dived to the side.

A beam of dark light was released, the beam’s trajectory altering from a straight-on blast. The clear barrier shrunk as it was consumed, and the black beam pierced into Nick’s shoulder.

Grunting, Nick just barely twisted his body to carry on with the momentum of the attack, the beam having cut a bloody line through his armor.

The man snorted, as the orb pulsed. While Nick could see it was smaller, it appeared there was enough for him to use the attack several times.

“There’s more where that came from. You are just delaying–”

A spear pierced into the man’s hip, having been thrown from beneath the stage. A wolfling, Sable, leaped after her throw, her claws and teeth bared. The man reacted by sending shadows from his orb, his shadows shredding into her body and sending her flying.

But Fang approached from behind, stabbing him with her spear into his back. But she missed his vital point, and a wave of shadows was sent out, sending Fang flying away.

They had given Nick enough time to arrive, Nick’s white blade nearly ready to cleave the man in half. The beam of shadows began to shoot out at Nick again, but he swung his blade just in time, cutting the orb in two instead.

An explosion of shadows sent Nick flying back and into a cage, hitting it with a groan. The man began to run, but he was bleeding profusely, holding his wounds. The many orc scouts and Kaya moved to try to take him down, but more rogues appeared from the shadows, and the shadow monsters surged forth once more.

The man reached a door in the rear of the room, and for a moment, Nick thought he might get away. But Luna was right on his heels, her spear piercing his leg as he stepped through the door.

It was with much satisfaction that Nick walked through the door, finding the man down on the ground, with Luna standing over him. Brutus was nearly out of essence, and she easily dodged his shadowy attacks, and threatened him with barks and jabs of her spear as he tried to crawl away.

“How nice of you, to get out of sight of everyone. Makes this much easier for me.”

Probing Brutus’s soul, Nick felt an immense weight of sins on the person. He could tell the slavery ring was almost entirely his doing, and he had driven many more to evil through his deeds.

Nick gathered his soul magic, and he cast the spell.

Apparitions of Brutus’s wrongdoings were shown, of countless sins of violence and extortion. Many lives ruined through his orders, and numerous betrayed to get what he wanted.

He took a sadistic joy in torturing others, of instilling fear in them and sending them into the depths of despair. It appeared that this was part of his Ideal, that he hoped to turn into a Concept at a later date, gathering the essence into that gem he shattered.

One scene among many stood out, where Brutus handed a man that must have been the Bishop a strange object that almost looked like an ornate perfume bottle or vial. Nick didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t anything good.

Essence drained out of Brutus’s body, and entered Nick’s mouth as the man screamed in terror. Nick’s chains dragged in all the essence and the man’s soul, filling his core with energy as the man’s sins were purified.

It was an immense amount of essence, and Nick was shocked at the weight of the man’s sins as he stirred his core following the cultivation method. His core strained to grow along with the energy despite the special ability, and Nick actually became worried about what he might feel if he did the same to the Bishop, who was in the second stratum.

As the man died, Nick had nearly hit the 9th level. Luna’s canine smile was wide, as she clapped and woo’d in joy.

Nick chuckled. “Good job, Luna. I’ll have to come up with a reward for you girls soon. You did great.”

Returning to the room, the many assassins had either been killed or captured, and the orc soldiers were freeing the children.

Eirwen and the shamans were working on healing those injured in the battle, and Fang and Sable were not looking good.

They were whimpering in pain, and looked worse than Nick had originally thought. Their armor had been completely shredded, blood covering their white fur.

Several shamans sent yellow light washing over them, and while their wounds were clearing up, they were lethargic, their bodies sagging as they yipped in pain.

“That was some good work, girls. I’m sorry you had to get hurt, I’ll try to find some way to reward you for helping me with Brutus. That–”

The two wolfling girls stood, their tails wagging, as they jumped and hugged Nick and tried to lick him once more, bowling him over. Eirwen and Kaya laughed from the side, where they were helping with the orc children.

Kaya chuckled. “That was not their blood, but from the bandits. They had done a really good job, blocking those shadows with essence. Their energies are a lot like my feral essence, it seems.”

Luna had joined in on the attack. Nick put up the token effort to keep their tongues away from his face, but he couldn’t help but laugh as he scratched between their ears. “You girls sure are sneaky. You did good, though.”

Eirwen offered, “Let’s get these kids out of the city? That way we can send someone to get Lothar.”

Nick got up, “I’m all for getting the children out of their clutches. I hope we can settle this without Lothar, but I’d feel more comfortable with him near. We don’t know what the rogues from Havendale might be doing.”

Kaya looked at the assassins tied up. “We can take these prisoners with us, or…?”

Nick brushed over their souls with his soul magic. As he continued using it, he was starting to understand what he was actually doing instinctually. He was probing Archaen Law to measure the person’s actions, the taint of their mind and soul.

Having spoken with Rebecca, she pointed out a sort of redemption, a repayment to society by having the men become slaves, or indentured servants with a sentence.

Coming from a modern world, Nick understood the importance of due process and justice, as well as rehabilitation and redemption. However, living in a deadly world where the law was loose, and many crimes went unpunished and having soul magic, he understood something else.

Not everyone was deserving of redemption. Not everyone could be rehabilitated, and by letting many of these men live today, he was certain someone else would pay the price. It was not a matter of if, it was a matter of when.

He could not in good conscience let these men out of his sight because by doing so, he would be responsible for risking another innocent life harmed in the long list of those already damaged.

Finally, while these men could potentially pay back those they hurt with the money from slave labor, Nick had another way for them to aid those in need.

By making a hero stronger. By making it so that when the hero needed that extra ounce of strength to defeat an evil enemy, he was strong enough to win.

Walking the Hero’s Path was fraught with danger, and to protect the weak, he would need every bit of power he could obtain. If Judgement was evil, then it was an evil he would have to live with, one that he would have to commit again and again.

Nick called out, “Andross, take the third one from the right, and leave the rest here. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.”

Andross chuckled as he walked over, hefting the tied up priest over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “You got it, boss. We’re still after that Bishop in a moment, right?”

Nick nodded. “Once the kids are safe, we’re after him next.”

The orc warrior left along with all the others, the many children and their caretakers heading out.

Eirwen and Kaya looked at the men with a bit of worry. Eirwen grabbed Nick’s shoulder. “I think judging them is necessary. The judge and the jury are Archaen Law, something far above our understanding. You may be the executioner, but the weight of their deaths are not on you. I think it’s your duty to bring them justice, and as a hero, you can do far more good with their strength.”

Nick nodded solemnly. “Thanks, Winny. It means a lot to me for you to believe that. Are you going to go with them? You don’t have to watch this.”

Eirwen stood by his side, her expression filled with steely-eyed determination. “I don’t. But I will. You shouldn’t have to do this alone.”

Kaya nodded. “I’ll stay. I can tell what these scum have done deserves punishment, and I’ll witness their sins, along with their judgement.”

Nick’s hand reached out toward the first sinner, screams echoing through the room.


Chapter 38 - The Bishop



The sewer led them to the outskirts of town, the orcs exiting just near the gate.

The kids rejoined the warrior’s protection, the many mothers reuniting with their families. The orc children were nearly a hundred, over a single child per family.

Nick smiled, seeing all the children rejoining their families. Some of their souls were somewhat shaken, and he wondered just how they could be tortured in that way without breaking the Oath and killing the Bishop.

“We need to hurry, but how do you think the Bishop didn’t die from breaking his Oath? The children were so afraid, how could that not be torture?”

Eirwen sighed. “It must have just been skirting it. Those children were afraid, but they weren’t being harmed physically, nor permanently. Many of them were tested, and some might have even benefitted–the boys were definitely protecting the girls, and the many caretakers stood up to their fears.”

Nick just shook his head at that. The kids would likely recover with time, but he wondered if he would need to spend some time checking each of their souls.

“That’s one promise down. One more to go.”

Kaya smiled. “Lothar could now give up the Conflict, and they would at least have their children. The previous promise was only to return them if he committed suicide, but that’s not something that would happen now.”

With the children secured, Zarog, Andross, and three of those involved with taking care of the children came up to Nick. The caretakers were older women, Nick guessing they were in their fifties by their graying hair.

Likely the mothers of the orc warriors, it appeared they had traveled with some of the young ones to aid with forming their settlement.

Zarog smiled at Nick. “Thank you, Prince Noblefrost, for keeping true to your word and helping us rescue the hostages. These women would like to join your march to the church, to confront the Bishop. They will testify about the atrocities committed, hopefully helping the people of Zura join us in seeking for justice–that, or at least keeping them from being an obstacle.”

Nick nodded. “Thanks, ladies. You will be very helpful in our task, but I have to let you know that it may be dangerous.”

One of the older women chuckled. “Oh, we’re ladies again now? If it’s danger, the Bishop can do his worst. If they beat these old bones down, that scumbag will die. I will gladly take him with me, dying with a smile on my face. They had planned much worse things for us, once this Trial was over.”

It was a sobering thought for Nick, that he had really staved off the worst from happening to the kids and many others.

Nick spoke with Zarog, and approved their plan to escort many of the children back with their carriages to their homes, leaving Nick with just the wolflings and some additional scouts and shamans to wait outside in the camp. After all, if he got them to safety, Lothar would be free to join in on the attack.

Now that they had their volunteers, they marched back into the city with the same groups as before–only this time, Andross and the rest were fully armed. Nick swapped out two of the women scouts for Eirwen and Kaya, trying to keep to the original deal with Rebecca where possible.

He looked over his recent level up. He had reached the ninth level and earned a trait.


[Soul Fortress]
[As a keeper of the Soul Pacts and the fortress of the connections of the soul, the Archaen Soul Knight and his Wives, Followers and Soul Servants are now influenced less by effects of the mind and soul. Mental and soul attacks are mitigated across Pacters in proximity to one another.]


The effect of the ability seemed like it would be especially useful against the Bishop and the adherents of Seraphara, and Nick was happy he had done what it took to earn it. It would make him and his allies stronger against mental or soul attacks, but only when they were near one another.

Nick kept Jasper with the group of wolflings, but brought Jerome into the city. He was now fully armored up, and to Nick’s surprise, had chosen a spear to go along with the shield.

As they arrived at the plaza, what he saw somewhat shocked him.

Two large groups had formed, though the numbers were certainly on the church’s side. Rebecca was shouting from atop a crate, where many people had gathered around her, on her side.

Nick noticed her prisoners, the many men tied up from before, along with the two priests that confessed–and two more. It appeared she had in fact thwarted some sort of attack on her, and one of them was Frederick.

A priest stood across from her, on the stairs in front of the cathedral, in front of a podium. He argued against her words, the many men and women beneath him shouting in anger along with him.

Eirwen blinked in shock. “Are they…debating? Well, that’s much better than them fighting or killing each other. I guess they really are peaceful.”

The man pointed over to Nick’s army’s arrival.

“Look! There they are, the impure enemies of civilization. We must band together against the Archpriestess, and purge them from our homes! The Bishop needs your faith in him, for once he recovers, he will shed light on the truth. She said there were hostages, but we have seen no evidence of this. She is lying, trying to tarnish his name to usurp his place in the church!”

Nick shouted, “If you’re looking for evidence, I have it. I bring witnesses, hostages freed from beneath this very church. There is a faction within the church that commits evil, and they are using your peaceful nature against you–preventing justice from being served.”

The older women pointed to the man behind the podium, “I have seen your face, you are named Branson, wasn’t it? More than once, you paid us a visit, rattling our cages and threatening our children. You tarnish the name of Seraphara with your hatred, and you do not deserve to call yourself her priest.”

Murmurs went through the crowd at this proclamation, the people of Zura taking in this detail. The man looked like he was struck silent by the fact, and the mob turned their focus on him with their ire.

Nick helped the orc women to Rebecca’s crate, and they began to testify to the atrocities committed against the orc children.

Rebecca rejoined him outside of the crowd and gave him a smile. “I take it you freed them all? Now, it seems the heart of the people will be on our side. Did you learn anything new? Er, who are these people?” She looked off behind Nick, finding Eirwen and Kaya in addition to his various allies who returned.

“Ah, that’s my wife, Eirwen, the lovely sheep beastfolk with white hair, and my Follower, Kaya, the fierce red panda beastfolk. They are both Trial Takers, having joined me before we entered the unclaimed Ordeal.”

Rebecca took them in with wide eyes. “Ah, a pleasure to meet you both, Trial Takers. It’s been a trying time, but Nicholas has been a great help to the people of Zura.”

Eirwen smiled at her. “Nick told us how helpful you’ve been, and we do appreciate it. Without your help, I just know the children would not yet be free.”

Nick asked, “That Frederick guy came after you? I told you to watch out for him.”

“Y-Yeah. He–”

Frederick fought against his bindings, looking at Rebecca with a hurt look. “It’s all a misunderstanding! I didn’t try to hurt her–I was trying to warn her of him!”

Rebecca looked at Nick in question. Nick chuckled, as he whispered to her. “Looks like you did him dirty, Rebecca. He was really trying to help you.”

Rebecca blushed in embarrassment, as her brows furrowed. “But you looked so angry, and full of hatred!”

“Wha–that’s just my face!”

“I–fine. We’ll untie you. But Nick, you told me…”

Nick snorted. “And I’m glad you listened, he just seemed sketchy, is all. Better to be safe than sorry. It would have made me sad if I came back only to find you hurt or worse, Becca.”

Rebecca smiled and nodded and then had him untied by the other priests. She then listened to the orc woman giving her speech, and the man’s responses for a moment, as they argued and the people began shouting in anger.

Kaya frowned at Nick. “My sister is introduced as lovely, and I’m fierce? Really?”

Nick smiled. “Both are things I am proud of, and that’s the truth. You should be proud, too–you’re almost as lovely as you are fierce. It’s a close call.”

Kaya blushed, and Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling.

Nick then told Rebecca, “Brutus was the controller of shadows. He used a strange black gem, and he was turning the children’s fears into essence, and storing it in there, creating the shadow creatures.”

Rebecca looked thoughtful. “A gem? Could it have been…a Nexus Core?”

“A what now?”

“You don’t know what one is? But you’re so close to the second stratum, I can feel it. You’re not aware of all the methods of progression for once you’re there?”

“Huh? You’re telling me that Brutus was in the second stratum? I guess he was probably limited in some way.”

Eirwen looked a little ashamed. “I’m afraid we don’t have that much information in Havendale.”

Rebecca replied, “Well, it is not a big thing. In the second stratum, many seek their Ideal, and later, their Concept. But various races and people’s condense their progression in different ways. The simplest is to condense your own cores as most do in the first stratum, and that is the purest–often used by those that delve into the Ordeals and the Trials. But some harmonize their body and spirit with a Nexus Core, often building on an Environmental Concept–special essence drawn in from the environment.”

Nick raised his brow at that. “Is there an advantage in doing that?”

“There are positives and negatives. It’s easier, for one. Someone with a lot of money or access to a special environment can condense energies into a Nexus Core, without fighting to earn it. It’s not always a shortcut, as it might be the only way for a race to absorb essence that is incompatible to them, and prepare their bodies for being able to become one with such a Concept.”

Nick raised his brow at that. He imagined if a human mage wanted to become one with fire for example, they might need some sort of intermediary step, as the essence could burn them and destroy their bodies before they became one with it–though, he had no idea if this was necessary or not.

Kaya added, “He was using some kind of ritual to fill it with energies, drawing in fear from the children and caretakers and empowering the gem with fear-causing shadows. It really made me sick to my stomach what he was doing, and I’m just glad he is dead now.”

Nick asked, “Aside from the priests we see here, how many more enemies can be inside the church? Just wanting to know what to expect in there if we get inside.”

Rebecca looked around. There were nearly ten priests up near the podium, and nearly two dozen priests and priestesses on their side now. “Around half of the remaining priests are likely inside the church, likely about ten or so.”

The crowd was stirring, the people now turning against those that were trying to turn them against the Archpriestess. She joined the witnesses on her makeshift stage, and she pushed for resolution.

“This is why we must have the Bishop face the Conflict, or surrender. The gem mine should be theirs in the first place, for they had earned it! Our greed must end, for it has already harmed others. We should let these honorable orcs through so they can have their justice, bringing the Bishop to the final resolution.”

The man replied, “You cannot be serious! Allowing these orcs inside our church? Over my dead body!”

The crowd began to part, as Nick’s party and the orc warriors marched forward. Rebecca and her priestesses joined, the few priests still on her side doing the same.

Nick continued his approach with the orcs, them using their hulking presences, their armaments fully ready. Various polearms and axes were held, the warriors ready for combat.

“I can live with that. We’ll collect the bishop, and take prisoners of anyone who gets in our way. Those involved with kidnapping the orcs and involved with the slavery ring will be judged for their wrongdoings.”

The man gawked at the army of orcs set out against them, before joining the priests in their escape into the cathedral.

Nick snorted. “So much for over his dead body–what a coward.”

As Nick marched through the double doors, he saw a massive room with dozens of pews, like almost any church he’d ever seen, minus having a reception area.

There was a large, stained-glass window that faced the sun’s rising light on one side, and setting light on the other. Each were images of Seraphara, a beautiful angel wearing scholarly robes.

The second, or third story was lined with archers, and arrows were shot at him as he got further inside.

But Jerome blocked them with his shield, and arrows were fired in return from the orc scouts as they entered.

To Nick’s surprise, a mixture of three dozen clergy and soldiers were there, ready for combat–using their different methods.

A large group of priests and priestesses were kneeling in prayer, while another group stood in a fighting, martial stance. Another group of men with bludgeons and armor stood ready, and Nick knew it would be a big battle.

A man kneeling in prayer spoke, “You come here for violence, violating our sacred temple. In the name of Seraphara, drop your weapons!”

A powerful wave of divine essence washed over Nick from the dozens of priests, as he fought the urge to disarm himself, and the many soldiers charged.

Nick heard a couple of bows dropped behind him, and a few other weapons clanging against the ground–but most were able to withstand the effect, Nick’s Soul Fortress fighting against it.

But after less than a second, Rebecca’s spiritual energy was sent out in a wave. “Arm yourselves, and stand fast!”

Bows were rapidly picked up, and the many orcs and wolflings met the charge of the enemy soldiers. Nick’s Frost Aura was sent out, targeting those with tainted souls.

He saw the monks punching out against the orcs, and instead of them being cleaved in half by the orc’s polearm weapons, they were hit with the back of the blades or the hilts and hafts of the weapons. The same was done for the soldiers, the warriors besting them with strength and skill.

The wolflings dashed into the downed soldiers, quickly tying them up, and dragging them away from the fighting.

Nick rushed in, punching with his fists and knocking down those defending. The archers were firing their arrows at the orc scouts, using the cover of the railing. Leaping to the top of one of the pews, Nick used Double Jump to arrive at the second floor.

He dashed at the archers, punching and kicking them into the walls, and taking their bows from their grip and throwing them to the first floor. A few of them were already bleeding out from shots from the scouts below, and Nick just moved past them.

As Nick finished disarming and knocking out the last archer, the battle was mostly well in hand. The remaining priestesses were quickly talked over by Rebecca, her quickly letting them know what was happening. Nick could tell that they were merely coerced to aid the monks, likely not knowing what was occurring outside.

He jumped to land down below, when a calm male voice was heard from the back of the room.

“Why are there non-adherents of Seraphara in my cathedral? Just how could you allow this taint inside our pure place of worship?”

A wave of spiritual energy washed over the room as he entered, the power of it shocking. Nick’s Frost Aura receded as the Bishop walked into the room from the rear door, him looking over the array of people with a calm gaze.

He wore a small steepled cap, and held a golden quarterstaff with embellishments–rings and various symbols of wisdom.

His robes were white with many golden threads, and a ritual stole rested on his shoulders and was draped in front of his body. He looked a lot like a priest from Earth, his robes even brighter white than the others.

From what Nick was feeling, the man was powerful. Perhaps, even more powerful than Lothar. The feeling was different, but tainted essence billowed from the man in a smoky haze, and Nick just raised his eyebrows at that.

Didn’t people see that? How could they not realize this man was evil?

There was a brightness in his soul core that Nick didn’t understand what he was seeing with his Advanced Soul Sense. It was as if the taint were surrounding and consuming it, but for some reason, Nick believed it wasn’t the Bishop’s.

Nick’s soul magic was brushing up against the Bishop’s soul, when the man’s gaze snapped to Nick.

“What are you, a half-breed? Cease your magic on me.”

The wave of spiritual essence attempted to disrupt Nick’s core and mind, but he held firm with his will. He had no real reason to continue for the moment, but he probed the bishop with his soul magic further as he wrapped chains of soul essence around his own core, preparing for any other attempts to force him to stop.

This man had committed countless sins, and while Brutus had been the mastermind about how to accomplish many of them, this man had horrible plans. Dozens had been murdered at his orders, and he had twisted the teachings of Seraphara to his own goals.

The Bishop raised his brow. “Interesting. You are strong-willed for someone in the first stratum, but it matters not. Leave my cathedral, immediately.”

His wave of divine essence washed over Nick’s party and once again Soul Fortress was put to the test. Rebecca was ready with her own wave, shouting with determination “We will not leave! Not until justice is served!”

The Bishop frowned at Rebecca. “You stand against me, daughter? For what, these impure, inferior beings? There is no justice to be carried out, for no sin was committed.” He looked above him to the stained-glass windows, the light cascading into the room against the wall. “At any rate, it is about time for them to leave, and they will leave on their own.”

Nick raised his brow at that. “Oh really? And why is that?”

The ground began to shake beneath them. An intense rumbling was heard, followed by an explosion. The glass in the thick, stained-glass windows held, but some of the smaller windows that let light into the room shattered from the shockwave.

The Bishop smiled at Nick. “It looks like your friends from Havendale finally carried out my task. I think a number of drakes should be headed towards Nagduros now, in addition to the volcanic eruption. If you hurry on horseback now, you just might be able to make it in time. If you fight me, you will find yourself far too weak to manage the drakes.”

Nick was shocked–the man believed what he said was true. He had truly sent those men for that purpose.

Frowning in thought, he sent Soul Magic with instructions to Jasper, calling for reinforcements–his remaining wolflings. They would rush into the city, and join them in the cathedral soon. Perhaps, the orc scouts and shamans would, too.

Either that, or they might have already headed to catch up to Zarog’s men, to aid with the drakes. While Nick had given Zarog some orders, he had certainly given him some leeway to make decisions on his own about how to lead those that remained in the camp, and a volcanic eruption was not something he had predicted.

Nick snorted. “You’re crazy if you believe I’m leaving here without you paying for what you’ve done, Bishop. I’ve come here to bring you to justice, and Judge you for your evil.” Nick focused on his people, shouting his orders, “Finish off the remaining priests, and join me in taking on the Bishop.”

Nick’s people rushed to knock out the last priests, the enemies sending out waves of disarming prayers. Rebecca countered these with her own waves of essence, and pummeled the remaining ones with her fists.

He was about to rush the Bishop when the man spoke once more. “Judge me? You are not strong enough. You will regret not taking my benevolent offer.” He slammed his staff on the ground, and essence pooled in his staff, a swirl of white and black energy rising above him in a sphere.

Nick got an ominous feeling, like the mixed attack would be absolutely devastating. He was about to move to dodge while having Eirwen throw up her barrier around him, when someone stood in front of him.

He hadn’t really noticed their approach, as their soul signified them as not an enemy of his.

Nick was shocked. “Wha–”

It was the old orc lady from outside. “Do your worst, Bishop. Ready to die, for what you’ve done?”

The Bishop’s beam shot and cut through the ground in front of her like a laser cutting through inches of stone. The ground exploded in a small radius, sending shards of rock into the area. Some shrapnel cut into the old lady, but she didn’t even let out a grunt.

