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Our Story So Far



Hello there, reader! This section is for those that read book 1 through 3, and since it has been a while, would like a bit of a refresher of the plot and story before diving into book 3. I also like to outline the love interest’s appearances here and more, so it is good for anyone to get a good reminder of these, including any changes.

For those that just read through Book 3, you are more than welcome to skip this chapter. I will also include what was the final displayed status sheet for Nick at the end of the summary. I do apologize if this section is a bit dry, but I try to include everything I can, and for that reason it needs to be. This way you can read this and rest assured that you remember the most important details without having to reread entire books (unless you want to!).

Our story starts with Nick dying of cancer on Earth, just as he began to try out a new synaptic VRMMO game, dying of a heart attack. In the many MMO’s he played, he had mastered various skills related to what many max level players might have attempted, including being a top-tier swordsman, crafter, and more.

Arriving on Orion and waking up in a strange crypt, Nick had thought he was still playing the game, not understanding that he had died instead. He got a little lost and killed a red rat in frustration, causing thousands of them to swarm after him.

Killing them all, he eventually escaped and exited the underground crypts out of the well, where he then ran into Kaya, the red panda beastfolk who was running from two bandits clearly up to no good.

Following them, he slew them using his spell, Judgement. It was a spell where a person’s sins would be judged against Archaen Law, which had some power over their reality. As he killed them, their sins were shown for all to see, but he also drank up the essence of their body, mind, and soul cores, causing them to be dried out into nothing more than a husk.

Which Kaya watched with more than a little fear, thinking he was