The old lady was all smiles. “What’s the matter, Bishop? Afraid of a little old lady?”

He frowned. “You are… one of the hostages?” He sighed. “A mere trifle.”

A massive amount of essence gathered at the tip of his staff, and a wave of shadows was sent out, and various shadow creatures coalesced from them. These were more powerful than Brutus’s, and quickly slashed at the warriors and orcs.

Thankfully, this combined with the beam attack from before appeared to reduce the energy contained within the Bishop by nearly one half.

The old lady was dragged away by some shadows, taking her away from the fighting.

Shamans sent their elemental buffing spells into the orc warriors, and Nick used this opportunity to draw his soul blade and leap at the Bishop.

To Nick’s surprise, the man’s staff met his blade, blocking him casually. The Bishop punched with a quick counter, but Nick swayed back and ducked under his fist. Nick enhanced his body with chains of body essence mixed with mana, roaring as his speed increased, and enhancing his allies with his shout as he began his furious assault.

Nick’s blade flashed with speed and attacks that flowed one into the other, but the Bishop’s guard with his quarterstaff was skilled. The man was strong, having decent skill with his own body enhancement.

Nick frowned, as he took a step back. “If you’re so strong, why didn’t you just face Lothar?”

The man snorted. “Why would I? I can defeat Lothar without lifting a finger. Information is power, and my dominance and control is so complete that I have usurped the faith of a goddess. The orc is not worthy of breathing the same air as me, why would I give him the honorable death he desires? He will die in despair, his impotence against my power all that fills his miserable thoughts as he does.”

Nick couldn’t help but respond, “Daaamn, that’s cold. You’re a pretty horrible dude. I guess if we took your offer, you’d have just picked us off after having faced the drakes, huh? If we even survived.”

The man’s sneer was all Nick needed to know he was right. Throughout the room, Nick noticed his people struggling with the shadows. Kaya’s axes blurred as she powered herself with feral red energy, slashing into the shadow creatures repeatedly, and Jerome protected Eirwen as she shot her crossbow into the shadows.

The wolfling girls and their brethren worked along with the orcs to pierce into the many shadows with their spears, but their attacks were somewhat shallow against their ethereal flesh.

Nick’s Frost Aura was inhibited by the Bishop, just barely influencing the enemies at all. He continued to measure the Bishop with his attacks, but the man’s calm demeanor as he blocked Nick’s flurries with ease had him worried.

Inspecting the man’s soul now that he was closer, Nick’s eyes widened in shock.

There wasn’t one soul there, but two. The Bishop’s core surrounded, and appeared to be consuming, someone else’s soul, a pristine one that reminded Nick of Rebecca’s.

Nick wanted to reach out with his soul magic to the odd soul within him, but the man’s essence was wrapped around it, preventing his magic from reaching it. Nick asked, “You…just what have you done? Rebecca had said you were injured.”

The Bishop chuckled. “Yes, that is what I told her. It’s how I can get all those lovely, pure priestesses to transfer me their divine essence, while I gather the priest’s tainted essence. That reminds me.”

The Bishop’s essence stirred once more, and Nick formed his blade of white light and lashed out at him. The evil priest blocked with shadowy essence, but more essence was sent out, washing over the many pure priestesses–even Rebecca.

The priestesses had been kneeling, healing the different orcs and wolflings as they took damage from the shadows, and even locking up the shadows with their shouts and prayers.

But suddenly, they stood, as the shadows surrounded them. They immediately began lashing out at Nick’s allies from behind with punches and kicks, though Rebecca was fighting the effect.

The Bishop laughed, as Nick continued to slash at his barrier. “I have shifted Seraphara’s teachings, twisting her divine essence to usurp it. Soon, I will have mastered the Concept, and I will take over all her worship for my own. For now, I steal the essence of her followers, powering my ascension. This Trial has been excellent for my power.”

Rebecca groaned as she fought against the bindings, her soul lighting up with bright white radiance. “You–how could you usurp her power?”

The man smiled. “You can fight the effect? You are just about ripe for the plucking, daughter. Just like your mother was.”

Rebecca’s eyes glazed over as she gasped, her body shaking in shock from what she just learned. The shadows took over her, and she rushed out with her fists–which were met with Kaya’s axes.

Howls and horses hooves were heard from outside, as Jasper and the remaining wolflings arrived and charged inside.

The two dozen spears pierced into the shadows, finally dispelling several of them as the ball and chain crashed into a tainted monk, sending him flying.

The warriors and the remaining shamans and scouts from outside arrived, sending more attacks into the room at the shadows.

The tide was quickly turning, but the Bishop just looked at everything with a calm gaze. His smile was far too wide, filled with avarice, as he once again gathered his special attack of black and white light above his staff, and focused on Nick.

The battle had only just begun.


Chapter 39 - The Justice and Redemption 



The old lady stood back in front of Nick again, smiling. It seemed one of the wolfling girls had freed her, enabling her to return at this moment.

With a smile, the Bishop shook his head. “I’m afraid that won’t work this time, old one. It appears Lothar has left Nagduros.”

Nick could tell right away that the man was telling the truth, and shoved the old lady out of the way. Signalling through his Pact, Eirwen immediately placed her Omni Barrier over him, the clear aura covering his body.

He filled his soul blade with body essence, creating the blade of white light, and put up his guard and Harden Skin just as the beam struck. It shoved Nick’s blade into his chest, and the beam slid up and cut into his shoulder, sending him flying.

His body crashed through several pews, sending shards of wood everywhere. He groaned as he tumbled, his body being battered.

“It seems you are connected to nearly all of these people here, Trial Taker. I wonder if I can steal this connection too? I see you are not protected, unlike the rogues from Havendale. A very peculiar thing, the Trial pitting you against me at such a low level. Just who, or what, are you? That blade of yours…”

Kaya had kept Rebecca at bay long enough that she fought through the Bishop’s control. She covered her fist in divine essence, and punched out against a nearby shadow covering another priestess.

Nick got back up, and Eirwen ran over, sending Rejuvenation and shamanic healing into him. His bruising went down, allowing him to get back into the battle. He cut into a few more shadows, charging the essence in his blade as he moved back toward the bishop.

The Bishop chuckled, seemingly not worried at all that Nick was able to fight still. “You are a sturdy fellow, but how many times can you make that barrier, I wonder?”

The orcs managed to finish off several shadows, many tainted monks defeated completely as they were tied up. The wolflings fought with fervor, and managed to restrain several of the priestesses until Rebecca could arrive, and remove the shadows from them. The battle was starting to turn, and Nick was feeling good about their chances.

The man was nearly out of his massive amount of essence, likely one spell remaining. However, the Bishop still had a smile on his face, a calm demeanor as he looked over the battle.

“It looks like you think you’ve won, but you shouldn’t look down on the second stratum. I may not have mastered my Concept, but I have begun walking down the path. That puts me far above you.”

Something in the room shifted, a strange weight on reality emanating from the Bishop. The soul within the man pulsed, and a wave of white light followed by a wave of black light, was sent over the room.

Nick’s people were protected as he felt the strain of his new skill blocking it, but all the priests and priestesses were not. White essence began draining from Rebecca and the other priestesses, and black, tainted essence began drifting from the priests.

They all groaned as they were brought to their knees, the pain from their essence being stolen, seeming to be too much for them to handle.

“Divine Usurpation, my Concept. Powered by the divine essence I’ve stolen, I can gather essence from stolen faith. You have ruined much of what I have built, killing my pawns and making it harder for me to trick the people outside. And, I will ultimately have to find new priestesses. You could have left here and simply killed the drakes, but now I will take everything from you for causing me such an inconvenience.”

Nick charged forward, but a powerful shot built by the wicked Bishop shot out towards him. Eirwen was already on her last legs, only having enough for one more shield. But Jerome jumped in front of Nick, taking the beam of light with his shield, his body covered in red essence.

The explosion sent Jerome flying off to the side, the power of the blast sending him crashing into the wall so fast that he was killed nearly instantly, the soul returning to Nick.

Now, Nick was more than a little pissed. This guy was just toying with them, and it was only a matter of time before someone died–for real.

Nick probed the Bishop’s core with his soul magic, once again finding he still could not reach it. The essence protecting it was merely replaced, and Nick was having trouble dealing with it.

The Bishop cast more shadows, the shadowy wraith enemies once again filling the room.

Nick blitzed through, killing the shadows, his expert enhancement filling his body. Monstrous blow triggered, and he cleaved one in half, gathering more essence into his blade. Nick wasn’t the only one angered, and Kaya was swinging her blades with haste, cleaving into the shadows with her skills as she growled and roared in anger. Her ferality was starting to take over, her power increasing.

Cleave sent waves of red essence cutting into the shadows, and Andross fought next to her with his powerful stabs and slashes of his glaive. Other orc warriors shouted and fought with fervor, chaining their essence abilities one after another.

The wolflings howled together as they coordinated their spear attacks, and Nick continued his assault with a shout, empowering all his allies.

Nick’s essence charged, he gathered more of his own within his soul blade. A bright white light built up, and the Bishop looked at it with a frown.

Gathering his white and black essence, the enemy covered himself with shadows even as his beam shot at Nick–just as he released Essence Burst.

The beam of white light blazed from Nick’s sword like a cannon of light, and it blasted right through the Bishop’s attack, and struck the shield of shadows with a large crack. Shadows billowed off of the Bishop until it exploded and he was knocked into the air, the power of the burst overwhelming.

Essence continued to stream toward the Bishop from the priests and priestesses as he lay on the ground and tried to get up, but as Nick’s soul magic wrapped around the man’s core like chains, he smiled.

His eyes were filled with white light, and Nick began to speak.

“Everyone in this room that is not my Pacter, I offer you a Soul Pact. If you are aligned with the Bishop, or even you, Bishop, I offer you redemption and salvation through penitence for your sins. For those on the side of good as judged by Archaen Law, should you become my followers, I will protect you as your Lord and enable you to continue to practice your faith with Seraphara, and save you from the Bishop’s clutches, bringing him to justice, once and for all.”

While Nick was offering the pact, the Bishop had stood up, and gathered his black and white energy once more. “Don’t think I’ll let you–”

Sable, Fang, and Luna all leapt from around him with their spears, seemingly coming out of Camouflage. While shadowy essence blocked the spears, this was a feint. All three let go of their spears and wrapped their mouths around his arms and legs, biting powerfully with their essence surrounding their jaws.

A wave of blood-red energy crashed down into the Bishop as well, Kaya’s axes coming down toward the Bishop’s head. His beam was sent away into the ceiling, but he lashed out with his fist into Luna’s chest powerfully, sending her flying with a yelp.

Nick finished his pact, “In return, you will serve as my Followers, providing me and my people with healing and guidance, sharing your wisdom and aiding those in need, while following Archaen Law. Do you accept my Pact?”

The many priestesses instantly accepted, including Rebecca. Immediately, the essence drain from them ceased, and they stood up, praying and sending out healing energy to those wounded, including Luna who was quite hurt.

This left the tainted priests considering for a moment. Two of the many accepted, but otherwise, they ignored Nick’s offer for redemption.

The Bishop snarled, as he sent Fang and Sable away with his shadows. “I refuse. You have changed nothing! There is more than enough essence here to crush you all–”

A pulse rippled out from the soul contained within the Bishop, an acceptance of Nick’s Soul Pact. The soul began to struggle against the Bishop, causing the man to freeze.

Nick dashed forward and he arrived in front of the Bishop rapidly, where he couldn’t help but smile, as he began stirring his soul magic. His eyes were still white as he spoke, “You are beyond redemption, Bishop. To take everything from your wife and child, you are truly a sick, demented being, deserving Judgement for your terrible sins.”

Nick gave him a feral grin. “You like stealing things, so I am just going to have to show you how that feels. Your wife and daughter are mine now, along with everything you ever earned with your wickedness. Behold, people of Zura–your leader’s many sins.”

The man’s face twisted in horror, as Nick cast Judgement.

Essence began to drain from the man as Nick’s soul burned his, depictions of the horrors the man committed appearing in front of everyone, including where he used the strange item on his loving wife, an angel.

He had given her a gift, a book, which she opened with happiness, locking her in a terrible trap of malicious energy. Her body was then drained as he used his new Concept from behind her, much like the Bishop’s body was at this moment.

Essence flowed into Nick, the amount of it shocking. Nick’s soul and body essence chains wrapped around everything being drawn in, as his soul purified the enemy’s many sins.

The many clergy gasped at the depictions of sin, shouting out exclamations of shock and horror at the many things he had done, people that he hurt that people within the clergy knew. His sins were many, and the depictions nearly filled the entire church, with little bubbles of animations of his wrongdoings.

Nick’s core nearly cracked at the strain, but he held on with fierce determination as he drew in more and more essence. And, the soul inside of the Bishop, Rebecca’s mother, somehow helped, sending soothing energy into Nick’s soul core.

The Bishop stirred his essence, trying to fight off Nick with his Concept, trying to wrestle control back of the radiant soul. The immense weight of the man’s Concept over reality caused Nick to struggle, wrapping more chains around it as he fought over it.

“No! I refuse to lose to some child in the first stratum! I will take from–”

Kaya’s axe slashed into his back and Sable and Fang stabbed into his body with their spears, the man grunting as his essence was drained further.

Nick wanted to speak and tell him that he wasn’t beaten by just him, but by the idea that the Bishop used and stole, while Nick partnered and led, but Nick’s mouth was being filled with the man’s essence as it was drained from him.

The Bishop aged several years in a mere moment, as Nick’s core was filled to the brim, and the man expired as his soul was drawn into his chains.

Something else was drawn with the chains, the soul of Rebecca’s mother into Nick’s Soul Core. But that was not all. A sort of taint had come along with it. The piece of taint filled him with dread, and it was beyond Nick’s understanding.

It was like a giant rock was dropped inside of his soul core, the heaviness of it immense, disturbing his own flow of essence and straining his core once again. His soul core began to become misshapen, like a balloon being pressed down on by a rock.

He wrapped it with his body enhancement and soul chains, burning it with his purity and righteousness. He held on to his resolve to survive and be a hero, which was empowered by his Will of Frost, causing the taint to be further ground down, and burned by his chains.

The… Nick guessed it was the Bishop’s Concept with wickedness filling it, was being ground down. Like some kind of worm or parasite, it had dark tendrils coming off of it, as if attempting to latch onto Nick’s core.

He was grinding it down with his chains wrapped around it, with his own soul’s purity and righteousness, but it didn’t appear to be enough. His core was more likely to pop or crack, strained like a balloon as it was, or one of the tendrils might connect to something important before he succeeded.

Nick gathered his mana and soul essence to form more chains, their ability to move around with the core strained and a challenge of its own. It was as if they were being shifted or pulled in the parasite’s gravity, but he held on with his will and dogged determination, as he began forming a construct with his mana and essence.

Compressing the mana and soul essence similar to his expert body essence enhancement, he created an image that felt like a horrible idea to unleash inside his own body.

A chainsaw.

Several chains of essence spun around a disk, and shredded right into the Concept, surrounded by Nick’s many chains still. It met his saw with its own tendrils, but the construct cut through them rapidly. A crack in the parasite formed as his chainsaw cut deeply into it, and his chains tore further into the odd interloper as he pulled it away from his core.

Rebecca’s mother sent even more soothing energy, a brightness that both healed his core’s strain and wore the parasite down further. The strain on his core removed, he wrapped more and more chains, burning it with his purity and righteousness further, even combining some of the essence gained from his Judgement.

Focused on his and his wife’s dream for him to walk down the hero’s path, he twisted and tightened the chains around this concept, the chainsaw finally reaching the core of it. As the taint was pierced by the saw, it was as if the concept was purified. The presence disappeared, and the black substance was removed nearly instantly, Nick and his holy helper’s efforts purifying it.

The strain on his chains disappeared, leaving him with a pure white… Concept, Nick guessed. He dragged it into his soul core, where it felt like Rebecca’s mother guided it further inside of him.

All of this happened while Nick was standing there with his hand on the enemy’s face, draining essence from the Bishop. The man’s husk fell to the ground, the clergy gaping at what happened.

Nick stumbled as the last of the essence was consumed. His core was full to the brim, but he was still not level ten, it seemed. He imagined more than half the essence had actually gone to either aiding him in defeating the parasite, or sent to Eirwen through essence sharing.

Tears drained down Rebecca’s eyes, as she had understood what happened with her father. “A bottled Concept. He ended up taking everything from her… I remember she had no trouble with her Concept, but he was stuck for a long time. He needed to have the power of a Concept for beyond the third stratum, and that desperation, that greed, led to this horrible evil.”

“We’ll talk later, Becca. For now, we have other problems.”

“W-What? O-Oh.” Her eyes glazed over, as she checked her notifications. “I’m now the head of Zura, so I can just surrender the Conflict–er, wait.”

Nick had received a notification as well.


[Trial of Leadership Update: You have defeated the evil that ruled over Zura, and the many priests and priestesses of Seraphara are now your Followers. Reward for Trial Closure has been increased.]
[The Conflict has been resolved, but the threat of the drakes set in motion prevents Trial Closure. Nicholas Noblefrost must protect his Pacts, the city and people of Nagduros as they are in danger.]


Nick groaned. “Nope. The Trial is happy as a peach that I beat the Bishop, but it wants me to go for a full clear.” He looked over the destruction in the room. Many people were wounded, and the priests and priestesses of Zura had already used much of their essence in the battle, or had it drained. 

His wolflings looked ready to enter another battle, however, and Nick knew the orcs would be ready for another battle after resting on their horses.

He ordered, “Tie up those priests who sided with the Bishop, and lock them up in the cages beneath the cathedral. We will…deal with them later. Those able to fight, let’s get moving. We need to join up with Lothar and take on the drakes.”

Nick asked Rebecca, “Are you able to help us fight the drakes? It’s been a long day for you.”

“I…think I’ll manage. We have a few hours of a horse ride, right? I wouldn’t exactly call that relaxation, but I think my best clergy and I can come along and rest in the carriages as we prepare for battle. We have enough to carry many of us.”

Eirwen had some essence fruit left over in her backpack from the fourth floor, though she did her best to hoard the seeds from them. She handed them out to those coming with, along with some high-essence jerky.

As they got outside, Nick was somewhat shocked. A minor eruption from the volcano had occurred, and there was a massive plume of smoke above it. The sky was darkened, and ash rained down.

It didn’t seem the lava was heading in a dangerous direction, but if they didn’t hurry, they could get cut off, having to spend much time going around the oncoming lava.

The many orcs had similar meals prepared, and they got on their horses. Riding in a large group, the many horses and carriages moved out. Nick joined with the wolfling girls, Kaya, and Eirwen in a smaller carriage driven by the orc scouts.

Nick sat between Eirwen and Kaya, two of the wolfling girls were resting on the bench, their heads draped over the girl’s laps. Luna was on the floor in front of Nick, hugging Eirwen’s pack, which placed her head right in front of Nick’s legs, allowing him to scratch her ears and pat her head in reward for a job well done.

Near the end, Luna had taken a terrible blow. But it appeared she had blocked the damage well with her essence, and received healing by a waiting priestess.

“My Ordeal is really a jerk–just how could I have beaten this with leadership alone?” Nick grumbled.

Eirwen giggled. “If you came in with a full squad of prepared climbers, servants, skills and equipment, then I think your ability to rescue the hostages on the first day would have made a significant difference. It’d have been hard, sure, but not impossible–remember, just about everyone but the Bishop would have been level five, too. You’re just held to a higher standard, hubby. An epic class means epic challenges, though the evil enemy with a bottled Concept in the second stratum was more than a little much.”

“Man, that Concept was some new age bullshit, Divine Usurpation? Are all of them gonna be like that? Is the next bad guy just gonna wiggle his fingers at me and be like, my Concept is Fuck You. You are now fucked.”

Eirwen shook her head and giggled, and Kaya snorted a laugh. “You’re crazy, Nick. Maybe you just need to make that Concept first.”

“Pfft, That’s a good idea–I’m gonna. Those bad guys are not gonna know what hit ‘em. I’ll hit ‘em with that one, just after the bag of coins. They’ll never see either of them coming.”

Nick was still armored, but he wrapped his arms around Kaya and Eirwen. “Just a little bit left, girls. These drakes can’t be too bad, right? Lothar thought they were a big deal when we met him, but he didn’t know I was a big deal too, yet.”

Eirwen looked over at Nick with worry. “What’s the matter, hubby? You’re being awfully…talkative.”

Nick froze, and then chuckled tiredly. “I… It has been a long day. Seeing that old lady ready to throw down with the Bishop was really something, huh? These people are just trying to live their lives, and these bad guys are just ruining everything. Lothar’s people are good people, even if they’re muggers, and it’s the same for the people of Zura. They’re good people, even if they are maybe a little boring and stuck up.”

Eirwen laughed. “When you put it like that… I know the burden of being a hero is heavy, but only you are strong enough to do it, hubby. These people needed you, and you stood up for them, even when it wasn’t the easiest path. I believe in you, and, I will make sure you get your hero’s reward. If I caught the way Rebecca looked at you right, I think she’s a bit sweet on you, by the way. She looked a little disappointed when you introduced me as your wife, but she might just need a little talking too. What do you think of her?”

Nick snorted. “I’m not sure. That girl seems like she needs a year of dating before some dirty hand holding, but her pure soul is extra attractive to me, for some reason. Besides, I got her mom here with me, now.”

He patted his chest, and did his best to try to sense the mother. However, wherever it was her soul went, along with whomever he captured or burned away with his judgement, he wasn’t sure.

Kaya frowned. “Her mom? What’s this now?”

Eirwen giggled. “Hubby saved Rebecca’s momma! He’s a true hero. The soul pact Nick offered–he had offered it to everyone in the room, even the Bishop. He was really targeting the soul inside of him. Apparently, he had trapped it or something, to feed off the divine essence in her, or to control it somehow.”

Kaya looked at him askance. “So, what’s the deal with that? You’re going to give her a body of someone’s corpse? That’s kinda gross and weird, I don’t think I’d like that unless I had no other choice.”

Nick hummed. “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t think I’d like to live in someone else’s body, but maybe temporary, like my other Soul Servants? I dunno, I wish we could talk to them, and see what it’s like? I know if she was my wife, I could make her a body using essence, given enough time. I’m not fully sure how that will work either, honestly. Let’s hope I never have to.”

Now that Rebecca was his follower, he supposed she would ultimately be coming with them to Havendale. When he got a chance, he would try to place her mother’s soul in a body, to at least have a talk with her.

Kaya’s tail wrapped around Nick’s waist, as she rested her head against Nick’s. She had a bit of a blush dusting her cheeks. “That’s amazing that you saved her, and beat that Bishop. I’m now a firm believer in Prince Hero, too. Today was hard, but I know we can count on you for even tougher battles.” She gave him a look of hunger. “We…have lots to look forward to, once we get out.”

Nick smiled. “Hell yeah, we do. I’m glad as hell I got you girls with me. You both kicked ass, today. Couldn’t have done it without you.”

Luna whimpered, and Nick groaned as he scratched her ears. “I didn’t forget about you girls, you kicked ass too.” He turned to Eirwen, “So, the drakes? They able to breathe fire?”

“These are young drakes, so they shouldn’t really be able to. There might be an alpha or similar that might, but that is usually the difference between an adult and a young drake. They should be like…giant lizards almost the size of this carriage, with very thick skin, comparable to plate armor. You’ll want to target their underbelly if you can, but targeting where others have damaged scales will be important.”

Nick leaned back, doing his best to get some rest, as he idly scratched Luna’s ears and patted her head. She had a happy canine smile on her face, her tongue sometimes lolling out in happiness.

The carriage bounced as the half-dozen large horses ran, taking them toward their final confrontation.


Chapter 40 - The Drakes



As they traveled, there was already a low rumble from the sound of horses’ hooves filling the background. As they neared the battle, roars and shouts carried into the air, combined with the sounds of trees crashing and the ground shaking.

Nick stood atop the carriage, trying to get a good view of the battle ahead of them. The battle was not at Nagduros, but at a point between it and the volcano. It appeared Lothar had picked a spot to mount the defense, creating a palisade fence barrier at the edge of a clearing out of large logs.

The young drakes had trampled much of the forest in their approach, but the angled stakes provided a difficult barrier for them to cross–but not impossible. It appeared Lothar had used some method to split up the horde of drakes, or they did not precisely show up as one large group.

Nick saw trees toppling and dust being kicked up in three other sections of the forest, but a battle was being waged at the palisade. Lothar had created a funnel point in the valley, forcing the creatures to attack a narrow point.

Some time ago, Nick had sensed a few of his followers, some orc women, being killed. The drakes were clearly very dangerous, and he worried about putting his people back together.

Being in some drake’s stomach would mean he would have difficulty giving their body back to them, and he wondered what he would be able to do if this happened.

The many horses with orc scouts had arrived first, and they had joined Lothar in his defense. Their arrows bounced off the drake’s thick scales, but many sought the creature’s eyes, and some penetrated between the scales.

Nick saw that the carriages of children still headed toward Nagduros, so that particular disaster had been averted, for now. Nick’s party dismounted the carriage and entered the forest as they neared, the many wolflings and orc warriors having charged into battle ahead of them.

Finally closer, Nick got a good look at the drakes. Their scales were red, and the creatures looked a lot like large komodo dragons. They could stand on their hind legs and swipe almost standing upright, or dash and bite rapidly.

Joining the fight, Nick’s Aura washed over the drakes. They immediately slowed, and the monsters hissed in annoyance at the powerful effect.

One turned to him and immediately charged at him with hate, knowing he was the cause of the cold and slowness. It glowed red as an essence barrier surrounded its skin, protecting it even further, and the energy gathered around its jaws.

But the orcs were prepared, numerous glaives and spears dug into the ground as it impaled itself, and was slowed by three orc warriors locking their shields and getting in its way.

Ice began climbing up the drake’s features, Nick giving a feral smile as he charged with his soul blade. The large creatures had been dragged away from their warmer volcano, and they appeared particularly vulnerable to his frost.

The monster’s attacks were ponderous as it attempted to swipe its claws and bite at the orcs blocking them, and Nick backed and dodged as the numerous orcs and wolflings stabbed it with their spears.

Each slash of Nick’s blade removed scales as he danced between the orcs and found attacks of opportunity, until his cuts went deep into the drake’s flesh, the creature hissing in pain. Kaya had transformed, then she used Leap and slammed into its side, knocking the creature onto its side, and making it vulnerable as her axes carved deep into its flesh.

Nick then finished off the creature with his blade of white light, nearly cleaving the head completely off its elongated neck.

“Huh, that wasn’t so bad.”

Kaya growled in response, dashing to the next drake. While they had killed one, there were over a dozen in view.

Lothar, on his own, was drawing three of them away from the rest. Several drakes climbed the palisade fence, and a group of orcs with glaives and spears did their best to, combined with the fence, to deter them from flanking their allies.

Archers shot arrows from within the tree’s boughs, drawing the monster’s attention. Some drakes attempted climbing after them in annoyance, but the skilled scouts leapt from tree to tree.

Nick’s wolflings had joined in this, using their spears to be a general annoyance to the creatures. Many drakes had already lost eyes, stumbling as they had difficulty with their assaults.

Eirwen had taken to treating some orcs in the back lines, focusing on helping them return to the battle. A makeshift first aid section had been drawn, a second, smaller palisade protecting them from roaming drakes.

Rebecca and the two dozen clergy of Seraphara arrived next, quickly restoring the several wounded to the battle while others charged at the drakes. Their punches and kicks were filled with power, and Nick noticed they especially knocked the monsters off-balance, like Lothar’s Jab skill.

The effect of the reinforcement to the front lines was rapid. Nick and Kaya quickly downed several drakes, the creatures already weakened and distracted. Battle lines which had been scattered to divide the enemies up reformed, and eventually, Lothar was able to join Nick’s side.

Lothar laughed, as they finished off the last drake within the palisade. “Nice of you to join us, Princeling! The fighting has been tough, but I see we should have things well in hand here–for now.”

Nick and Lothar clasped wrists, while Nick looked over the defenses. “You did well making this camp so quickly. It’s hard for me to imagine only having an hour or two at most to set this up.”

Lothar smirked. “You’d be surprised how quickly you work when large monsters with teeth and claws are heading for you. My men and women are well-trained in establishing a war camp.”

Nick nodded. “It seems you had a great strategy for splitting them up. Do you know exactly how many we’re facing?”

“There are nearly two hundred of them, and we managed to split them into groups of roughly fifty. Truth be told, this was the smaller group. Our scouts have drawn them away, but it won’t work forever. Hearing these drake’s death wails, I think even the furthest group might already be on its way. Even with your reinforcements, if we’re not careful, we’ll be easily overwhelmed.”

“What brought them this way, anyway? I know the bandits likely set off something at the volcano, but–”

“The egg.”

“Huh?”

“The bandits snuck the alpha’s egg into the city. It was covered in the creature’s essence, which the monsters can follow the trail easily. We had no choice but to try setting up camp within their path, or they would inevitably arrive in our city. We might have been able to lead them in circles a bit using it, but I’d rather fight them here.”

“Huh, well alright. Anyway, I think we’re good now.”

Lothar raised his brow. “What do you mean, we’re good?”

Nick smiled, as he pointed at the nearby drake. His soul essence surged, and an immense amount of mana left him, leaving him groaning.

Lights gathered around the drake, as he spoke the words, “Create Soul Servant.”

Flesh re-knit itself, Nick’s mana and soul power being expended. It took a large percentage of it, but he managed to raise the simple, lower second stratum creature. It reserved a significant amount of his Soul Power, but he thought if he dispelled Jasper and weakened his soul blade significantly, even with his Frost Aura running, he could use a second one.

The drake’s tongue lashed out, as the creature stretched. It walked over to Nick, bowing. Nick patted its neck. “Nice to see you back, Jerome. Thanks for your help against the Bishop.”

Jerome gave a serpentine grin, as it looked around the battlefield.

Feeling his connection, he thought Jerome was happier within the drake, and he tried to understand why. The way Jerome fought was certainly that of a skilled, veteran warrior, and it seemed like that sort of body might be the closest to its original.

But Nick thought back to the moment Jerome tried to speak as the hobgoblin, and wondered if the restrictions were either painful or otherwise annoying. If that was the case, moving to the more monsterfolk creature like the wolfling, which he had a special connection to with his empathy, might have been even more limiting and restrictive.

A hobgoblin was a breed between a goblin and a human, and was not quite considered a monsterfolk unless they fed highly into the monstrosity attribute. At a low level like where Nick obtained Jerome, there was likely no real way to deviate that heavily.

Thus, the drake could be a lot more comfortable for Jerome. That, or it was merely a strength thing. The drake was stronger, and thus Jerome was happy inside of it. He really doubted Jerome’s original form, unless it was a humanoid dragon, was closer to this creature.

Lothar chuckled. “You’re full of surprises, young one. Let’s put some warpaint on the creature, so we can make it easier for our warriors to spot. I can feel that it’s a Pacter, but it’s likely challenging for our archers firing into the crowd.”

Nick received a Reinvigorate from Eirwen, and spent a time restoring his mana. He then desummoned Jasper, and grabbed another drake as a Soul Servant. Adding the black and dark green warpaint to their scales, the creatures stood out as allies.

Nick was somewhat surprised when Jasper joined as the second drake, but was happy about it.

They finished their preparations and recovery just in time for the next wave of drakes. The orc warriors slowed their assault with shields and spears, funneling the drakes into their encampment.

The shamans used their body enhancements on the soul servants, and they quickly tore into the drakes in the front.

Biting the slowed drakes with their powerful jaws, they quickly exposed vitals, and held them down for the orcs to finish them off with ease. Lothar and Kaya cleaved deep into their flesh, the two roaring their own battle cries as they fought the drakes climbing the sharpened barriers from the sides.

Nick’s soul blade was visibly dimmer, but he still managed to dash in and stab deeply when there was an opening, drawing out essence from the creatures and into his blade. His Frost Aura combined with the drakes was especially powerful, allowing them to control the battlefield and limit the monster’s frenzied assault.

Rebecca’s priests and priestesses prayed, creating an aura of protection around Nick’s soul servants, and provided healing for the damage done to them. It appeared that healing the powerful creatures required more effort, but the servants drew much of the enemy drake’s ire, allowing them to focus their efforts on it.

Things went well at first, Nick’s forces finding a rhythm in dealing with the monsters. But the corpses and death wails mounted, and the attacking drakes became more frenzied. Roars echoed through the forest, as another group arrived before they could finish dealing with the drakes they were facing.

But the orcs of Nagduros and the people of Zura fought hard. Combined with Nick’s wolflings, they complimented each other well and dealt with the dumb, yet powerful creatures with tactics and skill.

The spiritual shouts, punches, and kicks of the people of Zura put the monsters off balance, and the orcs finished them with powerful blows with their polearm weapons.

The wolflings helped herd the drakes, darting in and out of their reach, and drawing their ire. Running the creatures in circles, they kept them busy while others were dealt with. Nick continued charging his soul blade, finding his essence contained within the blade building rapidly.

He noticed some of the essence from his blade was actually fed into Eirwen over their Pact. Now that his essence was full, he wondered what was next for him.

The count of dead drakes had easily exceeded a hundred when Nick heard Agatha’s shocked voice. “This is not good! The last pack is headed toward Nagduros!”

Lothar groaned. “They must have picked up the scent of the first path, again. I think the only way we can catch them is if someone takes horses immediately. Still, dozens of drakes with no defenses is no small task.”

“I’ll take them on with Kaya, Eirwen, my soul servants and wolflings. You finish up here, and join me when you can, will you?”

Lothar smiled, as he shouldered his axe. “You can count on it.”

Nick called out, getting the wolfling’s attention. “Come on, wolfling tribe! We need to move!”

The effect was nearly immediate, the creatures backing off from their fights, and rejoining Nick. “Huh, guess I don’t really need Jasper’s body all that much anymore. They are really smarter already.”

Rebecca spoke up, “Let me come as well. I will aid you, Nicholas.”

Nick nodded, as he called Jerome and Jasper over, Eirwen and Kaya arriving at his sides.

“Glad to have you. We need to hurry.”

Nick hopped on his drake, sitting behind the monster’s shoulders and wrapping rope around it to hold on to. To Nick’s surprise, Kaya and Eirwen climbed the other.

Eirwen smiled and waggled her brows at Nick, just as Rebecca quickly climbed up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist to hold on to him. “E-Excuse me.”

“No problem, Becca. Let’s go!”

The soul servants ran through the forest at an impressive pace, the wolflings following. They would take on this last group of drakes, and Nick couldn’t help but be excited about the rewards coming his way.


Chapter 41 - The Full Clear



When they met with the enemy drakes, they were already not far from the city’s walls. They had just barely managed to arrive in time, Nick’s party leaping from Jerome and Jasper, still within the forest and just before the clearing.

The two soul servants were quick to tackle the leading drakes from the side, rolling over them and tearing into their flesh. Nick’s Frost Aura washed over them, and he charged in with his soul blade as Kaya transformed and fought next to him.

A war of claws and teeth was waged, as more drakes quickly surrounded his soul servants. The trees only barely funneled the creatures, the monsters crashing through the forest in anger. Jerome and Jasper both used essence abilities of their own, covering their red scales and maws in essence.

With the enemy drakes slowed and crashing into one another, Nick’s blade had a much easier time of attacking the same point twice, and slashing deeply into them after he removed scales. He did his best to draw the creatures from Jerome and Jasper, and his success was only marginal.

They had a ton of blood from enemy drakes on them, and it was like the enemy knew the two were the cause of many of their brethren’s deaths. But that was just fine for Nick, as that gave his aura more time to slow and freeze them.

Eirwen quickly took to the trees, firing her crossbow when she could. Rebecca fought next to Kaya, protecting her flanks with her crowd controlling punches and kicks. The wolflings howled, their dozens of spears punching into the drakes from their sides.

They kept their bodies low to the ground, dashing in and out and staking their spears into the ground, confounding the slower drakes by using the bushes and shrubbery to their advantage. They targeted where Nick’s frost was overcoming their limbs, finding the flesh weaker where they attacked.

The wounds quickly mounted on the many drakes, and Nick had heard nearly a dozen death wails, but they were still getting surrounded.

While Nick’s forces were nearly forty strong, the enemy was more–and they were bigger and stronger. The oncoming drakes glowed blood-red with essence, sending claws of energy after Nick and his allies, pushing them back as the drakes charged.

Nick kept on the move, and Kaya danced as she swung her axe blades, controlling the drake’s tempo as she struck out with her feral energies. Wolflings were wounded, but they were quick to move their fallen brethren out of the way and continue on the attack.

But there were just too many, and Jerome and Jasper were finally taken out in a storm of claws and teeth.

He was thinking of raising another Soul Servant from a corpse, but knew it would take most of his mana. Instead, he decided they would back off. “Fighting retreat! We’ll back off and regroup–”

A massive drake burst straight through a larger tree nearby, sending wood showering over their party. The monster was easily twice the size, and immediately stood on its hind legs and swung with a claw full of red essence, sending a sharp wave of it straight for Kaya.

Eirwen used Omni Barrier on Kaya and the girl gathered much of her feral essence to block, but both were crushed by the oncoming energy as she was sent flying. Caught by Sable, she darted in and took Kaya away from the threat as it continued its murderous charge.

Rebecca backed off with the two, with several drakes still chasing. Thankfully, Nick’s Aura had been inhibiting several of them for some time now, and she managed to leap into a tree, following Eirwen as she crossed the branches before they could catch up.

Nick’s Aura didn’t even slow the alpha drake, but that didn’t matter to Nick after he saw Kaya hurt. Roaring, he stirred his essence with power and resolve, a determination to overcome this foe as his chains of Body and Soul Essence wrapped around his body, powering his limbs.

The beast was distracted in its chase for Kaya, and he came from the monster’s blindside. Flooding his body with his expert enhancement, Power Strike. Every muscle moved with perfect coordination, as he slashed powerfully into the monster’s hind leg with his blade of white light.

His blade cut deep, but the monster was large and it didn’t stumble. It groaned in pain as it turned and swung at him, but he just rolled under and slashed repeatedly into its underbelly. Blood showered onto Nick, and it roared, sending out a wave of red essence. The energy sent Nick flying away and into a tree, with him grunting in pain.

It roared loudly in anger again, the sound different than previously, him feeling a stirring in his Body Core–a challenge. Nick glanced at the girls, and saw that they were safe up in the trees. His wolflings too ran from tree to tree up in the boughs following his order to make the fighting retreat, and it seemed Nick was the only one in danger, facing the alpha drake.

In Nick’s peripheral, he noticed that the many drakes had actually stopped their murderous charge to watch the battle, just outside the range of his Frost Aura. Nick realized he had a perfect opportunity to delay the herd of murderous drakes, and without risking anyone else.

Nick gave his battle cry, the martial arts kiai once more. He blurred as he leapt toward the drake, but the creature’s eyes narrowed on Nick, its claw striking out at him midair with perfect timing.

He jumped over the claw, even though he was already in the air using Double Jump. He was sent forward with a flipping spin, despite his forward momentum making the platform difficult to create.

He stabbed deeply into the creature’s shoulder with his blade of white light, then he repelled by kicking off from the monster’s chest as he withdrew it in a shower of blood. The monster tried swiping at him, but his retreat was too fast.

The alpha roared, and began its chase of Nick. It swung its claw filled with red essence, and Nick just barely ducked and rolled under it. The blood-red energy carried beyond him and into a tree, cleaving right through it and causing it to fall.

Nick dashed in, and tried slicing at its front legs, but was met with a counter of its claws with surprising speed, before its head whipped out. Just as he dodged, Nick was forced to use Double Jump again, just barely moving out of the way of the alpha drake’s other claw.

The monster seemed to be learning about what he was capable of doing, and Nick had difficulty wounding it further. Thankfully, he had a method, but he would only get one shot at it.

The monster’s eyes narrowed, and it took a deep breath as its head reared.

“Ah, shit.”

Nick gathered his essence into his legs, as he crouched and prepared to jump. A flame like that from a flamethrower was spewed from the drake’s mouth, a thin, liquid-like cone of fire sprayed at him. He leapt to his right with his legs first, his feet crashing into the tree as he grabbed onto a branch, to hold himself up.

The spray followed him, so Nick leapt again, higher into the air. Using Double Jump he soared higher, and his hands grasped onto a high branch and pulled himself up onto it as the burst of flames neared him. Thanks to his substantial leaps each time, he was nearly four or five stories up at this point–yet the flame still followed him.

Running along the branch, he jumped high, sending him just above the drake alpha, charging the essence into his soul blade as it lit into a blinding white light.

Activating Essence Burst, the blade’s accumulated essence combined with his own blasted down beneath him. The beam fired into the creature’s mouth just as its flames petered out from above as he fell, and it burst through the back of the monster’s mouth, the blast of essence ripping through the monster’s skull.

Nick did his best to use Double Jump on his way down, to slow his fall–but his feet slipped, and landed almost flat on his face, next to the dying alpha drake. Nick grunted as his body took the hit, the impact feeling like Lothar had hit him in the chest powerfully with a mace.

His ribs cracked as he groaned in pain, but he forced himself to twist his body and head slightly to take a look at what was happening.

Only to find the large drake’s body falling toward him. Nick did his best to move, but could only give a feeble shove as he was wracked in pain. But before he could do something even dumber, he was quickly whisked away, Luna and Fang grabbing underneath him and carrying him away.

Pain rippled through Nick’s body, his wounds being disturbed. He was nearly delirious with pain as he groaned, the two running away with him. To Nick’s surprise, there didn’t appear to be a whole lot of noise, he had expected the ground to be shaking as the angry drakes chased. Instead, the thumping steps seemed orderly.

Relief flooded him as Eirwen and Rebecca’s magic filled Nick, restoring his flesh, healing his many wounds.

Nick was nearly delirious from the pain as his flesh knit, an odd smile forming on his face. “Hehe, beat the drake, almost died from the double fall. Those are really tough.”

He knew it would take a bit of time for his ribs to mend, but he felt them making a connection quickly.

He heard Eirwen’s voice from behind him, before her head filled his vision. “That was reckless, hubby, but lucky. It seems like…they are leaving.”
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[Rewards calculation pending Exit. Your Followers are owners of the Nagduros and Zura Ordeals and Crown Sanctums. Should you wish it, they may be combined with Havendale on Closure, instead of them being restored to their original locations. You have until Trial Closure to decide, claim your Crown Sanctum and make your selections. You must visit your Crown Sanctum to fully claim the Ordeal before Trial Closure, or your Followers will be transferred to their original locations.] 


Nick’s body sagged with relief as he read the messages, with Kaya, Rebecca, Eirwen and the wolflings gathered around him. He winced as he sat up, but was still filled with excitement, “Yes! Finally going to be able to get some answers. What’s a Crown Sanctum?”

Eirwen giggled, and Nick knew she got the same notifications. “It’s what you call Lothar’s house, at the bottom of the tower. It’s customizable, using the various resources you earn from the Ordeal and running your fledgling kingdom. I actually know a bit about this because it’s in the Hero’s Path book!”

Nick gave a sigh of relief. “That’s great, I wouldn’t know heads or tails about this kinda thing. What about you, Becca?”

She looked ashamed, her pale cheeks dusting pink in embarrassment. “My father was very…quiet about a lot that went on in his Crown Sanctum. There were books in the library on the topic, though. I just haven’t read them.”

Eirwen beamed. “You don’t have to be ashamed for your father’s actions, Becca! That’s right! You have a library! Oh, I can’t wait to visit it. Havendale didn’t even have a real library.”

Rebecca gave her a sad smile. “Thanks, Eirwen. We have pride in ours! We had books shipped from all over our Shard. I’ll be happy to show you around, should you visit.”

The sound of hooves reached Nick’s ears, Lothar and Agatha arriving riding their horses, with several warriors. Lothar did not dismount, as he called out to Nick.

“You made it, princeling–No, Lord Noblefrost, now!” He gave a hearty laugh. “Congratulations! It’s wonderful you were able to restore your Heritage. There is much work to be done! We have war trophies, and much essence to be gathered! This has been a huge boon for our people.”

Agatha chuckled. “Congratulations, young master. You made an oath, a pact–and you fulfilled it, saving the people of Nagduros in truth. Our people are forever in your debt, and you now have honorable warriors ready to fight for you.”

Nick smiled. The people of Nagduros were his now, and only he could relieve them from being his followers. “We need to talk, Lothar. But we can work on cleaning up, first.”

Lothar nodded. “That’s right–Trial Closure and Exit. When Ordeals are involved, it can be a lot more complicated. I’ll leave you for now, but I will call upon the craftsman of Nagduros to aid in dismantling these beasts now that the threat is defeated. It looks like the mines we fought over will now be yours, whether you choose for our Ordeals to be restored to their original locations or not.”

Agatha added, “I do believe you should be able to use our map within our Sanctum, to make the best decision. We have a little bit of time, and we’ll be happy to aid you in this. Let’s meet tonight or in the morning? We’ll be partying tonight, so heal up!”

Lothar gave Nick a complicated look, his voice solemn, “The men are gathering those that fell in battle. They should be brought here to you soon, but–it doesn’t look like there is much, or any of them left, of some of them. Are you…going to be able to resurrect them?”

Nick frowned, and he was touched with emotion, his chest tightening. On the same day he gathered his many followers, they might have died under his orders. Then, it was like he might have failed them. He might be able to put them into another corpse or creature, but was that really living? He had promised to protect them with his pact as their lord.

“I… I’m not sure, honestly. If their head is still attached to their body, I should be able to. If it’s not… I may have to find an alternative.”

Agatha looked on with tired eyes, nodding. “They knew going into battle that they might die. It is normal on Orion, to assume when one dies outside of the Ordeal that this is the end for them. That you can give them a shot at continuing to live is still special, but not completely unheard of. Either way, they fought honorably, dying with pride.”

Lothar nodded. “Do your best, young Lord, and that will be enough. Rest well.”

Lothar and Agatha took off toward Nagduros on their horses.

Eirwen dusted herself off as she stood, and put a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, hubby, I’m sure there’s an answer. Cheer up! We’re all alive, and it’s time to get Looting! These second stratum monsters should have all sorts of good stuff!”

She began marching away, “Let’s get working, wolflings! Hubby needs some rest still, and even Kaya is a bit wounded from that heavy blow.” She walked over to the nearest drake corpse, and the wolflings followed her to help with the dismantling of the creatures.

While Nick knew they couldn’t understand her words, they quickly got the message, causing him to chuckle, his chest feeling like knives piercing him from the action.

Nick frowned as he thought of all the wasted essence. “But I’m at the cusp of the second stratum, the essence here will be wasted. Is there something special I need to do?”

Rebecca was baffled. “W-What? You don’t know what to do? Why would you enter an Ordeal without knowing how to cultivate to the next stratum?”

Kaya chuckled. “Havendale is a backwater location, and Nick is a bit special–in many ways. We’ll fill you in, but you’ll need to keep this all a secret from all but Nick’s Followers.”

They did their best to explain the situation in Havendale, and a little bit about Nick’s situation–that he was an Archaen, and the last of his kind. The idea that he came from another world was hard for Rebecca to understand, but Kaya explained it like a shard that didn’t have Orion’s rules and essence inside.

“That’s fascinating! I can’t imagine a world without essence, and without essence, there can’t be mana. I’d like to learn more about this world.”

Nick chuckled. “I won’t mind telling you more about it, but we can return to the original topic. How should I enter the second stratum?”

Rebecca sighed. “I don’t know that much about entering the second stratum either, but the purest path is to just condense your cores. It’s the most common thing done by those that climb the Ordeals, and it is not a weaker path.”

“What other options are there?”

“I told you about the Nexus Core, but there are a few others I am aware of. The common goal among those in Zura is to create a faith core. Using all the divine essence we gain from worship and our spiritual energy gathered in our mind and soul, we establish our faith core. The higher the purity of our souls, the greater the faith core.”

Nick smiled as he looked at her soul again. “You got nothing to worry about there, Becca. I doubt you can be more ready than you are now.”

She blushed. “W-What? Oh, that’s right! You can really see it?” She giggled. “And here I thought you might really be able to see through my clothes.”

Kaya’s tail flickered as she smirked, and teased, “Oh? But you didn’t complain, huh?”

Rebecca’s face grew redder. “W-Well, I couldn’t sense him doing anything! If he could see through mine, that means he could see through everyone’s! That he spent so much time looking at mine was…flattering? B-But, if everyone is naked, then it’s like nobody is! I…didn’t know what to feel.”

Nick snorted a laugh. “That’s some good reasoning there–it’s kind of like nude beaches back on Earth. But no, I can see souls, and sense them, and yours is radiant. So–What other options do you know?”

“Well, that’s just the thing. There are more options, but they are specific to other races and peoples, their many Ideals and Concepts. It’s also possible to form specialty cores in the second stratum, but adherents of Seraphara are taught to create their Faith Core now, in the first.”

Nick groaned. “Well, I suppose it’s not the end of the world to lose all this essence. Essence is easy for me to get in the Ordeal–I can even have soul servants farm it. I need to go into my barrows and maybe there will be something in my heritage.”

Kaya sat down next to Nick. “Oh! That reminds me. Now might be the perfect time–for me.”

Nick thought for a moment, then snapped his fingers. “That’s right! Is it time to change your class to Beast Warrior? Hell yeah!”

Kaya blushed. “I think so! You are well protected now, and there are no enemies here. We have enough time for me to recover before Exit. Then…”

Nick nodded, thinking she was hinting at him making her his wife, besides. “Go for it! Rebecca and I can watch over you. Though, are you going to be able to walk? I thought this was going to take more than a day or something, isn’t it better to be in a bed?”

Rebecca shook her head. “No, she should be able to move just fine. But anything involving essence will be harmful for her for the next few days, from the strain on her cores.”

Kaya’s essence stirred, as she selected the class. Nick watched her soul, as something was layered on top of it, her soul blurring as it did. It condensed as her soul shrunk, and she groaned in pain, her face scrunched up.

Nick saw her soul become somewhat misshapen and strain, and what looked like stress cracks forming. It wasn’t nearly as bad as Eirwen’s originally was or misshapen, but he thought he could help. After a few minutes of this happening, it was completed.

He noted, “Huh, I might be able to help a little with healing that. Though, I don’t know about your Mind or Body cores.”

Rebecca frowned. “Changing classes is definitely a more drastic change on one’s soul than one’s body or mind, but it can depend on the class. Since she’s a warrior, I suppose Body may be affected even more. I may be able to help a little bit with healing the Body, but eating some of this drake meat will help even more.”

Nick used Soul Mend, noticing the cracks being filled. His immense Soul Power now had a much larger effect than in the past, and now, it healed much more completely.

Rebecca used her healing as well, the white light filling her body.

Kaya sighed. “That felt great–but I’m hungry now. Just like with Winny, huh? If we had known this, I could have become a beast warrior before the main assault. Still, it wasn’t worth the risk.” She stirred her essence, wincing. “I still can’t absorb essence–for now.”

Nick nodded. “We didn’t know what we didn’t know, and we didn’t have Becca with us. Get anything good?”

Kaya’s eyes unfocused, as she looked at her Menu. “R-Right, I lost two levels, bringing me back down to level 7. My passives now increase my strength and speed while in Beast Transformation even more than before, and even during partial transformation.”

She continued, “Then, another that lets me power these axes and help my feral essence travel, allowing me to send ranged slashes–kind of like the alpha drake you saw. The iconic ability of the beast warrior is the Feral Strike, which is a fast, yet fierce attack that uses my feral essence like a claw swipe or a bite, even with my hands busy, like a third hand.”

She continued to look over her Menus. “I have a choice between getting stronger and more feral as the fight goes on, or to help my essence penetrate armor and essence better.”

Nick thought about it. “With how worried you were about ferality, I feel like the armor penetration is better. Still, that’s up to you, Kaya. If you become my Wife, you’ll become an Archaen Beast Warrior, right? That might shift things too.”

Rebecca stammered, “H-Huh? Kaya’s going to become your wife too? Is that…okay?”

Nick chuckled. “You heard me before. I’m the last of my kind. That’s a big burden for just one wife to take on, to raise numerous heirs and keep us from destruction, and fight by my side. It’s my duty, and my Quest–If I’m going to raise a powerful House and Race from the ashes of extinction, quality and quantity have to be kept in mind. Am I wrong?”

Rebecca blushed, as she fiddled with her habit’s skirt section. “T-That, I guess it’s not wrong, but…”

Kaya chuckled. “And us beastfolk are fine with it, so I don’t see the problem? Anyway, I’m feeling much better now, thanks for the healing, Nick and Becca. I think I’m going with the penetration.”

Rebecca smiled. “You’re welcome, Kaya. You are a powerful warrior–I could tell when you guarded against my blows, without hurting me. The shadows were driving my body, and I felt so helpless. Thank you, for keeping me from hurting anyone.”

Kaya chuckled, then teased, “You’re a lot stronger than you look! I kinda wanna see through those clothes too, just to see how toned you must be!”

Rebecca blushed. “Many of us under Seraphara work hard on our bodies, to protect ourselves against Orion’s dangers. Cultivation and exercise increase the purity of our bodies, through control and discipline.”

Kaya continued her teasing of Rebecca, and Nick just chuckled, looking at the wolflings dismantling, and even beginning cooking some of the drake’s meat at Eirwen’s direction, smacking and licking their lips.

They had won, and Nick was filled with relief.


Chapter 42 - The Challenge 



Nick took another bite of drake steak, the grease dripping down his lips. Essence filled his body, providing extra sensations from his body core thrumming near his stomach. “Man, that’s really good! Those drakes are good eating.”

Eirwen and Kaya sat with Nick, at one of dozens of picnic tables set up in the plaza. The girls were now wearing outfits like the many orcs, finally out of their adventuring clothes.

Kaya wore some tight brown shorts that just barely reached her thighs, along with a chest wrap of the same color, that mostly contained her large breasts. With her firm stomach and her toned body, Nick couldn’t wait to get some alone time with the red panda woman.

Eirwen looked cute and sexy, wearing a long brown skirt that reached just past where her sheep fur ended by her knee. The halter top she wore showed just the right amount of her smooth pale skin, her body having filled out from essence and exercise perfectly.

Seeing her having a firm body rather than a frail one filled him with both satisfaction and desire. Nick definitely didn’t like the idea that his wives would be weak, and seeing her happy and healthy made him warm inside.

Nick was also wearing a tribal outfit. Much like many of the male orcs, his chest and stomach were on display, wearing a vest with no shirt underneath. More than once, Eirwen and Kaya had bit or licked their lips as they gazed and put their hands on his body, and he couldn’t help but smile at their attraction.

The many orcs were partying, enjoying their victory. A drum beat played as the many women danced for their men, while others engaged with one another in competitions of strength and skill.

The sun was down, but the bonfire, lamps, and the moon provided plenty of light to enjoy the party. The orc plaza had various tents on the outskirts, with Lothar’s hut beneath the tower in the center. Drake meat was being cooked within the many tents, the high-essence food in great demand.

Unfortunately, Rebecca had requested to head back to Zura. She had things to take care of there, to prepare for Trial Closure. When Nick asked what she and the people of Zura wanted, she said they would accept whatever decision he made.

However, she thought that it might be best for them to join Nick in Havendale.

The reason was, the evil merchant and his association had various connections. While Nick might have dealt with Brutus, there were likely many more not present in the Trial. The bottled concept with the parasite came from somewhere, and it was better to move them away from those connections.

Perhaps, those connections would still eventually follow them to Havendale, but it would likely take a significant amount of time for them to be tracked down. It was hardly worth it for someone to go to those lengths for just a first and second stratum village.

They had learned that Havendale was months of travel by carriage away, based on the map. Their cities were nearly half the entire Shard away. There were faster methods of travel, but not ones they would have access to anytime soon.

They were truly on what was called the lost frontier, a section of the Shard that had been given up on. Most of the growth was in other areas of the Shard.

The towers extended in all directions around the shard, and new Ordeals would open up as the world expanded, through means few people understood. But many in this direction laid unclaimed or stagnant, other sections of the shard simply richer or more prosperous, for whatever reason.

They had nearly two whole days before they were forced to exit the Trial, but they would likely leave after recovering. They needed to claim their Crown Sanctum, and make the selections for the merging there. Then, they were concerned about Davon’s preparations, and those that were ejected.

Ideally, they would want as much time as possible between Exit and Closure, to check in the barrows beneath the tower, just in case there were additional details there for him.

On top of that, they preferred to deal with any bandit threat long before their people arrived. Lothar and their orcs were on board with joining Nick in Havendale, thinking it was an excellent opportunity for honorable raiding. If bandits were afoot, they would be more than happy to clean them up, before challenging any caravans.

And, Nick learned that three Ordeals could reside in one city, and that there were advantages for doing it. There were also advantages to having three cities, but Nick thought he was almost assured he would pick the people of Zura and Nagduros to join him in Havendale, but he wanted to get information from his Crown Sanctum first.

Nick looked over to his wolflings, many sitting at a large table together, but many interspersed among the orcs. They looked ten times more civilized than the first time they ate together. They had been using sort of wooden sticks, but they now held forks and knives, cutting into the meat calmly.

As Nick looked at Andross and Zarog, he couldn’t help but raise his brow. His wolflings were better behaved than those two.

The two were laughing, drinking large steins of ale. Their table got louder and louder as more drinks arrived, the many orcs enjoying their victories against the Bishop and the drakes.

Lothar and Agatha were at the same table, along with their younger daughter. She sat happily on his lap proudly, the family enjoying each other’s closeness.

Many families had visited and spoke with them, along with numerous coming over to thank Nick personally. Even the old lady that stood in the Bishop’s path visited, giving Nick a hard time for throwing her aside–but still thanking him with a kiss on the cheek.

Kaya teased, “There you go, Nick! You said you wanted a kiss for a reward, and you got it!”

Nick snorted. “Don’t know why you’re teasing me. They were thankful, and their feelings reached me. Ain’t nothing wrong with that, young or old–long as they are the fairer gender, I’ll take it. For the men, I’m good with clasping the wrists or shaking hands, or a bro hug. Winny–write that down. It should be the law.” Nick waved imperiously, as if giving a royal command.

Eirwen snorted a laugh. “What–the law? You’re so goofy, hubby. What’s a bro hug?”

Ignoring her question as if the answer should be obvious, he looked over the many children rescued enjoying the celebration, Nick was filled with a warmth in his chest, a primal satisfaction for a job well done.

Thanks to his and his people’s actions, they were home safely.

Nick was still recovering, but he finished raising nearly a dozen dead orcs. Their bodies and souls were out of sync, and would take a time before they would be able to progress once more. However, there were four that there wasn’t…enough of them for him to resurrect.

He had to hope that his Heritage had an answer to this, he could only apologize to their families for now. Nick didn’t want to give them a false hope, the only thing he thought he might be able to do for sure might be to stuff them into another body, something that most would find unacceptable.

From Rebecca and Agatha, Nick learned an interesting detail.

Archaens and their Soul Pacts were far from the only means of resurrecting the dead on Orion. The Ordeal provided one method for those below the second stratum, but there were many shards where they had different means.

Followers of Seraphara might even be able to learn a resurrection spell, but the requirements were extremely high.

Through the Crown Sanctum, he could even purchase a binding stone like that which lived in the Ordeal. It didn’t prevent death from old age, and there were methods in higher stratums to target and destroy the soul beyond what such a stone could accomplish–just like Nick’s Judgement did.

Most of these methods for resurrection stopped being applicable later, without the person sort-of being reborn, and there was a significant loss for those that used it–the binding stone within the Ordeal, or Nick’s protection far superior. Years of progress could be lost with these weaker binding stones, so Nick was providing a substantial service.

There were even cultivators that focused on reincarnation as their means of progression. Rebecca had heard of many of these, but they were merely vague details found in her books.

Luna poured Nick some additional fruit drink, while Sable added more grilled vegetables to his plate, their tails wagging with their canine smiles wide. Fang was refilling Eirwen and Kaya’s meats.

Nick chuckled. “Thanks, girls. You’re eating well also, right?”

They nodded, barking with pride. The many wolflings were enjoying the merriment of the orcs, some of them even drinking beer along with them.

While they couldn’t talk, it seemed they were able to get along well with the orcs just fine, gesturing, yipping and barking. Some wolflings even danced by the bonfire, joining the many orc women in their dancing. Others played with the children, barking and yipping as they played.

Eirwen chuckled, as she saw where Nick was looking. “They are really different than most wolflings I’ve ever heard of.”

Nick nodded with a smile. “They’ve really come a long way in just a week. I can’t wait to see what they’ll be like in a month or two.”

Kaya enjoyed her drake meat, a feral smile on her lips. “Me too! Hey Nick, this is definitely better than that super deer.”

He chuckled. “Hell yeah it is. Really glad we got freezers here, we can have drake meat for weeks! When I came out of those ruins and saw Jerome’s hard tack, I was worried. I thought I’d be pissing and shitting in a pot or something for the rest of my life.”

Eirwen giggled. “Why’d you think that?”

Nick shrugged. “I thought I was in like medieval times. Like I was back a thousand years on my world or something, and they didn’t have real toilets and running water back then.”

Kaya frowned. “History is a bit odd on Orion’s many Shards, but the blueprints for housing and sewers have been around for thousands of years, allowing people to create housing using essence from the Ordeal. It allows us to focus on advancement. Or, it would when owned, normally.”

Nick frowned. “But what about architects and builders and stuff, won’t it take away from them?”

Eirwen shrugged. “As the city around the Ordeal grows, there are tiers or rings of the city. The Ordeal really only creates stuff in the first rings and walls, and mostly for those that challenge the Ordeal. As the city expands, you’ll still need builders and other craftsmen beyond there. You could almost see it like a bonus for claiming an unclaimed Ordeal, the pioneers don’t have to worry about any of that–just climbing the Tower.”

“Huh, alright. Makes sense, the Ordeals are a powerful resource that needs to be utilized, and those that head for one are probably those looking for benefits of starting a new city and getting in early. I wonder what options we’ll have available to us.”

Eirwen smiled. “It’s exciting! I think we’ll have special options thanks to your race and heritage! I can’t wait.”

Kaya noted, “The alpha drake egg should be exciting too. Maybe we can raise it!”

Nick snorted. “Kinda useless without the drakes, though. Why do you think they left when I won?”

Eirwen replied, “Agatha said that with the alpha defeated in a challenge and so many of them dead, they went back to their home to select a new alpha. Likely, the mother was one of those leading the charge we killed.”

Nick tsked. “Now I feel bad killin’ those drakes. This was all the Bishop’s fault. He died horribly, but I almost wish I could bring him back, just so I can kill him again.”

Eirwen looked over at the orc women dancing with a smile. “That looks like fun! Kaya, let’s dance? And hubby, if you wanna join? I’ll dance for you!”

Nick couldn’t say no to her wide smile. He stood up. “Let’s go, I wanna see how you dance with those cute feet of yours.”

Kaya and Eirwen both got up from the table, and he offered his elbows to both of the girls. Eirwen beamed. “Hehe, such a gentleman! This’ll be fun.”

The two girls sidled up to him, and they walked over to the dance. There was a bonfire in the center and a drum circle, with many girls dancing. A few of the orc men were present, but to Nick, it looked like the girls just danced around them.

Eirwen and Kaya started dancing to the beat, swaying their hips and bouncing their bodies to the song's rhythm. Eirwen’s tail swayed lazily behind her as she moved her feet and swung her arms. Nick followed the girls around as he stepped with the beat, enjoying the beautiful girl’s dances.

Kaya brushed her body up against him, her tail wrapping around his waist. He pulled her in close as he danced with her, her smile lighting up the night. She rubbed her body against his, following what many of the orc girls were doing for their men.

Eventually, she spun away, only for Eirwen to take her place with Nick as they danced together.

They spent some time dancing together, the three of them having a good time. Eirwen took most of Nick’s attention after the start, and he thought he knew why.

Eirwen wrapped her hands around Nick’s neck, and drew him in for a kiss. He obliged, the fruity taste of the juice drink still on her lips. She looked at Kaya, and then back at Nick. “I’ll stay with the wolfling girls tonight, why don’t you go have some fun with Kaya, then make her yours?”

Nick couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s so weird for you to encourage me to do that to your sister. Not blood related, but still. You didn’t need to remind me–it was already going to happen.”

Eirwen smiled. “I’m happy that you two are smitten with each other. Now my two favorite people will be by my side for all time.”

Nick chuckled, as he shook his head. “Eternity, huh? That sounds tough, though.”

“Of course it is, but there is actually immortality before that. But I know that you will be a great hero that reaches Eternity, and I won’t doubt it for a second. So you shouldn’t, either.”

Nick felt a warmth in his chest, a pride from the faith she had in him because, as always–she wasn’t lying about her beliefs, and he knew it for a fact. He sighed. “Heh, but I still almost got done in from a fall.”

Eirwen gave him a sly look. “Hmm, are you sure that you almost did? Or would your wonderful sheep wife have shielded you if it looked like you weren’t going to make it? The Ordeals and the Trials reward you for feats you accomplish. Maybe, the reward for you defeating the alpha drake all on your own was not worth risking, just in case?”

Nick paled. “You mean, you watched me fall from like four stories up, when you could have at least shielded me? That hurt. A lot. W-wait, how could you be so sure the drakes would back off, too?”

She gave him an almost sadistic smile, freaking him out a little. “Oh, but aren’t you so sturdy, hubby? Maybe I wanted to see just how much you could take?” Eirwen giggled. “Just kidding, but you know that you weren’t the only one at risk there, right? Your accomplishment is mine, and as always, I had faith in you. That Double Jump of yours did actually slow you down, by the way, or I really would have placed the shield. As for the drakes, I mostly just had confidence that the wolfling girls could get you to safety, but I also saw Lothar coming in the distance from up in my tree.”

Nick groaned. “That reward for all these battles better be amazing. I better get like a giant robot, or a–”

Kaya asked, “What’s a robot? Nick, they got axe throwing and some other competitions over there! I wanna try some. Come with me?”

“Let’s do it! One sec.”

He looked back at his wife lovingly and gave her a kiss. “Alright, my wonderful wife, I hope you enjoy your evening. I know I’ll enjoy mine.”

Eirwen smiled. “You two have fun. I think I’m going to try teaching the wolflings to at least understand some more common tongue, and then teach them to brush their teeth. I’ll also spend some time going over Agatha’s book on the Crown Sanctum, to prepare for tomorrow.”

He chuckled as he headed off with Kaya toward a section of the plaza with several pillars and railings setup. There were various sections, and it appeared each one was meant for a form of competition.

There was axe throwing, and various contests of skill and strength.

Kaya noted, “I had practiced a lot with those throwing knives, but having some throwing axes might be smart. Just like the Test of Reflection said, I shouldn’t let myself have any weaknesses.”

Nick nodded. “Let’s give it a shot. There’s something satisfying about how the axe flips as it heads to the target, and the arc is a bit different.”

He took the time to show her the differences, about where to hold the throwing axe to get the right effect, and they practiced and played, competing with one another. Kaya’s tail swished and caressed Nick even when she didn’t realize it, watching him throw and pressing her body against his as they traded places, and retrieved their thrown weapons.

Kaya hummed. “That was fun, but it’s not fair to compete with something you’re already good with. How about one of these strength competitions? I’ll take you on!”

Nick looked at her clothes with a raised brow. “Can you even use your essence at the moment? And what’ll happen when you bust outta those shorts and that top–it looks like you’re about to already!”

Kaya blushed. “As for the essence, I’ll be fine now–the healing, the drake meat and these last few hours have really got me back in good shape. As for the clothes, I forgot about that! I guess I’ll have to only transform my legs and arms, then. I bet I can still beat you!”

“Oh? And what are we wagering this time?”

She smirked, as she looked over the different competitions. “Hmm, how about… the best two out of three–whoever loses, has to serve the other one for a full day of their choosing–in the future. I think it would be fun to have a prince, or lord, serve me.”

“And I can think of many great ways for you to take care of me. You’re on. Let’s try this barrel obstacle course thing first, it looks fun.”

There was a section with two lanes, where a weighted barrel had to be rolled through. But various obstacles required you to lift, twist, or otherwise flip and reorient the barrel in order to get through effectively.

There were ramps, rails, blocks, and gaps between, that definitely required maneuvering the barrel to move quickly.

It required strength of various kinds, from core strength to just about every other muscle group for lifting or pushing the large, heavy barrel, and overall agility–and quite a bit of technique.

They lined up their barrels, and Kaya partially transformed. Fur grew on her arms and formed claws on her hands as they bulked up, and her legs from the thigh down did the same. Because of the difference in size of just her limbs, Nick couldn’t help but feel she looked like a weird cartoon character.

She growled. “Let’s do it! Ready, set, go!”

Nick had filled his body with his essence, and shoved the heavy barrel. It moved down a ramp where it sped up, him chasing after it. It crashed into a rail at an angle as Nick blazed behind it, and his dexterous hands wrapped around the rim and twisted it over the rail, before it truly lost all of its momentum.

He continued on as he followed the rolling barrel, and Kaya growled as she was forced to lift hers up and throw it over the rail herself.

Kaya did well to twist the barrel, and in a surprising show of agility, she even ran on the barrel for a moment, speeding it up at one point.

However, Nick’s timing as he rolled the barrel over a ramp, and agility in twisting it to change direction at just the right moment, was beyond supernatural. He overcame the obstacles quickly and efficiently, getting him across the finish line first.

Kaya was breathless, gasping for air after her mad dash to the finish. “That was a lot harder than it looked. Have you done this before?”

“You saw that boulder on the third floor. I’m an expert at rolling things.”

Kaya snorted, before giving a wide smile. “Forgot about that one. The next one is pure strength, so your tricks won’t save you this time!”

Nick chuckled. “I thought you red raccoons were all about the tricks.”

The next competition was what looked to be a lot like the atlas stones competition on Earth. Several stones of various sizes sat in front of pillars of different heights, requiring a strong man to use different muscle groups to lift the stones rapidly and effectively into their holder.

It was a timed event using a chime that rung about every five seconds, and Kaya would go first. Once again she had her transformation, and she lifted the stones one by one with impressive agility.

Her blood-red essence billowed off of her as she growled, moving fast through the event. Nick wasn’t quite sure he was going to be able to win, as the last stone was huge.

She had struggled with the final stones, which were a lot like doing dead lifts to reach the point of the pillar that was nearly at chest level.

But he was especially motivated. He would rather not think of what kind of service she could come up with. She teased him enough already, and each task would be like ammunition for the future. When it came to anything that was embarrassing, her mind was like a steel trap.

Not only that, but he definitely wanted to win now. He wanted her more than ever, her strength and capability was extra sexy. Plus, she growled nearly a dozen times, lifting the barrel and now the stones, and it stirred something in him, sending a shiver down his spine.

Kaya stood there with her hip cocked, a hand on her hip as she fixed her hair with the other. “Hmph! Seven chimes! But wow, Lothar can do it in four. That guy can move! Now remember, you can’t start moving your essence until you start the timer.”

When the start chime rung, Nick pulled from his center and shouted, sending a burst of wind out. He stirred his essence as he dashed to the first stone, forming his essence and mana chains around his body.

He squatted and lifted with perfect form, inserting the stone into the first pillar’s holder, one barely at knee height. His leap to the next stone carried him nearly two meters to the next pillar, where he repeated it.

Nick moved with haste, not wasting any movements as he lifted each stone rapidly. Thoughts filled his mind about his desire and drive to make Kaya his, and to dominate her. Essence surged, and his muscles bulked up on the final stone, his monstrous blow somehow triggering as he lifted it easily into the receptacle.

The fifth chime rang just as he set it inside, making Nick the winner.

Nick pumped his fist in victory. “Hell yeah! Looks like that’s my–” His voice caught in his throat when he saw Kaya’s expression. She was panting, her chest heaving with her face a full blush.

“W-Wow, you’re so…strong.”

Nick walked over to her, raising his brow as he arrived a few feet from her. “You’re acting a little weird, Kaya. You alright?”

“S-Shut up. You’re being weird!” Her face became even redder, and she rubbed her thighs together. She whispered, “Lets, um…go back to the inn? I’ll…tell you there.”

The speed walk to the inn holding hands felt like some of the longest minutes of Nick’s life. Seeing Kaya so excited to be with him filled him with desire, reminding him of how he had felt on their previous date.

As they arrived in the small bedroom, Kaya pounced him, her legs wrapping around his waist as her lips met his, and his back slammed into the closed door. Her body was filled with desire, as her hands roamed his chest and shoulders, her breaths heavy as she kissed him repeatedly.

He pulled away to speak, but her lips followed his, and she whimpered with need.

Nick chuckled as he did his best to speak despite her efforts, her lips pecking his as she ground her hips against his, “Hang on, I’m not going anywhere. Weren’t you going to tell me what this was about?”

Kaya froze, blushing further. “Y-Yeah. We beastfolk… especially the ones that can transform to fight, have a higher…mating instinct? And that shout of yours, combined with beating me in that contest…really got it going. I have been wanting you since… I chose you as my mate. So now, I need you.”

Nick carried her to the bed, setting her down on it. “I’m liking where this is going. But my people… prefer something a little more…permanent first. Let’s make it official. You’re ready now, right?”

A bit of clarity restored to her eyes, as she took a deep breath. “I’ve been ready for a while, I just…hadn’t admitted it to myself. I’ve already chosen you as my mate, while knowing what it means to be your wife. I’m ready.”

His eyes lit white, as his soul magic stirred. Ancient wisdom guided his words, his usual playfulness gone.

“Kaya, daughter of Mira and Thorne, I offer you a Soul Pact. With this pact, our souls will be intertwined for as long as I draw breath, and even beyond that. Reaching into Eternity.”

Kaya’s eyes grew wide, a smile touching her face. Nick was sure that Eirwen probably told her all about this moment, so she watched on with anticipation for what he would say next.

“I promise you, my fierce companion, that if you accept, you will become a part of my kind, a Beastfolk Archaen, bound to me in spirit and essence as my wife. I ask for your love, your strength, and your fierce protection bound by Archaen Law, for all time. In return, I will do everything possible to make your dreams come true.”

Nick delved into her soul, grasping onto her greatest desires. In truth, her becoming a beast warrior like her mother was already as far ahead as she had imagined. Her biggest goal at the moment appeared to bring justice to Davon, but Nick thought that goal was simply too hollow.

It was not a dream that made her more fulfilled as a person. It would bring her satisfaction, sure, but it was something that would be far too short-lived.

He continued, “I already helped you become a beast warrior that would make Mira proud, and you may already see me as a hero worthy of your service. But now I will become a Lord capable of drawing other great warriors to my call. You will become a samurai that serves among many other honorable knights and warriors, the glory and honor of serving such a lord one that you can be proud of, our names heard far and wide.”

He continued, “As your Archaen Husband, I also offer you my protection, limitless adventure, and my love. I need your bravery, your curiosity and playfulness, and your loyalty. I need your fierce protection of our family, to help me stand against those that challenge me, and to be my beacon of strength when darkness surrounds us.”

He added, “I want you by my side, not as a mere lover, but as an equal partner in every sense. Together, we will walk the path of heroes, facing challenges and triumphs, and we will continue to fight until we reach Eternity. Will you accept my pact, becoming my Archaen Wife?”

Kaya’s smile was beaming. “I do. I am already yours, I will fight by your side and protect our family and our honor, forevermore.”

The white light of essence engulfed Nick and Kaya, and their souls intertwined, bound by a pact that transcended time and mortality. It forged a connection that would endure the Tests and Trials of Orion, guiding them on their shared journey into the unknown.

When the white light subsided, it appeared a lot more about Kaya had changed on the outside than Eirwen. Her eyes had become purple from their previous red, and she had grown.

She was now nearly as tall as Nick, her musculature increasing. He couldn’t help but feel there was a monstrous air about her now, or just much more bestial than before.

Black fur covered her arms, hands, legs, and feet past the elbow and knee, and her mind and soul cores had merged inside of her. She flexed her fingers, testing her retractable claws with a smirk, and Nick could tell she was brimming with strength.

But her body had burst forth from her previous clothes, the fabric no longer able to contain her sensuous form. Her cheeks were still dusted in a blush, her breaths becoming heavier. As she looked at his form, she was reminded of where they were.

“Please, Nick–I need you even more now.”

Nick smiled, as he took off his vest. The feeling was mutual.


Chapter 43 - ♥♥♥ - The Needy Red Panda



Kaya was panting with need, her large chest heaving. Her large breasts fit well with her muscular frame, the shadow of a six-pack showing beneath them. Her red nipples were a stark contrast to her pale skin, matching the fur-like hair on top of her head.

She met his eyes, before she crawled onto the bed. She crawled well past the edge, then raised her tight ass up into the air above her, her face down onto the bed. Raising even higher with her odd, furred feet than most girls would be able, she began backing up toward him, chirping, her tail high in the air.

Nick raised his brow at this. This was some sort of red panda thing, signifying she was ready to mate.

But her ass and pussy were all woman, and rivulets of wetness dripped down her thighs. She was more than ready for him, just as she said. As she backed up, he came close to the edge of the bed.

She waited for him, though he saw she had twisted her face to where she could see him in the corner of her eyes, panting with need. She spread her legs wider to lower herself, noticing she was a bit too high up for him to enter.

His cock was already filled with arousal from her needy display, her sexy, muscled back already arched and ready for her pussy to receive him.

They’d both waited long enough. He grabbed onto each of her taut, pale globes of her ass with his hands tightly, causing her to moan in response as he rubbed his cock along her pussy’s folds.

Inching forward, his cock parted her folds slowly. Just like Winny, Kaya was unbelievably tight for his girth, but something about her insides felt sturdier–perhaps, a side effect of her enhanced body.

She moaned as he slowly entered her, and he felt her suddenly push back sharply, hilting him in one movement. Her body shook, her pussy trembling as his cock was engulfed in pleasure, her insides rhythmically tightening all along his length.

He was pretty sure she came just on entry. Both his beastfolk girls were quick shots, and he was definitely a fan of this. This mating heat or whatever it was seemed to reward her for being with her mate, her one and only.

She sighed huskily, “Ohhh yes, I really needed that.”

The trembling reduced, so Nick began moving his hips. Her movements lazily met his as he started fucking her pussy in earnest, so he began to speed up as he fucked his mate and wife from behind.

The soft flesh of her ass met his pelvis with every thrust, a smacking sound accompanying the pleasure around his cock. Wrapping his hands around her waist tightly, he began really pulling her into him as he fucked her deeply.

Her tail waved a little right and left within his vision, standing almost completely upright. He grabbed it with one hand near the base, causing her to growl sensually, sending a shiver down Nick’s spine, while Kaya’s pussy tightened all along his cock. “Yesss, please–fuck me harder!”

Nick gave a growl of his own as he sped up his movements, the monster within him stirred. Her moans increased as he fucked her harder, her actions meeting his.

Something stirred within him, and he could feel her arousal building along with his own. It was as if he could sense what she wanted, and she wanted to send her mate wild with need. The drive to dominate his partner stirred, so he grabbed a fist full of her long red hair and pulled, raising her body up from the bed as he growled.

Other than a gasp of surprise, Kaya did not seem to mind this at all, her moans only becoming louder. Her sexy back arched as he fucked her nubile body, her pussy spasming all along his length.

Kaya moaned, “Ahn–fuck, so good. I’m cumming!”

Nick’s hips were nearly a blur as he fucked her hard and fast, pulling tightly on her hair with one hand, and tightly gripping her tail at its base with the other.

Kaya’s body shook and spasmed, her pussy pulsing and sending pleasure rippling into him in waves. It sent him over the edge, his soul meeting hers as they reached their peaks together.

He declined making her a mother once more as he filled her, spurts of cum filling her wet heat.

Sighing, Kaya lowered herself to the bed, Nick’s member falling out of her. She turned around, giving Nick a look of adoration as she lied on her back. “I really needed that. Somehow, it was like you knew just what I wanted.”

Nick snorted, as he climbed over to her, and pulled her into his embrace. “I kinda did, but I think we just wanted the same thing.”

Kaya took some deep breaths, before giving him a sly look, a feral grin joining her features. “Oh? And…what do I want… now?” The surrounding air changed, as she shifted her posture. Nick now felt like he was going to be pounced, any moment.

Nick’s core stirred, his own desire to dominate ignited. She growled as her claws came out, and she shifted to a crouch, sending shivers down his spine.

He only barely had the mind to cover himself in Harden Skin, as they launched at each other at the same time. Her claws skidded off his shoulders, as his hand snapped toward her neck, and his other grabbed her paw at the wrist.

Grabbing tightly at the back of her neck, Kaya’s eyes went wide as he pulled her head back, and exposed her neck. Her claws of both hands tried fighting back and grabbing at him, but he just ignored the one with his strength.

He bit and nibbled on her clavicle area, causing her to moan in response, her body nearly going slack in his tight grip. She whimpered with need once more, and gave one more token effort to fight back–a struggle for dominance.

But Nick gave a growl of his own, as he shoved her onto the bed, and pinned her wrist above her head. Her claws retracted, and she spread her legs beneath him eagerly, her eyes hooded with lust.

Nick chuckled. “Made me fight for it again? Am I going to have to tie you up next time?”

Kaya’s blush grew even redder as he began pinning her second wrist under his hand, and then Nick realized he–and she, might really like this idea.

Nick leaned in and kissed his mate, her tongue eagerly meeting his as she made a pleased sigh. His other hand roamed her large breasts as he hovered over her, his tongue dancing around hers.

Their chests thrummed with desire, sharing the feelings they had for one another. Their souls laid bare to each other, they could feel the love and affection they held. While she had fought him for dominance, it was all a part of the game and enjoyment–to see who would merely be on top.

Teasing her red nipples of her large breasts, Kaya whimpered with need as their kiss continued. His cock hard again, she wrapped her legs around his waist as he lined himself up.

Nick’s cock entered her folds, her giving a satisfied moan as he filled her. His hips began to drive his length deep inside her, and he began making love to his woman in earnest. Pulling him into her, Kaya’s own efforts met his.

He could tell she enjoyed his pinning her, her amorous expression matching her moans. Her pussy tightened and convulsed with each movement of her waist, his cock filling her wet heat repeatedly.

Her movements sped up along with his, the two fully in sync as she matched his movements. He let go of her hands so they could wrap around his shoulders, him getting in a better position to fuck her deeply.

He kissed and licked where he bit her on her collarbone as he fucked her pussy, showing off his dominance once more. Growling, he fucked her harder, the bed shaking beneath them through his efforts.

Kaya’s body shook, her pussy clamping down on his cock. She moaned as she came again, her pussy spasming, and sending wetness into his waist. Seeing his lover’s pleasure and feeling it around his cock, Nick was sent over the peak as well.

He filled her once more, his cum spurting inside her willing cunt. Her body milked his cock as Kaya released a pleased sigh, her body still shaking in aftershocks from her orgasm.

Her breaths were heavy as her purple eyes met his, a satisfied smile touching her lips. “Hehe, it’s more fun when you have to earn it, right? Next time’s going to be even harder. You won’t have all those levels on me.”

Nick groaned, as he laid down next to her, and scooped her up into his arms. He just shook his head. The girl was kind of like him, in a way. She had an odd duality, where the beast in her wanted to submit to her mate, but also wanted him to fight–or at least play, for dominance.

The two laid down next to each other, panting and covered with sweat. Kaya looked radiant in her glow, a carefree smile on her face. Nick thought she was more than satisfied with their mating.

Nick took a moment to look at her now furry hands once again, lifting one up in his hands and inspecting it. Really, it looked like she just wore furry gloves on her hands, thicker on the backs of them, but still definitely thicker than a simple peach-fuzz on her palms.

“Damn, girl. Unless we get a razor out, looks like I missed out on any hope of a decent hand job from you.”

Kaya snorted, and smacked his face with her tail playfully. “Is that really a big loss? But maybe we should try–you never know, you might enjoy it.” She waggled her brows with a smile, popping out her claws and putting them away again.

Nick rolled over, placing him on top of her. He kissed her on the lips, her eagerly meeting his kiss. “True enough. You look relieved now. I’m really glad you didn’t lose your playfulness. I love your…teasing nature, to go with your fierce loyalty.”

Her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him in for another kiss. They luxuriated being together for a time, the two sharing their affection for one another. The two eventually went back to laying side by side facing each other, resting.

Kaya looked at the ceiling with a smile. “I feel… free. I may be bound to you forever, but it’s…like I can finally start again. You really brought out the best in Winny and Me. Now, I can really enjoy myself–I won’t feel guilty for having a good time, now that Winny is healed and happy.”

Nick was happy to see her with such a fulfilled look. “You’re my first warrior, but you’ll be able to temper yourself against many others. I’ll have to get a bunch of other strong allies, if we’re going to stand up against these bad guys. We’ll work on your dream of serving a powerful lord, together.”

She smiled. “I’d like that. I liked dueling all those orc warriors, and fighting alongside my brothers in arms against the spawns of the Trial. Then, it was fun to fight alongside the wolflings, they were so filled with pride to help out in the battles and learn.”

Nick chuckled. “Can’t wait to see how strong they get in the second stratum. We have a lot to look forward to.”

Kaya gave him a mysterious smile. “Yeah, we really do–this is just the beginning of our adventure. The fights will be tough, but the fun will match.”

Nick nodded. “Work hard, play hard. I’m all about that.”

Kaya looked thoughtful. “That's a good way of putting it–I like that. Hmm, but you may wanna add kicking ass and full-assing it. Come to think of it, you’re really into asses, huh?”

Nick snorted a laugh. “Good one, you’re right–well, when they look like yours, I’m fine with saying I have a thing for them.”

Kaya paled, as she rubbed her butt. “D-Don’t tell me?” She blushed. “You’re going to want to? B-But, it’s too…thick.”

Nick chuckled. “Don’t you worry about that. If you’re not going to like it, I’m not going to like it either. Still, don’t knock it ‘till you’ve tried it.”

Kaya’s eyes narrowed on Nick, a teasing smile on her lips. “Oh? Have you tried it, having something in that hole? Don’t knock it ‘till you’ve tried it, right?”

Nick snorted, and smacked her ass. She yelped in surprise, and Nick narrowed his eyes on her and wrapped his hand around the back of her neck again. “That’s enough sass. You’re mine, aren’t you? We’re partners and equals, but the bedroom’s another thing. In here, things aren’t equal. Still, you know how I feel about you, I’m not going to make you do something you hate.”

She shivered with a blush, and nodded. Despite his somewhat reproachful words, he was just setting her expectations properly, and he also knew she enjoyed his standing up to her teasing.

After all, his relationships would soon become complicated. Kaya shouldn’t doubt his intentions and desires. Otherwise, trouble would come later, as other girls joined the mix.

He began running his hands through the fur on her in her hair, her eyes squinting in happiness. Drawing her up to lay on his right shoulder, he held her furry paw with his right, and continued his attentions with his left. Kaya gave a pleased sigh, as she sniffed and took in his scent.

Her tail wrapped around his waist, the warmth of his new wife washing over him. She giggled. “Your body is so cool to the touch, it’s perfect. It reminds me of winter.”

Nick chuckled–he was sure that was yet another red panda thing. He fell asleep with his new loving wife in his arms, a satisfied smile on his face.


Chapter 44 - The Trial Exit



Nick woke up with Kaya in his arms, and found that Eirwen had joined them on the bed after they had fallen asleep.

She began to stir, stretching with a smile. “You did it, hubby. Made my dream come true.”

Nick chuckled, and shook his head. He deposited Kaya gently off his shoulder onto the bed next to him, to turn to Eirwen and hug her more tightly to him as he looked her in the eyes. “If your dream is for me to seduce another girl that I like, then you don’t have to twist my arm.”

Eirwen smiled. “I’m just happy Kaya will be by our side no matter what. I love her, and I want what’s best for her. That said, there was a small benefit–and it should be fun!”

Nick frowned in thought, then remembered he had gotten a notification after forming his soul pact with Kaya.


[Soul Pact: Eirwen Noblefrost]
[You have made an Oath to be the hero Eirwen desires, and her a wife that will support you with her loyalty and devotion as a partner. Her dream was for you to make a Soul Pact making Kaya your Wife, which was now completed. Earned Trait: Dreamweaver.]


“Huh, that could be useful. I can learn dream magic now?”

“Yup! You probably could have, before, but it should be much easier, effective, and worthwhile now! I can teach you, or now that you have the trait, it should be possible to purchase the skill gem and use it. Now, it is certainly a skill that can be used for fun, but I think if we combine it with your strength of soul and ability to detect lies, we may be able to use it as a tool.”

Nick gave a feral smile. “Dream interrogation. I like it. It can help us get to the bottom of some of these crimes. Once again, you’re awesome, Winny.”

Her smile didn’t reach her eyes, a wistful look in her expression. “I…looked over my class choices last night.”

Nick raised his brow. “Oh? What did you find?”

She chuckled. “You can look too, you know. But I found something interesting–I can no longer become a Dream Oracle. I hadn’t noticed it when I became your wife, but it appears foresight by us is not allowed.”

“Huh. Wonder why that would be. Maybe it means that same type of thing can’t be used against us?”

“That would be a wonderful thing, and sounds plausible. Anyway, I have several new options that are grayed out, that might be interesting that I can work towards. But… I don’t know.”

He could see she looked worried, a pain touching her features. “What is it, Winny?”

She hesitated. “At least one of them appears to be…for running a Crown Sanctum, helping you run your kingdom. Something that does not go well with delving into the Ordeals.”

Nick snorted. “Why you gotta be worried about it? If you don’t like it, don’t do it. We can get someone else to run that stuff. I’d rather you be with me anyway, I’d like to have my cute sheep girl with me at all times going on adventures together. I told you, I’d carry you on my back through the tower if I had to.”

Eirwen blushed. “W-Well, I don’t think it’s that simple. These classes appear to be quite rare, so it might be a bigger benefit to you and your people for me to have them. I could still be a part of your climbing the towers, by joining you in your dreams. Besides, I’m not that great at fighting. I know I’m not at the same level as you and Kaya–”

Nick shook his head. “I thought we talked about this. I’m not leaving you behind just because it benefits me. It’s different if you want to do the running the kingdom stuff, but I won’t let you say you aren’t good enough to come with. Your shield helped a lot, and despite never fighting in your life, you kicked ass with that crossbow!”

She still looked doubtful, so he continued, “We came into this Ordeal unprepared. Next time, we won’t have that problem. We’ll spend a time obtaining and practicing our skills and preparing our equipment, and form up a proper group ready to take on any challenge. I promised you limitless adventure, and if that’s what you want, nothing is going to stop you, not even yourself.”

Eirwen gave him a small smile. “I…thanks, hubby. You’re right–I could get a more combat-focused class. I would lose my support passive traits, but I could become a Shaman.”

Nick frowned. “You mentioned that your class raised the difficulty less, before. Is there a limit to the party size on entry?”

“It depends on the Ordeal. In this one, the party limit and recommendation was ten, with two supporters. Of course, the Ordeal is meant to scale the difficulty to those that enter, but some might have a fixed number, requiring you to take a certain number, or suffer the consequences.”

Nick groaned. “No wonder it was mad at me, and this damn Trial was so hard! It thought I should have brought a full party, but I just came in with two women, one being a support. Even that boss on the fourth floor would have been a whole lot easier with a well-rounded group of ten.”

Eirwen giggled. “Alright, I won’t worry about changing from support for now. Still, I do hesitate for one more important reason.”

Nick frowned, then froze as he realized what she was already thinking. “Heirs.”

Eirwen smiled and rubbed her belly fondly. “That’s right. If I’m with child, diving into the tower is not smart. That said, the second stratum is still not to the point where we are gone for months on a single delve, unless you run into a Trial. We should be able to…work things out.”

Nick nodded. “We’ll even have three Ordeals, probably, giving us options for how to progress. The orc’s Ordeal was fast and solo, and we’ll need to learn more about Rebecca’s. Anyway, I think we should get moving. Our time here for Trial Exit is limited, and I’d rather head out sooner rather than later.”

Eirwen nodded, and Nick caressed and scratched Kaya’s ears atop her head, causing her to smile and stretch, waking up.

Kaya moaned. “Mmm, last night was something else. That was a good sleep, too.”

Eirwen got up and started getting ready, putting on her tribal clothes as Nick gave his new wife a quick kiss on the lips.

“You didn’t even snore, Kaya. But it’s time to get up. We got some stuff that needs to be looked over.”

A knock at the door sounded, and once again the wolfling girls brought them breakfast. Nick made sure to give them their head pats and good jobs, thanking them for being helpful.


[Soul Pact: Kaya Noblefrost]
[You promised Kaya you would become a Lord that drew many warriors to your call. You will accomplish this when you achieve ten warrior Soul Pacts in the second stratum with a class rarity of Rare or above. Progress: 1/10]


Nick realized Lothar reached the criteria already, and Kaya would be a second one. Getting a full ten would certainly be a big deal, the second stratum rare class warriors a pillar of a village or city.

He looked over Kaya’s status sheet. 


[Name: Kaya Noblefrost]
[Race: Archaen Red Panda Beastfolk]
[Level: 5 Class: Archaen Beast Warrior, Rare Class (+1.0 Body, +0.5 Soul Per Level)]
[Attributes: 7.97 Body, 6.25 Soul]
[Traits: Advanced Body(Strength and Agility), Feral Rage, Enhanced Body(Sensory), Icy Veins, Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Ferocity, Essence Carry, Essence Piercing Plus]
[Skills: Intermediate Dagger, Intermediate Throwing, Intermediate Axe, Intermediate Body Enhancement]
[Spells: Beast Transformation, Dash, Flanking Strike, Leap, Cleave, Camouflage, Feral Strike, Roar] 

Feral Rage was what made her stronger while in her beast transformation, causing her to go berserk. Ferocity was her increased strength and agility while in Beast Transformation, and Essence Carry was what allowed her feral energy to travel just a little bit further outside of her body by default, allowing her to send slashes in waves.

A new spell showed up when she became an Archaen Beast Warrior, called Roar. It looked like it would draw attention to her and away from her allies, almost like Rebecca shouting, attack me. Then, those closest to her, struck by the wave of spiritual energy if she focused on them, could be stunned.

Her essence piercing was also upgraded, to include being able to damage one’s soul, in addition to penetrating armor and essence. It was an extremely powerful ability, that would allow her feral essence to compete with his white blade of light.

“Damn, Kaya. You are one badass bitch now. I can’t wait to see you catch up in level.”

Kaya raised her brow, finishing chewing her pancake. “Oh? And is being a badass bitch a good thing? This another one of those Nick-isms that everyone says?”

“It is when you’re my badass bitch, and yeah, totally.”

She chuckled at Nick and smiled, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “You’re so goofy–but I like that part of you, now.”

They got moving, and went about their preparations. Eirwen had to spend time repairing all of their armors, while Kaya practiced her new skills and saw if any new ones were available.

Nick had resummoned Jerome once more in drake form, before they headed back to Nagduros. He found that the Alpha Drake was too powerful for him to turn it into a soul servant, and much of its head was destroyed, making it unusable.

He decided to go without Jasper for now, wanting to instead grab a new corpse later, saving the Soul Power for his blade for the confrontation with the bandits.

For Trial Exit, they would be limited to the same party as the Trial, a size of ten. Nick wanted to bring Lothar and Agatha, but it turned out that they were both at the second stratum, and would not be allowed to until Trial Closure.

He decided on the party for Trial Exit.

Nick, Kaya, Eirwen, Sable, Fang, Luna, Andross and his two wives, Sharon and Indrid, a shaman and scout respectively, and, hopefully, Rebecca. They managed to contact her through Lothar’s Crown Sanctum, and she would be joining them at the Exit in the center of the island at midafternoon.

She had made sure that the church was searched more heavily, and that someone else didn’t take over or free the prisoners and get away in the chaos of Trial Closure. Thankfully, it seemed her priests and priestesses had done well, even searching for and destroying the tainted books filled with improper teachings in their library after resolving the chaos.

The people of Zura were also ashamed that they had let hatred overcome the great teachings of Seraphara. The Bishop never should have been able to supplant her wisdom, her knowledge and benevolence, something the people of Zura strived to be like.

Nick would now have a bunch of fervent Seraphara worshipers joining him in Havendale, along with the orc raiders. He just had to secure their new home, their city, first.

Rebecca met him at the portal, having a group of priests and priestesses escorting her on horseback. She was wearing her habit still, but carrying the embellished staff her father had used previously.

Nick frowned. “We might have hostile enemies on the other side. It’d be smart if you wore a little more…protection. I thought–”

Rebecca smiled, as she knocked on her chest and other arm, a dull knocking sound echoing out. “That’s what’s lovely about my habit. It’s so large, it’s hard to imagine, right? But I’m wearing leather armor underneath. Those that attack me will find I am more than ready for battle.”

Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling. “Nice one, Becca! Welcome. It might be a bit scary on the other side, but I think compared to the Bishop, our enemies should be small timers. Nick’s drake might be able to take on half the enemies by itself!”

The large party entered the portal, and to his surprise, he was able to select their exit, in addition to being able to continue to the next floor within the Ordeal if he wanted. Of course, he was in a hurry to collect his Heritage so he wouldn’t be continuing for now. Then, he preferred to exit in the sewers, so he chose it.

His party was transferred to a strange space, as if floating in the void. Nick was surrounded in light and he felt the weight of the Orion system or whatever ran the Ordeal like before, and received several notifications.


[Trial of Leadership Completed. Rating: S]
[Difficulty: S]
[Through the crucible of conflict, your fate, skill, leadership, and even your people’s race were Tested. You walked the path of heroes and stood against evil, facing it honorably, while surpassing yourself and becoming more. You became the Alpha of a monsterfolk tribe, and led them in combat while protecting and enabling them to ascend beyond themselves. Defeating a warrior of the second stratum in an honorable duel, facing and defeating a second stratum caster with a Concept, and defeating the Alpha Drake in solo combat, were all feats worthy of a challenger on the Hero’s Path, and your reward while risking everything will be commensurate.]


Nick nearly rolled his eyes at the final sentence as he read it. He wasn’t given a choice about risking everything! 


[Trial Reward: Frostspire Mines. The gemstone mines that were held in Conflict by the people of Zura and Nagduros will be replaced by a mine from a distant shard, and can be moved to Havendale depending on your choice for Trial Closure.]


Nick was excited, receiving a valuable resource for him and his people. With it being a frost theme, he figured he might even be able to gain some benefit for himself.


[Trait Reward for Nicholas Noblefrost: Will of Frost upgraded to: Will of the Frost King.]


[Will of the Frost King, +2 Body, +4 Soul]
[Your body and soul are strengthened against debilitating attacks, and frost is now your domain–only cold energies far above your level can harm you now. Spells and abilities meant to impede you are reduced significantly through strength of will alone. Effects have been greatly increased, and your Frost Affinity has increased. Frost Elemental Manipulation granted.]


Nick’s body and soul were bombarded with frost energies, just like when he was purified by the wall of ice on the first floor. Ice filled his veins, a blue and gold energy flowing through his entire body.

He was baptized in the mystical energies, his body enhanced by the magic of the Trial as his body and soul changed forever.

Kaya and Eirwen too were baptized in special magics, Nick unable to see what was happening to them, but he was able to see his wives’ prompts as he continued to be bathed in the special energies.

The wolflings and the followers that came along with him had something happening to them as well. Even Jerome, and Nick somehow knew that Jasper and Rebecca’s mother, despite not being with him, were both somehow being influenced by the energy.

He had been told that Trial Closure would rate all participant’s performance, as they had been provided a minor Tribulation. Those that survived their Tribulation were granted boons and rewards, and would receive something like the traits he received, or valuable items or skills that could alter their fate.


[Eirwen Noblefrost - Trial Completed]


[You risked yourself and supported your Archaen Husband through the Trial, providing wisdom and support in helping him against various challenges, while risking your life to become more. You were baptized in battle against difficult foes for someone with no experience in combat, but remained steadfast in your aid of your husband and his allies, supplementing his leadership with your guidance of the wolflings. Through hard work and determination, you learned shamanic magic to increase your capability and bring your ability to support your husband and his allies to greater heights.]


[Reward Earned: Body Essence and Magic Affinity Increase, +2 Body, +2.5 Soul]
[Your body and soul have been tempered by mystical energies, enhancing your body and soul. A sheep beastfolk has low affinity with Body essence and magics, but most shamanic magics require it. With this tempering, you have ascended beyond your race’s limits.] 


[Kaya Noblefrost - Trial Completed]


[Your strength of arms aided your leader in victory, your resolve and faithful service in protecting your charges a sign of an excellent Beast Warrior. Throughout the Trial, you were Tested and given an opportunity for strength, and through desire and determination, and a little bit of help, you mastered your bestial self. You stood up to all challenges and seized your power, excelling and becoming a respected warrior among the orcs and wolflings, looked up to by many.]


[Passive Trait Earned: Enhanced Transformation, +2 Body, +1 Soul]
[Your body and soul have been tempered by mystical energies, enhancing your ferality and your soul’s control over it. Your ability to strengthen your body without increasing your size, or increase the size of your body in exchange for essence and mana has increased.]


Nick wasn’t sure how long they spent in the void, their bodies being changed by their respective energies. It was somewhat soothing, but a pressure built in his chest that wasn’t what he would call comfortable. 

Eventually, they were released from the special location and arrived in the crypt underground. Nick could feel that he had become even stronger than before, having become more as a result of his Trial.

His new trait was like he passed three or four challenging Tests all at once, and it was amazing.

The crypt was empty, and there didn’t even appear to be any rats.

Nick glanced at Eirwen, seeing that she had changed slightly. Her hair had become longer on both her head and on her sheep legs. Not only that, but she had a more…beastly air about her, and her horns even darker and more sturdy.

It was almost like she became a ram, instead of a sheep. Her tail even seemed a bit thicker now, her sheep tail was previously too thin and weak to really have any utility.

One of Andross’s wives spoke up, nearly immediately. “Don’t move. There are traps near the portal.”

Nick groaned. Already, they were off to a bad start. And he knew this was just the beginning.


Chapter 45 - The Return to Havendale



Moving through the crypt toward the exit was slow-going, and Kaya looked remorseful as Andross’s wife, Indrid, worked to disarm the seventh trap in one of the dimly lit corridors.

The groups of people stood separately, Andross with Sharon, and Nick with Kaya, Rebecca and Eirwen at the edge of different hallways at a fork. The wolfling girls sniffed and listened for all activity in the corridor and above them, but they hadn’t noticed anything abnormal yet.

Jerome just stood impassively behind them as a drake, waiting for the fight to start.

Kaya whispered. “If I was still a rogue, I would have had a bonus to disarm them. I can help since I learned how, but I think I might just get in her way.”

Nick nodded, and replied in a low voice, “She’s good. I could help too on some of these, but essence makes things different. It’s better if I stay on lookout. I’m not sure what their plan was here, but I wonder if they are watching somehow.”

Kaya looked at him with raised brows. “You can disarm traps? What can’t you do?”

“If it’s in a VRMMO, I have probably at least tried it. I did like to craft and create things somewhat and was good at it, but it was not as exciting to me as fighting, especially because crafting was a major time sink. I mostly did it just because in order to squeeze out every bit of power of a top-tier character, many games required you to craft items. I doubt all that much I learned transfers to here putting me past intermediate, but I guess it would be like I trained each profession for a minimum of a few weeks or so, but some, like blacksmithing, I did for months in various games. I always liked to craft my weapons and armor.”

Kaya looked over her Menu, then she froze. “What the–you can be dozens of classes!”

Eirwen giggled. “Isn’t hubby amazing? I kept telling you, but you didn’t believe me!”

Nick nodded like it was the most natural thing in the world, and teased, “I kept telling you, too.”

Kaya chuckled. “You really wouldn’t shut up about it. I might have found out you were both right, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still be surprised. I’d think you really must be able to make something with enchanting, in order to have the class available. Have you tried?”

Nick snorted. “When would we have had time to? I don’t even know how, unless it’s similar to the games I played. I guess it must be, in some way.”

Rebecca looked over, from where she was inspecting the walls. “That’s amazing, I’ve never heard of anyone with that many class options, and then not having a clue on how to do things. Did anyone see these inscriptions? Just what language are they?”

Nick scratched his head, as he looked over them. “I guess my people’s? I can’t make heads or tails of them.”

Andross’s wife, Indrid called out, “Alright, that’s another one done. Let’s move?”

The wolflings spent time sniffing up the ground down on the ground, moving rapidly through the tunnel. If anyone was watching what Indrid was doing intently, it was them.

Nick shook his head. “Them girls are too sneaky. They seem to have gotten even smarter, somehow.”

Eirwen nodded. “I could tell they were tempered just like us. As you’ve seen, the ways we are rewarded often have a lot to do with how we excelled or surpassed ourselves in a particular Test. If they excelled using their wits, then that is often how they would improve.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed on them, as they gave off soft barks and yips in pride. “I don’t know if I like the sound of that. That just means they’re going to keep getting sneakier!”

As they reached the well, Nick was surprised when there was nobody waiting for them up top. Indrid scouted it first and gave the okay to move. Kaya climbed the well with Eirwen on her back with ease, and drake Jerome gave Nick, Andross, and Sharon a ride up to the top one by one after Indrid confirmed no enemies were near.

Nick looked around in confusion. “What was the point of trapping the crypt if they weren’t watching, or waiting to ambush us? This is weird.”

Eirwen frowned. “Maybe it was a rush job? We were early to exit, and those shoved out might have caused some sort of trouble.”

They moved slowly through the city’s blue quarter toward the tower’s main entrance, but began to speed up when they heard fighting. Nick went ahead and checked his Quest log, and smiled–it looked like there was some kind of infighting going on, and three additional bandits had already died, but there was a larger total being tracked now.

Fifteen more and Davon to go.

When they reached the main square at the center of the city, two groups appeared to be fighting.

Nick’s party watched on from the side of a building, keeping themselves out of view as they peered around the corner. Kaya was quick to point out Davon high up on the balcony of a decent looking building.

It stood out like a well-built inn in contrast to the other buildings in the plaza, and an array of people stood opposed in front of it on their left.

What surprised Nick was a giant of a man, which appeared to be a minotaur, was swinging a large maul powerfully at a group of men with shields and armor. Then, a goblin man in robes held a staff, sending baseball sized and shaped flames at the building.

But there was some sort of barrier protecting the man at the top, which deflected the mage’s fire. The rest of the building wasn’t immune, but it definitely seemed resilient to the fire in some way, the flames not spreading rapidly.

A group of bandits or soldiers each fought, but seemed to be evenly matched. There was a group of people, servants, that were throwing buckets of water beneath them from the balcony, in the hopes of putting out the fire the mage had created.

As Nick looked closer, he thought he understood what was happening. The minotaur and the goblin mage both wore slave collars, and likely were from the Trial. The bandit was paid by the Bishop or Brutus to accomplish his task, and the man didn’t want money–he wanted power.

What appeared to be the town guard were standing back off to Nick’s right in the plaza, seemingly confused about who they wanted to win. Kaya also pointed out the mayor, hiding deep behind a crowd of people, who each held kitchen knives and torches, sticks and other implements.

The bandit in charge of the slaves and a few extra men called out to Davon at the top of the house, “It’s time for a new leader of Havendale, Davon. Your time is up!”

Nick asked his party, “What do you think that shield is? Anyone seen that before?”

Kaya shook her head, but Rebecca answered, “It’s a home protection many merchants choose, a barrier that protects a single room when triggered. It holds a significant charge, and can take quite some time to be depleted if not attacked constantly. If they have that, then they could likely have many more items or tools.”

Nodding, Nick looked at their souls, and didn’t really think the new group would be all that much better. However, he noticed something else.

“I doubt that’s Davon, Kaya.”

“Huh? Oh. You’re right.”

The man’s soul was certainly tainted, but it was not any worse than just about any of the bandits present. In addition, it didn’t seem all that powerful to Nick.

Kaya frowned. “A fall guy, or a double? That’s… possible. Where do you think he is?”

Nick shrugged. “Maybe let’s make this a three-way commotion? If Davon doesn’t reveal himself, we’ll have the wolfling girls track him down. Let’s go in, me and you, with Eirwen up on the building? That way, we can turn it around with our reinforcements when they think they have us outmatched.”

Andross chuckled. “The minotaur and the mage aren’t bad, but none of these people are our match. The young lord can probably beat them all without his blade, or his drake eating them all for a tasty snack.”

Nick asked Indrid and the wolfling girls to remain in camouflage and on the lookout for any additional enemies or people skulking in the shadows, but to wait for the leader to show himself before coming out of hiding.

He figured it was time to introduce himself to the people of his town.

Nick had his arming sword at his waist once more, and walked into the large plaza. The tower was in the background front and center, and the commotion was in a building to the left of the main boulevard.

Many of the other buildings were simply ruins, old stone buildings that were collapsed and decrepit.

Nick walked in like he owned the place with Kaya by his side, making himself known at most ten meters away from the man ordering the slaves.

“Hey, fellas! You’re totally right, scrawny guy. I’m the new leader of Havendale, the owner of this here Ordeal–Nicholas Noblefrost. It’s nice to meet you all, but there’s no place for a guy like Davon with me around–or, guys like you.”

The man turned around, looking at Nick with a sneer and a hand on his waist. Nick could see he held the top of some kind of rod in his belt.

“Scrawny? I don’t care who you are, but you’ll die just like the rest. Get him, Rondo!”

The minotaur turned around, looking at Nick with indifference as he charged and raised his maul. The man was large, and his loping strides of his cloven hooves took him a great distance with every step.

Nick ignored the minotaur, as Kaya met his large maul with her axe. He knew she was more than enough to keep him busy, or best him if the situation called for it.

Dashing forward with his body enhancement, Nick blurred across the plaza much faster than the man predicted. Nick punched the man in the chin with probably a little too much force, sending the man’s head snapping back, and took the rod from his belt with a snort.

The man collapsed onto the ground, and Nick wasn’t sure he’d be getting back up.

Several of the bandits tried to gang up on Nick with their daggers and swords, but they were all too slow for him. He likely wouldn’t have had too hard of a time with them before he entered the tower with his soul blade, but now his body was rippling with power and speed.

Thanks to that, he didn’t even need it. His punches broke bones, and his kicks sent the bandits flying through the air. An archer tried to take a shot at Nick from a building nearby, but Eirwen shot them with her crossbow before they could. Before ten seconds were up, Nick had already taken the bandits arrayed in front of the burning building out of the battle.

In all, there appeared to be about five bandits and Davon missing from this confrontation, and Nick wondered where they were.

Holding the rod, Nick could feel the connection between it and the two slaves. He called out to the minotaur. “Rondo, was it? You can leave if you want, you’re free now.”

The man froze mid-swing, responding with a deep voice as Kaya backed off. “I need to stay within fifty meters of that rod, until you remove my collar.”

Nick raised his brow at that, and spoke to the goblin. “Same with you, mister goblin. I’ll free you when I’m able. You can both stop fighting, but you can defend yourselves if someone attacks you.”

The goblin had an older look, his appearance almost like a smaller green elven male. He looked a bit perplexed as he responded, “I…thanks?”

“Don’t mention it.” He shouted, “Davon, that you up there? I heard you’ve been giving my great city of Havendale a hard time, and I’d prefer if you were no longer in it.”

The man frowned, but his response was nonchalant, “Great city? I’ll tell you the same thing I told Steven. If you want Havendale, you’ll have to come up here and pry it from my cold, dead, fingers.”

Nick raised his brow at that. There were certainly a few people inside the building, but he kind of doubted that they could do much to stop him at all. Just what would Davon benefit by luring someone up there?

He thought back to what Rebecca said, and wondered if maybe there was some kind of trap or other tool inside. The servants putting out the fire were not people worthy of judgement, but they’d soon have the fire out anyway, now that the mage wasn’t sending fire at the building.

Nick called out to the mayor and town guard. “I busted up the bandits, Mayor. Shouldn’t you tie these guys up?”

The mayor strode forth, and he had a worried expression on his face. He was a short and stout figure with long blond hair, and a handlebar mustache, along with a tainted soul. Nick could feel he was more than complicit with Davon, having benefited from his rule.

“Yes, men! Go ahead and tie up Steven and his ilk. We were… going to let them fight it out. You realize… Davon is not going to be happy about this.”

Looking over, there were only four of these town guards, looking like poorly armed soldiers that rushed out and began tying up the downed thieves. Nick could understand that either defeating the victors or working along with whoever won was probably a lot more enticing than facing the enemy group.

“Ah, you know that man up there isn’t Davon?”

The mayor snorted. “Of course not! That’s his brother. Davon owns this place, unfortunately. But his men were last seen in the blue quarter, before this happened. I’m not sure where they've gone, but Steven here took this chance to try to take control, foolishly I might add. Still, it wouldn’t surprise me if Davon was watching this battle as it played out.”

“Huh, well alright. I guess I’ll just go claim my Ordeal for now. Havendale’s got a new owner, whether Davon likes it or not.”

Nick started walking toward the Ordeal with Kaya at his side, when he felt distress coming from Eirwen. He knew she threw up an Omni Barrier around herself, and Nick dashed in her direction immediately, along with Kaya.

Eirwen shot her crossbow at one rogue, while another continued their stealthy approach. She leapt off the second floor balcony, landing with a roll as she tried reloading her crossbow. A third foe approached from the ground behind her, and her hoof lashed out, kicking him and sending him through the air like a kick from a mule.

Nick raised his brow, as he realized that his wife didn’t even need his help. Not only was Sable in Camouflage nearby, but each step of hers took Eirwen nearly twice the distance away from the slow, sneaking, rogue. She even backed away toward where Jerome was hiding, ready to fill its maw with a rogue’s flesh.

But facing Eirwen’s direction, Nick spotted a dark soul filled with malicious intent a distance away, and it was fleeing atop the buildings. Looking off into the distance, Nick made a decision.

He threw the slave control rod to Rebecca, who was hiding in the alley. He knew she understood how to help them. “Becca–free those slaves, and Andross, you hold down the fort here, make sure the bandit in that building doesn’t go anywhere. Let’s move, Kaya!”

Nick also called Jerome to follow in the backstreets using his magic, and knew the wolfling girls were following. Kaya and Nick ran through the city, the two ready for battle as they chased the malicious soul.

As they neared, Nick saw the enemy’s plan–there was an ambush ahead of them. The ruins in this section were empty, and Nick couldn’t help but chuckle at how the enemy had if anything done him a favor–no witnesses for if he desired to judge them.

Nick filled his body with his expert enhancement as Kaya transformed, and they both dashed into the ambush. Two men leapt out from ruined buildings, while three crossbows were loosed directly at Nick and Kaya’s chests.

Nick didn’t even slow as he lowered his body in his dash underneath the oncoming bolts, running underneath the leaping rogues. Kaya had dodged to the side, and lashed out with her axe at one of the nearby enemies.

He left the men with crossbows alone other than throwing a set of throwing knives at them, knowing Kaya could more than handle these weaker targets, especially when Jerome and the wolfling girls arrived.

The man Nick thought was Davon continued on his path toward the exit of the city, and Nick was gaining on him rapidly. As Nick got close, he became a little leery.

Davon was clearly in the second stratum, based on what he could feel with his mana and essence sensory. They reached the city’s wall, and Davon leapt outside of it. He was not using Sneak, so Nick decided he would test out his enemy a little.

“Frost Shock!”

The effect was far greater than previously as a result of his new trait, and ice blasted into the man’s side, sending him careening into the shrubbery of the forest. The man drew his blades as he rolled, ice covering his side.

“You’re Davon, right? Just want to make sure I didn’t chase the wrong idiot out of the city.”

The man snorted as his essence removed the cold from his body. “Who knows? But if I was Davon, you might want to reconsider facing me. Did you think he could rule this place without outside help? Just what will that help do when he stops making his payment?”

Nick smirked. “Why don’t you tell me? Which help?”

Something began its slow approach, a new soul arriving nearby. Nick didn’t think it was good or evil, and judging by what he was feeling, it was some kind of creature. He couldn’t see anything, aside from the soul, so it was either using Sneak or Camouflage.

Davon sneered. “Blackthorne rules over the region with an iron fist. If you kill me here today, he will be forced to come here and crush you.”

Nick shrugged at the man’s partial truths. “Davon, there is no situation in which you live to see tomorrow. Today, you will pay for all those you harmed and be Judged, justice brought to you for your many sins over all these years. I’m sure Blackthorne will eventually come as you say, but he will die the same as you. Screaming.”

Davon chuckled, and shook his head. “Are you sure? I sent a runner to Shadowvale when that idiot made his attack, since it seemed he was ejected from the completed Trial. If you give up what you earned from it now, we just might let you live.”

The man appeared to just be buying time for the creature to move into position, and Nick could tell it was fairly large, whatever it was.

Nick smiled, as he drew his soul blade. “You look confident, Davon. You have some allies, but you’re not the only one.”

Jerome and Kaya leapt over the wall from behind him, as Nick’s Frost Aura washed over Davon and the creature sneaking through the forest on his left. The monster was revealed as ice began to cover it, and it was some kind of giant lizard with a wide, huge face and a long, snake-like neck.

It hissed as Nick’s Aura washed over it, but Davon and the other creature were both in the second stratum. They were both affected, it appeared Nick’s new trait and increased soul power was enough to overwhelm their defenses.

Davon shouted a wordless battle cry, as he drew his two curved short swords, the man being a mirror of when Nick faced him on the second floor of the Ordeal. The shout seemed to fight against Nick’s effect, pushing much of his frost away as he started to size Nick up.

Jerome went straight for the lizard, starting a fight between the two monsters, but Kaya had slowed her approach. “A scalemaw? You’re…controlling it?”

The man laughed. “Kaya, is that you? Finally, I’ve had my men looking all over for you! You’re a tough girl to pin down.”

Nick once again hit him with a Frost Shock, the man grunting as the magic connected with his chest. Nick’s ice began to spread, whatever effect the man’s roar had to fight off his Aura being decreased.

“Answer her question, Davon.”

“And why would I? What do I get out of the deal?”

“If you answer her questions, I’ll fight you unarmed. I’ll give you an Oath.”

Davon looked over to the fight of the scalemaw versus Jerome, and it wasn’t doing too well. Nick’s Aura was slowing it, and Jerome was easily slicing into its flesh with its claws. Whatever advantage it might have held over the drake was being countered by Jerome’s skill combined with Nick’s powerful aura.

Frost was covering the scalemaw’s body by the second, the drake dominating it with both strength and speed.

Even Davon was having difficulty with it, his breaths coming out in a fog. “Add removing that magic of yours, and you have a deal.”

Kaya grabbed Nick’s shoulder. “It doesn’t matter. I am pretty sure I already know the answer.”

“You’re sure? We can find out for sure now. I’d do whatever it took to make sure you have closure.”

Kaya blushed. “It’s not worth risking him getting away, or harm coming to you. He either killed her directly or indirectly, it hardly matters as long as he’s dead.”

Nick shrugged. “You wanna be the one to beat ‘em up? Just don’t accidentally kill him, it’s much better if I Judge him.”

Kaya nodded, and she transformed as her body grew. Drawing her axes, she charged at Davon.

Blood-red feral essence gathered around her axe blades as she dashed, then sent a wave of red energy with a swing of them from a few paces away from her enemy.

Davon sneered as he stirred his larger amount of essence to block, but gave a shocked expression when her red energy cut right into his flesh, causing a small cut to appear on his body. His leather armor was cut through too.

Kaya gave a feral smile with her muzzled face, as she began her dance with her beast warrior axes, now with an even deadlier edge.

While she only had two axes, it quickly began to feel like she had three or four of them as she spun and twirled. She would attack with one, but grab the other with her tail as she spun, changing the trajectory of her attacks.

Davon blocked with his two curved blades, but red energy leaped out of Kaya’s chest like another claw, and Feral Strike ravaged his face. Four cuts sent a spray of blood as he grunted in pain and was nearly blinded by the singular move.

Shouting with only one eye open, he went on the attack himself, but he was being inhibited even further by Nick’s Aura as Davon fought her.

Jerome now had the scalemaw pinned with it covered in frost, so Nick walked over to it, and ended it with his blade of white light directly into its chest.

The creature dead, Jerome joined Nick by his side, as the two approached Davon and Kaya’s fight with casual steps.

Davon was having difficulty defending against Kaya’s assault with her following Nick’s teachings. With her speed and multiple attacks landing in near succession, wounds were quickly mounting on Davon, even if they were shallow.

Davon looked on with hatred, as Kaya pushed him to his limits. The man kept slowing, and more wounds kept mounting as Kaya’s feral essence carved into him, the flickers of red light like a swarm of angry animals clawing at him.

But suddenly, Davon roared once more, an effect washing over Nick and his allies much like Rebecca’s shouts, and he leapt back and into the trees. Nick’s Soul Fortress countered this nearly right away, but Kaya had been stunned for a brief moment.

She started to follow with staggered steps, but Davon retrieved something from a belt pouch at his waist, and crushed it.

A wave of shadows and smoke spread out, covering and filling the forest in a near instant. Nick’s vision was almost completely covered, but Kaya just snorted as she roared and threw an axe filled with red energy chasing after him.

It cut into Davon sharply, the man grunting in pain as he tumbled to the ground.

Nick burst forward with speed as he and Jerome followed his retreating figure, and Nick added his own Frost Shock where he saw the man’s soul.

The frost was really spreading up his body now, the man nearly covered in ice, his breathing heavy and difficult. Kaya stood over his body with satisfaction as she ripped the thrown axe out of the man’s leg in a spurt of blood.

Nick could tell his aura and her essence had certainly worn Davon’s down, the man having very little essence remaining. In all, the man was really nothing much, preying upon the weaker villagers, and limiting them in order to control them.

In all, Nick actually thought he had a pretty good shot of killing Davon on the day he arrived. A few Judgements to level up and killing a few bandits in secret, he could have snuck around and slayed many of them in hiding. Then, if he caught Davon without his scalemaw–Nick just might have won.

Something about the man’s essence was hollow. Rebecca had mentioned to Nick that it was possible to consume pills of essence, and some did this almost exclusively. It would result in one’s overall strength being weaker, or incomplete, compared to those that leveled within the Ordeals, or the many rewards of Orion.

“I told you, Davon. This only ends one way. You have killed many in Havendale, ruining countless people’s lives. Now, you will suffer just as you’ve made others.”

Nick’s hand reached out to Davon, and he triggered his spell as his hand connected. Depictions of the many evils Davon committed surrounded him, showing many of the more horrible things he had done. There were murders, torture, depictions of sexual violence, extortion, and many more.

He kept the people of Havendale weak so that he could rule over them with an illusion of minor safety. He killed from the shadows, whether himself, one of his own men, or sending his tamed scalemaw to kill people, especially those that the mayor would get upset about.

The man screamed as his soul was burned by Nick’s purity and righteousness, streams of essence draining from his body and into Nick’s. Chains wrapped around the man’s soul as it was dragged into Nick’s depths, his Soul Core’s essence increasing.

As the man’s essence reached its end and life left the man’s eyes, Nick felt full. Like if he judged another terrible person, especially at the second stratum, his core wouldn’t be able to contain it, for now.

He frowned at this, but realized it shouldn’t matter at all, very soon. He was about to cross into the second stratum.

Nick received a notification about his quest being completed.


[Subquest Complete: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Kill the Bandits!]
[Reward: 500 Development Points for your Sanctum.]


Nick wasn’t sure what those were, but he figured they were something they would need to earn a lot of. He turned to see tears streaming down Kaya’s eyes, but her expression was a mixture of pain and relief.

He grabbed her shoulder. “You kicked his ass, Kaya. Avenged your mother, and if she was watching you, I know you made her proud.”

Kaya smiled, wiping away her tears. “You’re right, though it was with your help. I don’t think I could have pushed him that hard without your Aura.”

Nick shrugged. “He needed a handicap, you’re only level five after your class changes. Oh, that reminds me.” Nick whistled. “Luna–”

Luna barked, appearing from a bush near where Davon fell with her tail wagging. Nick rolled his eyes. “Yes, you were being sneaky again, I saw you were following us before. I need you to track a guy down.”

She tilted her head in question, and Nick spent some time getting directions from Kaya and doing his best to explain to Luna what he wanted. They looted Davon’s corpse, finding various gems and coins, and even items within a special pouch, which was also a belt.

It appeared it was much like Eirwen’s backpack, a fanny pack that made Nick snort when he realized what it was.

He put a soul servant, Jasper, into the scale maw, and sent them onto the trail to track down this runner toward Shadowvale.

“You sure you got this, Luna? This is a big task.”

Luna nodded, then barked and yipped what only seemed like a sentence, before jumping on Jasper’s back. Jasper looked over the dead corpse of Davon, which was damn near a human popsicle at this point, and back to Nick several times.

Nick scratched his head. “Er–I suppose you can eat that…”

Jasper looked all too pleased to swallow the popsicle of a man into its gaping maw, and Nick was happy for the disposal. It didn’t look anything like Davon any longer, but any hints about Nick’s power being destroyed was helpful. He had previously asked Rebecca to have his…mess with the underground bandits cleaned up by Followers of his.

The meal complete, Luna howled and barked as Jasper ran off into the distance.

Kaya looked at Nick asking, “What did she say?”

Nick chuckled and shook his head, and he smiled at Kaya. “Something like, for the alpha. Let’s go check out our new digs.”

“H-Huh? Digs?”

“Our new home, the Crown Sanctum.”


Chapter 46 - The Crown Sanctum



Kaya had killed the bandit ambush, so when Nick arrived back in the plaza, there were only a handful or so of prisoners left over. Eirwen and Rebecca stood near, and they were talking to the goblin mage and the minotaur.

The barrier still surrounded the second story of the building, and Nick called out to the man.

“Davon’s dead, guy, and your allies are all beaten. Hiding inside that room can’t last forever. Sooner or later, you’ll have to come out. It’s time for you to go to jail.”

“N-No way, I don’t believe you.”

Nick held up the fanny pack Davon was wearing and shook it, and the man paled. “Recognize this? I doubt he’d just let me have it, right? Eventually, you’ll have to come out of there. Don’t waste my time.”

He shook it again, and the man looked at the pack anxiously, paling, before looking back at Nick, causing Nick to frown. “What, this like a key to get in there or something?” Nick snorted, and shook his head. “His fanny pack was his top possession, really?”

The man backed away and exited from the balcony, seemingly to go hide inside, and Nick just chuckled as he strapped it on around his waist.

Nick shouted, “You got me wearin’ a fanny pack. If you tricked me and this doesn’t get me in there, I’m double killing you when that bubble goes down.”

Kaya snorted a laugh. “Double killing? That’d be all your fault anyway Nick, and why’d you put it on? You shouldn’t need to wear it. Is there something wrong with wearing a belt pack?”

Eirwen giggled. “Yeah, it’s useful, it has quick access to all your stuff right where you need it! I’ll wear it later, when you’re done.”

Nick shook his head, snorting. “Of course you’d like the fanny pack, Winny. Man, that would be a terrible cursed item. Unable to take it off, stuck wearing a fanny pack for the rest of your life.”

“Cursed item, what the hell is that?” Kaya looked on with confusion.

Nick used Double Jump, his hands grabbing onto the balcony and pulling himself up. He walked right through the barrier, feeling a buzzing coming from somewhere in the fanny pack.

He was quick to find where the man was hiding, chuckling at the silly game of hide and seek, his soul sense revealing right where he was. Nick almost wanted to judge the man right now just for wasting his time, but he would rather not test that feeling that he had previously.

They would lock him up, and Nick might judge him at a later date.

The man came after Nick with a blade after activating some kind of artifact, but Nick just laughed when it was a beam of frost, doing absolutely nothing to him. Eirwen was ready with her Omni Barrier anyway, but ended up not needing it.

Nick knocked him out and deactivated the barrier, allowing those inside, a whole group of servants–mostly women, to be freed. No other bandits were present within.

Nick also wanted to judge the mayor. The man was definitely complicit with a lot of Davon’s crimes, only being a lesser evil in running Havendale. Probably, Nick would try to find a way to make the man secretly retire.

Standing in front of the crowd in the plaza with his allies, Nick looked over the people that would be joining the people of Zura and Nagduros in becoming the citizens of his city. There were nearly two hundred of them, and they were of a wide variety of races. Humans and elves certainly accounted for more than half.

Like Kaya had long-since mentioned, there were definitely a lot of gray, lightly tainted souls. There were a few young ones with hope, but the many adults were just worn out, nearly looking at Nick and his people impassively.

There were even a few that could easily be judged that Nick might just have to hunt down in the near future, but Nick didn’t want to give up his game, for the time being.

Nick’s impression of the people of Havendale as they gazed at him wearing his strange armor was that they were exhausted, tired from living in fear. That Nick was likely just a new despot, likely to take advantage of them, much like Davon.

He spoke seriously, his playfulness gone to address those that would be his new people. “I’m going to go claim that tower, and when that happens, a new era will begin here in Havendale. The Ordeal will be open to many, and you will be able to Test yourselves and become more. For the first time in a long time, hard work and determination will be rewarded, and there will be much opportunity for success. Proper law and order will be established, and those that live within the bounds of my city will be protected from Orion’s dangers.”

Nick continued, “But there will be the law you must follow, and there will be more people joining us. There are orcs from Nagduros, and humans from Zura that will appear here within the next two days. Because a Trial was completed, Havendale should benefit significantly, making this place one of the most desirable to live in within the region, but it will need to be shared with them.”

The mayor frowned, as he wrung his hands. “That is…good news, of course! The Ordeal being claimed should bring many benefits to all. But orcs, you say? Just what kind…”

Andross laughed, his wives giving feral smiles. “Not to worry, human. We orcs of Nagduros are honorable raiding orcs, willing to follow the laws as Lord Noblefrost sets them for us. None here should fear us, only the wicked and those unprepared to face Orion’s dangers outside of the city.”

Nick spent some time discussing things with the mayor, but eventually, they broke up the crowd, sending them back to their homes. There would be a lot of changes for them over the next day or two, so they needed to prepare.

Nick walked toward the Crown Sanctum, with Kaya, Eirwen, and his remaining followers in tow. With the people now gone, Jerome was able to come out of a side alley, and join them.

At the base of the monolithic tower was a building that Nick would call futuristic. The base was cubic-looking with only a large door in the center, almost like a warehouse rather than a home. The building was made of black, metallic panels that were polished to a mirror shine, showing Nick’s reflection as he walked close.

The doors were the same in that they were flat panels, but were an off black, only giving the perception that a rectangular shape was for a different purpose. Nick pressed his hand to the door, remembering his hand print in the ruins below.


[Havendale Ordeal Conqueror or Trial Conqueror confirmed. Claim Crown Sanctum?]


Nick willed his answer, and a wave of white essence was sent out throughout the city. The power of it felt immense, sending the parties hair and cloaks billowing. The wave of white light continued far into the distance, and Nick could feel that the essence in the air had shifted significantly as a result. 

His handprint also appeared on the door, just before a hissing sound came from it. The two rectangles parted and slid open, disappearing into the wall. The interior was a clean white with black outlines for tiles, a strange glow lit hallway with nearly no features in front of them.

He received a prompt.


[Subquest: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Conquer an Ordeal - Completed]
[The Trial of Leadership has been completed, and you have earned and restored part of your Heritage. As Fallen Nobility, you have restored your House’s name and have earned your Heritage, becoming Lord Noblefrost once more. The barrows beneath the Havendale Ordeal will now be available to you, including secrets and treasures from your ancient people. Additional Sections can now be unlocked, either by completing Heritage Quests, Trials or Tests, or by spending Development Points to restore your house’s power.]


[Reward: 1 Heritage Structure Unlocked - Prince Nicholas’s Royal Chambers]


Eirwen’s eyebrows rose, as she looked at the place with wide eyes. “Wow, that was neat! This place is really unique!” 

As Nick and his followers entered, he couldn’t help but feel like this was some kind of spaceship from a sci-fi show. The corridor was curving somewhat and was over ten meters long, the doors closing on their own behind them. Jerome fit easily inside with his larger form, the drake taking up the rear of the party.

After they exited the entryway, a very modern or futuristic-looking home was ahead of them. The floors and walls were a pristine white, with chairs, tables, sofas, kitchen counters, cabinets, and everything an onyx black, with white accent lights flowing through the borders.

A typical kitchen was on their left complete with what looked to be an oven, fridge, and more, with a large living room with seating for nearly twenty inside on their right. On the opposite side, was an ornate door filled with glyphs, and somehow, this door called to him.

Kaya noted, “This place is weird. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Rebecca pointed to the rear of the room, an archway. It was special, like the doorway on the other side of the living room, but didn’t call to him in the same way.

“Your Crown Sanctum controls should be inside of there.”

Nick nodded. “Alright. Take a load off and rest, everyone. My wives and I will take a look at that stuff.”

Jerome looked back and forth inside, having an almost serpentine smile as it looked at what appeared to be Nick’s Royal Chambers with longing.

Nick rose his eyebrow in question, but the creature just laid down next to the door, with a draconic smile on its face as it closed its eyes, resting.

Kaya hummed. “It seems happy here? Maybe we’ll find out some answers today.”

Eirwen set down her pack, and took out some food. Placing the packaged goods and canteens on the kitchen counter, she smiled and addressed everyone else. “Help yourselves! I don’t think we’ll be in there long.”

They walked inside the room through the archways, finding what appeared to be…a modern conference room. Black office chairs surrounded a same-colored table, with black slates on the white walls with white text scrolling on all of them.

On one slate, was an area map. Havendale was near the Northwest corner, with not much of the surrounding areas mapped out. They were grayed out, as if not yet discovered. To the south and east were hexagons filled with various landscapes, though mountains, hills, valleys and rivers seemed to dominate them.

A road headed in both directions, to two separate cities. Shadowvale to the South, and Silverbrook City was more than twice the distance and several hexagons away, to the East. There were many other cities in the distance, but based on the legend, they would be weeks away.

Nick snorted as he looked at the map. “Who would want to live in a place named something like Shadowvale, anyway? Sounds like a den of thieves or something.”

Eirwen giggled. “When you put it like that, it sounds less than desirable. But there is a wide assortment of people that live there, from beastkin to dark elves, to even dwarves and halflings. While it sounds bad, there are a lot of nocturnal people that like the place.”

“Wha–you mean, the place is really covered in shadows or darkness? That’s crazy. I guess, the name is quite appropriate, then. How about Silverbrook?”

Kaya replied, “We’re told it’s a major hub of the area, as that’s where many of the merchants come from. I guess the west or southwest is dominated by many of these…bandit guys like Davon and Blackthorne.”

Nick sighed. “Well, we have that guy to worry about. I am dying to check out that prince’s chamber, so let’s select the options to make sure our friends from Nagduros and Zura are gonna come with us, before something else blows up?”

Eirwen gestured to the table. “It’s your kingdom, hubby. Do you wanna do the honors?”

Nick raised his brow. “You mean our kingdom. We’re partners, right? I trust either of you girls to make good decisions when it comes to running things, or know if it’s important enough that we should all make the decision together. You’re the one that knows the most about this, so I’d rather you run the table, Winny.”

Kaya nodded with a smile, and Eirwen kissed Nick on the cheek. “Hehe, thanks hubby.”

They all sat down in the office chairs around Eirwen. She tapped the table, and a Menu appeared.


[Crown Sanctum]
[Ordeal Development Menu]
[Kingdom Development Menu]
[Heritage Rewards]
[Trial Closure Selection Pending]


Eirwen selected the last option, Trial Closure, and it prompted them with a simple selection menu. Nagduros and Zura were listed, with options to return and merge for each. However, there was also a choice for the mine reward.

Kaya looked over the options, “I guess, we just select Nagduros and Zura to merge, right? What about the mine?”

Nick added, “I assume that randomize will randomize the placement, but why would we choose that over placing it exactly where we want?”

There was an information button, and it appeared for spending their Development Points, they could pick the precise location.

Eirwen frowned. “I think it might not matter all that much? It says it will place it outside the city, and since it’s a mine, it will likely be in those hills or mountains nearby? It’ll be within our city’s control radius, which is going to grow when the three Ordeals merge. The landscape will change a lot when they all merge, too. Unfortunately, we can’t get a preview of this.”

Nick nodded and they selected the randomize location option, then moved to the Crown Sanctum Menu. It appeared they could purchase various addons or even re-arrange their home cheaply.

The essence could be siphoned off of the Ordeal for filling their sanctum for personal advancement, but they left these alone for now.

The odd oven and fridge were examples of options and add-ons, and there were countless rooms for personal development. There was an interesting option that Nick was interested in.

“Virtual Intelligence, Crown Sanctum Control sounds cool. I guess it’s probably where we can talk to the house, and it can do things for us.”

Eirwen gave a happy sigh. “Ohh, that’d be nice. But spending two hundred DP on that seems like a very lavish option, at least for now. But it looks like we can pay using different methods, for many of the Crown Sanctum options, at least.”

The payment could be using a few different options depending on what it was, from currency to mana and a combination of other resources, but one stood out to Nick.

Nick asked, “How do we pay with essence, anyway?”

Eirwen was quick to reply, “The Ordeal generates it from the leylines of the Shard, based on numerous factors, including how much we’ve developed it. We can siphon off some of it for our Crown Sanctum and other purposes, like supplying crafters, or increasing the mana and essence density in the area.”

She brought up the Ordeal Development Menu.


[Havendale Ordeal]
[Ordeal Type: Path of Kings]
[Description: This Type provides a large amount of variance of challenges on each floor, with a high requirement for teamwork and longevity. By training in this Ordeal, Tower Climbers will prepare for Orion’s dangers, making them capable of facing any type of challenge. Through large environments filled with difficult and nuanced challenges, boss battles and Trials, leaders will be forged into Kings.]
[Ordeal Qualities: Recommended and Maximum Group Size: 10, with two Supporters. Large Environments, High Goal Variance, High Chance of Trial, High essence and mana environment, High Rewards]
[Kingdom Qualities: High Area Essence and Mana, Large Control Radius and Growth, Low Monster Control, Low Climbers per week.] 


Nick grumbled, “High rewards my ass, other than from that Trial, I ain’t get shit!”

Kaya chuckled. “But Winny and I got really nice rewards! Then, the rewards for both of the optional Tests were quite amazing for the first stratum, though they were boosted both by your first clear and by the fact that you could die in the mirror match. I wouldn’t look down on what we received!”

Nick asked, “What about Lothar’s Ordeal? Just wondering how it compares.”


[Nagduros Ordeal]
[Ordeal Type: Melee Warrior–Arena]
[Description: This Type provides a training program for warriors desiring their melee capabilities to be Tested.] 
[Qualities: Max Group Size: 1, Miniature Environments, Low Goal Variance, Near-zero Chance of Trial, Low-essence and mana environment, Minor Rewards.]
[Kingdom Qualities: High Climbers per week, Medium Monster Control, Medium Control Radius and Growth, Low Area Essence and Mana.] 


Nick noted, “Huh, the Path of Kings thing seems quite special. Can we change it? What options do we have?”

Eirwen selected it on the table, and they were given hundreds, even thousands of options, as she scrolled through the many on the list and displayed the details.

Eirwen gasped. “I don’t think that’s normal, hubby. Oh! There’s a search.”

She typed in Heroes, and there were dozens of them, seemingly of various party sizes or overall battlefield types. “Huh, it says that changing it would cost a boatload of Development Points and essence, so I think we’re stuck with what we got for a long time. But there are a lot more options here!”

There were methods to tweak the rewards and the difficulty, along with a dizzying array of options. From what Nick could tell at a glance, was that every tweak had a downside. Increasing the essence in the environment meant that the Test ramp-up time would be faster, such as the monster respawn timers. If the rewards went up, the difficulty needed to go up.

But as the difficulty went up, so too did the chance for a Trial or the essence in the environment. It was a complicated mesh where changing one thing might change a dozen others, and anyone tweaking it would need to give careful consideration to what that might do for those that climbed the Ordeal.

Because the Ordeal itself seemed to alter the difficulty based on who went in, besides. It was extremely complicated, and Nick instantly didn’t want to go anywhere near it.

There was a tweak that didn’t appear to have an absurd downside, and it was changing the loot focus. Skills were where Nick thought his people were lacking, and skewing it toward them was a no-brainer, for now.

However, it looked like there were some other types of options that he was interested in.

Eirwen noted, “It looks like we could add an Optional Test to a floor if we spend some Development Points, or DP. The first floor one is a neat one, and I do want to challenge it soon to see if I can get something before we enter the second stratum.”

Kaya added, “Then there’s the ability to increase the overall investment in the Ordeal, improving the baseline values. The Type just multiplies that, so we will get a lot of benefit by spending the daily essence here for a while.”

Eirwen quickly made some baseline choices here, to upgrade the essence and mana within the Ordeal and the rewards.

The only other thing of note on this Menu was that choices within the Kingdom menu were linked. Based on choices there, it would influence the number of parties that could enter per week and how often, and more.

Eirwen selected the Kingdom Development menu, where once again, there were countless options. However, there were several upgrades that were much more straightforward than the sliders and tweaking that could be done in the other menu.

They could spend Development Points here to increase things like the kingdom’s control radius, or even the size of the inner walled section. Many of these upgrades were completely missing, being completely bare bones since the previous gains were destroyed.

Eirwen quickly added several upgrades with Nick’s earned Development Points, which were extremely cheap. She had only spent fifty of their over one-thousand points already, but he could tell this made a significant change in the city.

In addition to the five hundred he had earned for his quest, it appeared there was a little over five hundred more stored from the Ordeal. It seemed that over the years, these DP were sort of stored from the climber’s actions, but also drained at a certain pace while it was unclaimed.

The second ring for Tower Climber’s homes was established, likely restoring the many ruins there. The inner ring walls were also created, providing a sort-of protection for special Tests or Tribulations the Tower might provide the inhabitants of the city.

The overall essence production for the environment was increased by its first allotment of ten percent, with upgrades going all the way up to double or more over a sort of floor or stratum multiplier.

The band of control for the monsters was increased in its effectiveness by over thirty percent with just a few points, and was shown in a diagram of the city, where rings extended out.

Monsters above a certain level in each band as they got further away from the city would be discouraged from coming closer to the city, both from essence levels but some sort of instinct creatures of Orion would have.

This would allow people to grow farms all the way up to where Winny and Kaya’s house was safely, and probably have a mile or two beyond even that before it would be as dangerous as it once was.

Then, even the roads were affected, a minor deterrent for creatures. It was now significantly safer to travel.

Nick looked over the menus. “Alright, well, it looks like this should really change things for Havendale, right? This seems strange though, wasn’t the essence in the area very low? It says here that it was high, and we only chose to increase it by thirty percent.”

Kaya smiled. “Since it was unclaimed, Havendale was basically getting none, or almost none, of the benefits of the Ordeal. The essence was erratic, and often lead to pockets of essence within the nearby area. So now that you’ve claimed it, we should really start to feel the difference, the essence much more reliable. The average level of Havendale people will increase greatly over time.”

Eirwen added, “But so will the monsters as they receive the higher, more reliable concentration of essence, as it draws more in from the Shard’s leylines. Most likely, we will need to have warriors patrolling the surrounding areas, making sure to control them and keep the people safe. Four town guards would no longer cut it.”

Nick chuckled. “It’s a good thing we got some orcs and wolflings looking for tough fights then, huh? How are three Ordeals going to change things?”

Kaya pointed at a set of numbers, a chart listing approximated values for the different bonuses, “It looks like the end result, number wise, is over here. I guess it’s not exactly the same as all three added together…”

Eirwen nodded. “It looks like there is a diminishing return, still, three is definitely better than one! Hubby’s Heritage is undoubtedly a step above the rest, and the end-result is not even close to double of that, but it’s still helpful to have the other two. Many people will desire to live here, I’m sure of it!”

Nick was excited now, and drummed his hands on the table. “Alright, let’s see what we’ve got under my Heritage!”

Eirwen selected the Heritage menu with a smile, displaying several options that Nick instantly felt excited about–even on Eirwen’s behalf.


[Enhanced Crafting Rooms]
[Blade Soulforge]
[Genesis Chamber]
[Ancestral Archives]
[Enlightenment Chamber]


The menu looked short, but there was a note that more options would become available as the Ordeal raised in stratum and in rating. Having completed the Trial rather than the tenth floor, it seemed they were in an odd sort of limbo.

Plus, the kingdom development menu had a sort of measurement of their current population and their levels and achievements. On this particular menu, Nick’s follower and wife count was noted, and this also changed what became available.


[Ancestral Archives - 10,000 DP]
[Restores part of the great Archaen Library. Some knowledge will be permanently lost to destruction and time, but this choice will enable access to the wisdom that made the Archaens powerful in their time. Has various upgrades and features available, requires Lore Keeper.] 


Of course, the Archives sounded really exciting to Eirwen. “Ten thousand points! Over hundreds of years, all that was obtained was…” She paled at the little over five hundred number. “Maybe those options we just selected weren’t so cheap. But they were the bare-bones stuff!”

The Blade Soulforge was a place meant for upgrading Nick’s Soul Blade which was semi-affordable at only two thousand DP, and the Enlightenment Chamber was some sort of special room for working on one’s Ideal and Concept.

He wasn’t sure how it worked, but it was just as expensive as the archives.

However, the Genesis Chamber was something they could afford right now, and Nick knew that he wanted it right away.


[Genesis Chamber - 500 DP]
[Allows an Archaen to invest essence into recreating the bodies of Followers. Has various upgrades available.]


Nick groaned. “There’s no more info than that? I bet once we buy that, thanks to my luck, there’s probably other upgrades for it that we need to do anything. I hope it’s at least functional, but this will give me a way to revive the orcs we lost, and Rebecca’s mother.”

Eirwen beamed. “That’s wonderful news! Let’s get it now?”

Nick hesitated. “Let’s check out my chamber first. There might be some details about…my life, or the prince’s life, in there.”

They exited the Control Room, to find that music was playing softly. It was a slow rhythmic beat with soothing chimes that Nick thought was kind of calming, or meant for relaxing.

Andross and his wives were dancing slowly, along with the Sable and Fang. Rebecca sat in what was likely some sort of meditation or prayer, her eyes closed with her hands together in front of her.

Nick asked, “Where’s the music coming from?”

Andross chuckled. “Boss–The slate lit up when the little one touched it, and music started to play after she pressed it a few times. There was some weird music, but this one was good enough to settle on.”

Nick once again narrowed his eyes on his sneaky and playful wolfling girls somehow figuring out an ancient music system, but moved on, “Alright, we have everything setup for the people of Zura and Nagduros to join us. The climbers ring should be developing now, essence gathering to reform the ruins and build inner and outer walls of the city. Do either of you know what to expect when you make changes to the housing?”

Rebecca nodded. “The essence gathers, and those nearby will receive a warning from the Orion System to move. It shouldn’t take all that long before the default homes are completed from scratch. If you like, I could go speak with the mayor and warn him about this, but it appeared that not that many lived within the inner ring. There are only a few buildings still standing, from what I could see.”

Nick nodded. “I’d appreciate it if you did that, along with setting expectations for how many folks are going to live in this area. Can you go with her and provide information about the people of Nagduros, Andross?”

Andross chuckled, as he motioned his wives to come with. “No problem, boss. We’ll get out of your way for a bit. Are you good with us claiming one of the homes when they appear?”

Nick confirmed that with him and Rebecca, that they would definitely work out those details later, but they can claim a home for the night when ready. For now, the minotaur and the goblin mage were also guests of sorts and would get a home to stay in, but could be a headache to return back to their homes.

Fang and Sable bounded across the room on all fours, and looked up at Nick with big, watery eyes, as if begging to stay.

Eirwen giggled and patted their heads, and Nick snorted. “You two can stay, isn’t that a little much? I’m about to check out my new room, and you two can come. Let’s go.”


Epilogue - The Heritage



The door slid open with a hiss, and they entered the room. As he did, a feeling of nostalgia filled him, as he looked over the spacious room with a high ceiling.

In this room, the floor and walls were all black with white glyphs for outlines of tiles, but the furniture was a pure white. There were a few white slabs on the wall that were almost like windows, each giving off a glow that felt a lot like sunlight that matched the world outside.

In the back right corner of the room was a royal-looking bed. A canopy with four posts surrounded the bed, and there was the typical night stand nearby.

What appeared to be a walk-in closet was near the bed, and a door to what was probably a bathroom as well. Directly to their left was a special relaxing area not that different from the one in the living room, with two sofas and two recliners, all facing a serving table.

On his right, a section that looked a lot like a physical training area. The hard floor had been replaced with something that looked like gym mats or similar, an ample space for armed combat.

In the back left area of the room appeared to be a child’s play area, with a door that Nick wasn’t sure where it went. In the center of the room, was something that had Nick a little worried.

It was a pedestal that created a special transparent field, with a flickering white flame floating inside it. Nick knew it was something he could only see thanks to his soul sense, and even Eirwen and Kaya were leery.

Kaya asked, “What is it? It looks like…a part of a soul? I haven’t spent that much time with the sight, but that is still obvious to me, with what I feel, too.”

Eirwen nodded. “But…it feels a lot like Nick. Like, a different Nick?”

Nick felt a longing in his chest, for what was floating there on the pedestal. What Eirwen said was true. It was like a part of him was missing, and that part was right in front of him.

The wolfling girls were quiet, seemingly understanding the overall mood and sitting at the party’s sides on their haunches. Nick walked toward the pedestal, his steps filled with hesitation.

Eirwen noted, “We saw a lot of children back in Nagduros and Zura. Whatever this is, it feels a lot like that. Could this be… you, from when you lived on Orion? As a child?”

As Nick got closer, he couldn’t help but feel Eirwen was correct. Deep down, he knew the flickering flame was a part of him. He wanted it. He needed to know the answers.

Nick reached out to the flickering flame, but before he could, the shield was removed and the flame rushed into his chest in a beam of light, faster than he could react. As a flame entered his soul core, his mind struggled for a moment, as it was filled with a trembling sensation.

His soul shook and vibrated, as Nick remembered.

A white light filled the room, and a scene played out in his mind, as if watching a dream. Memories started to join his mind as if being downloaded, him remembering parts of his childhood while he watched the vision.

Young Nick stood in a large black room, not all that dissimilar to the one he was in now.

The wall on one side of the room was replaced with a giant window, and outside was the black void of space. Stars were seen in the distance, and Nick could see part of Orion. A giant ring of worlds on a belt, surrounding the star near the corner of his vision.

He wanted to turn his head and see more of it, but he had no control of the vision.

But all the worlds were spinning in place, even as they swirled around the great star.

He got the impression that the room itself was moving.

Only, he knew that he was but a child, no older than seven or eight years old. Warm, soft hands held his shoulders gently, a reassuring presence that Nick longed for behind him.

In front of him stood a man and a woman, gazing out at the stars and worlds outside the viewing windows.

The man was Nick’s father, a man that Nick was now nearly a complete spitting image of. He was wearing what Nick would describe as a mix between a king’s robes and a combat outfit, the robes somehow metallic looking but still flowing as he stood. They were black with the trims blue, glyphs glowing brightly, shifting as young Nick watched.

His soul blade was strapped around his shoulder, and Nick could feel the man’s dominating presence, a dangerous air, but also a warmth, the man being a caring and loving father and husband.

His expression was seen in the reflection of the viewing window. The man’s calm gaze looked expectantly at the stars, looking for something young Nick couldn’t see.

Nick’s mother stood at his father’s side, and was what he would describe as an ice demon, or goat beastfolk. She had sharp features like an elven woman, with blue skin and straight, white hair. Her horns curved up and back behind her head, like a goat or an antelope.

Like Eirwen, her legs shifted to white fur beneath the knees, with cloven hooves in the place of human feet. She had a long, large round tail almost like that of a reptile, of the same blue color and covered with the same skin as the rest of her.

In between her eyes on her forehead, was a special gem, radiating a white light. She wore beautiful robes just like her husband, and appeared to be giving off a field of ice.

Her gaze was also reflected in the window, and her expression was filled with pain and worry.

His father interrupted the silence.

“We’re nearly there. I now see the Tower in the distance.”

His mother turned, facing young Nick with hesitation. She gave a sad smile, as she walked closer to him. She crouched and opened her arms invitingly, to which young Nick quickly leaped into her embrace.

Despite her body’s freezing cold temperature, he felt the warmth and love his mother had for him in his chest. Their souls brushed against one another, a thrumming sensation beyond mere words or expressions. This woman loved him immensely, and would do anything for him.

“I’m sorry, my prince, but we must go. The enemies are many, and we face extinction. If we do not make it, you will be the last. I’m afraid…this is goodbye, at least for now.”

His father snorted from his place at the viewing glass. “I still say all your plans are pointless. The Evil ones use the Good one’s fear against us and our allies, their misguided efforts putting us against the wall. Of course, we’re going to reach Eternity, and then we’ll return and crush all those that stand against us. These so-called gods will crumble beneath our might, and be Judged for their wrongdoings once and for all. The misguided’s cowardice will be shown to all, their hubris on display as they–”

His mother let go of Nick and turned, smiling fondly at her husband and nodding. “Of course, dear. But climbing the Tower of Eternity can take a long time, hundreds, even thousands of years. We should say goodbye for now, at least? Even if we achieve our goal and we are there to welcome him back from his journey, won’t he be happier to go on it knowing we said goodbye?”

If Nick could move, his brows would be at the top of his head. His father’s angry rant or whining reminded him all too much about himself, just a different, much more intense, version. Nick knew that, especially when it was his family or friends coming to harm, he would rant and rave.

His father hesitated, before he too walked over with sure steps, kneeling down in front of the much smaller child. Nick once again felt his father’s soul brush up against his, feeling the warmth and love he had for him.

Nick also had many of his memories now, and he remembered just how much time his father had spent with him. His father taught him the sword and soul magic from a very young age, instilling his wisdom and talent the best he could into Nick. It was why Nick was prodigious with the blade even to this day.

“Of course, I love you, Junior. You know that. I’m so proud of how far you’ve come, and I know you are going to make a wonderful King of Orion, just like your father before you. I will enter that tower with your mother, our enemies have truly pushed us to the brink and given us no other choice for victory. Our allies have been used against us, forcing us to back off and make sacrifices to keep them safe.”

Young Nick’s emotions flared, his frustration having arisen from mentioning the many enemies. “I…love you too, father. If you don’t make it… I will make them pay! For killing my mothers and father–”

His father’s lips flattened into a line, his eyebrows in a frown as he spoke. “No! That is not why you remain, son. You do not remain for vengeance, you do not remain for bringing death to others. You remain for the people. The evil, the wicked calls to us, and only through benevolence and duty can you prevent your soul from being tainted by the darkness–after all, Archaen Law is not absolute. If I fall, I want you to live for yourself and the people, just as I did, and your ancestors. Be a great King, one that rules with strength, benevolence and righteousness. I know you can do it.”

Nick wanted to raise his brow at his father. What happened to his angry rant, like ten seconds ago? He supposed that it was more him just whining, angry on his family and friend’s behalf, and his true motivations may have matched his words.

His mother hugged young Nick once more. “Your other mothers await in the void, but all will lose connection to you when we enter, unless we succeed and return before you do. Luckily, Jasmine can remain with you, your Soulbound.”

She let him go, and walked behind him.

Young Nick turned, spotting the woman standing there.

She was an ethereal being, her brilliant form made of light, an almost flaming figure in the shape of a woman. But odd clothing floated out in front of her made of prismatic energy lines or barriers, covering her sensual form.

It took older Nick a moment, but he realized what he was seeing. He could see her soul through the clothing, which was her body. To others, she would be nothing more but a floating, almost clear, magical clothing. To Nick…the clothing looked a lot like a maid’s, and then it all clicked, why he was so desiring of servants.

Her eyes, eyebrows, nose, and lips floated atop the white of her body, almost like black smoke sitting on the white flames, among other black lines that accentuated her body parts, such as her fingers and toenails.

Nick knew that she was a being of pure energy, a rare sentient entity his parents discovered deep within one of the Ordeals. Older Nick recognized her features to be a lot like a djinn, or genie.

His mother gave Jasmine a hug. “I was so glad we managed to find you. You have just been so wonderful, Jasmine. I can rest assured knowing you are at his side for his journey and triumphant return, should the worst come to pass.”

Nick’s father scoffed again, but young Nick ignored it and asked, “Journey?”

Jasmine nodded, her black full lips shifting to a sad smile. “Yes, young master. I understand it is alarming, but you will be reborn in another world. When you… expire there and return to Orion, your memories shall only be retrieved after you reclaim your Heritage.”

Young Nick’s mind was in shock, trying to understand what was happening. He replied, “I…won’t remember anything, in this other world? Not mom or dad, or…you?”

His mother answered, “I’m so sorry, my prince, but it is necessary. Our enemies will find you with their foresight and divinations if your soul remains present. We have shifted Archaen Law, and only through leaving and returning, or being reborn, can the changes be applied to you.”

Nick’s father snorted. “I hated that stupid game of prophecy and mouse, anyway. Our son will be safer this way.” His lips shifted into a feral grin. “And they won’t see us coming either, for when we return.”

Tears streamed down his mother’s eyes, as she looked at him with regret. “I’m afraid…your new body will likely not be able to handle your soul, in the other world. Unless the world you are reborn on has excellent healers and access to essence, your body will inevitably break down, perhaps even at a young age. I pray that… your other life is not filled with heartache and pain, that you are taken to a safe world with little conflict. That you find fulfillment in your other life, even without our love and our teachings.”

Nick’s father gave him a small smile. “You’ll just have to see it as another adventure, another Test to be conquered. Your experiences in the other world can be your strength, should you seek it. You can master the blade, and master yourself. When you return, we will be waiting for you, if I have anything to say about it.”

Jasmine spoke from behind him with a smile. “That, or your Heritage. And I’ll be with you the whole time, young master, no matter what. We are one, so I will accompany you in this journey. I won’t be able to speak with you, but I hope that I will be a reassuring presence for you as you go on this adventure. I’ll even be there as your first Soul Servant, I promise. When you reclaim your Heritage, we’ll be together, forever and always.”

Seeing his parents and his soulbound’s hopeful looks, young Nick refused to make them worry on their climb of the Tower of Eternity. He didn’t fully understand all that was happening, but he knew his job was important.

He was filled with determination, to accomplish his role. Young Nick refused to make a waste of this journey, and resolved himself to master the sword and himself, just like his father asked of him.

“I’ll do it! I’ll go to the other world, and become more. When I return, I’ll be the best, strongest King I can be!”

Smiles and laughter filled the sterile room, as the hazy dream receded, and Nick returned to his body.

He remembered that, not long after the scene, he was placed in that odd sarcophagus-like construct and put into a deep sleep.

Then, he was transported to a secret resting place along with much of what would become his Heritage–what would eventually become the Havendale Ordeal, before most of his soul was sent on a journey.

Years of lessons and memories had returned to his mind throughout the vision, his soul merging with his old one. He fell to his knees, and tears streamed down his cheeks.

A profound sense of pressure and loss weighed on his chest, as he understood.

Because they weren’t waiting for him when he returned, his father and mother had failed.

He didn’t fully understand everything as his family didn’t go too heavily into detail, but the takeaway was that his people were hunted, until they were forced to attempt entering this Tower of Eternity.

They did this in hopes of becoming more, Eternal, and defeating all the foes that stood against them.

Jasmine had sent his soul away, keeping his memories and a portion of his soul, here, on Orion. When he died on Earth, his soul eventually returned to his original body.

Through some sort of cosmic law or other requirement of Orion, he then had to retrieve his Heritage on his own, earning it. Since it was now thousands of years later and his race was seen as extinct, they likely failed in the Tower of Eternity. Even if they were somehow still alive, their goal of helping their allies had certainly failed, and Nick couldn’t help but feel sad about this.

Now, his two selves were one. While the young Nick was only eight years old, Archaen’s childhoods were extremely different from humans.

Their infancy was extremely short, growing through vast quantities of essence from their parents and the environment within weeks, rather than months. He spoke his first word in his first week as he learned to crawl and walk, and within weeks he was already speaking in full sentences.

All of which Earth Nick now fully remembered. Having mind cores merged with soul, their minds were different at holding memories during this time, and he had received years of solid teaching from his parents. He even had an assortment of tutors, given an excellent education fit for a prince.

The drive and desire to master the sword and excel in many areas followed with him into his other life, and his subconscious must have transferred his style and capability in fighting. Despite gaining these memories, Nick felt like nothing about him had truly changed.

Having an extra childhood was strange, but his previous self and his current self were one and the same. As a master of the soul, Nick now understood something that many people couldn’t know for sure. If you erased a person's memories, they would often gravitate toward becoming one and the same, even with external factors changing them.

This was why taint must be cleansed, and prevented from taking root. Once one started down the path of evil, there was often no recovering, and would require several lifetimes or reincarnations to fully eliminate from a soul in truth.

“You okay, hubby? You don’t look so good, but that vision was really something else!”

Nick had a terrible headache much like he did when he arrived on Orion. His body and soul were out of sync, so he used Soul Mend on himself. It helped a little, but he wagered he would need some rest.

He turned to Eirwen to respond, but Sable and Fang both jumped and bowled him over, licking the tears off of his face. Nick chuckled as the two girls tried to cheer him up. “Ah–stop that! C’mon!”

Shoving them away, they gave him happy canine smiles, their tails wagging. He snorted. “Thanks, girls. Yeah, I’m mostly alright now, Winny. You saw that?”

Kaya nodded. “We both did, I am glad this answered a lot of questions for us. But that was sure a surprise huh, no wonder you were so fixated on butlers! You grew up with a maid!”

Nick froze, as he realized what she meant. He searched his memories, and now understood that Soulbound were typically a servant, much like a maid, chosen to be an Archaen’s first wife.

“You mean…you think Jerome was Jasmine?”

Eirwen giggled. “Probably! We really need to check out that Genesis Chamber, maybe we can bring her out!”

Nick thought that was an awesome idea, and he couldn’t wait. But then he remembered something, and he paled. “Shit. The first thing I had her do when I summoned her…”

Kaya froze, then she laughed hard from the belly. When she caught her breath, she finally got out, “You made her slap herself in the face, then stand and jump on one foot, before naming her after a man! Wow, Nick, that was a cold thing to do to your wife!”

Nick groaned as he palmed his face, and Eirwen joined in laughter. Catching her breath, she was still all smiles. “M-Maybe she won’t remember? Well, she will probably understand… ”

Kaya now had a teasing smile, her mood improved from Nick’s misery. “This is exciting! We have the merge in the next few days, where you’ll begin managing and growing your fledgling kingdom. I can’t wait to explore the barrows for your heritage, and check out your new mine!”

Eirwen smiled. “But don’t forget about getting some rest, too. Hubby has worked hard, and I want to make sure he gets to enjoy himself. The tower was a long challenge, and we barely got to have a good time! All work and no play will make even a great king a grumpy man, and I want to make sure he gets his hero’s reward.”

Kaya’s look turned almost feral, as she looked over to the bed. “That’s true, but our enemies won’t wait for us to take a break. Blackthorne is eventually going to try to come collect his dues, or see just how valuable this place has become. Still, having these princely chambers is going to be quite the boon, huh? Just the essence in here feels quite relaxing.”

Eirwen smiled. “Let’s get out of this armor, and try out the prince’s bath chamber? I’d like to see what kind of amenities were available to royalty.”

They entered the bathroom to the right, and Nick remembered all the different fixtures and how to use them. There was a sonic shower, a large bathtub which could fit a dozen, the water staying fresh and ready at all times, managed with essence.

Eirwen and Kaya were happy to take care of Nick, who was all out of sorts from the soul merging.

The sonic shower even cleaned off their armor, the wolfling’s fur being cleaned of all the blood and residue.

They all jumped into the bath already clean, relaxing in the warm water filled with essence.

Kaya and Eirwen both massaged Nick’s back, before prompting the wolfling girls to do the same. They took turns taking care of one another, Nick brushing each of the girl’s fur or wool one by one, relaxing in the activity.

Finding various simple clothes in his walk-in closet, everything was made for himself only. He wore comfortable robes, handing out extras for each of the girls.

Having already spent some time relaxing, Nick was ready to take a nap as he recovered. The four girls all joined him on the bed, resting in each other’s warm embrace. After just a few moments, he received a mental ping from Jasper–that Luna was already successful in her hunt of this runner, or messenger on the way to Shadowvale.

As Nick held his wives and family, for the first time in a while, he felt at peace. A calm entered him for having achieved all his goals, even if he knew he would have tons of new ones when he awoke.

For now, he had found victory in earning his great Heritage, and began walking a path he knew his parents would be proud of.
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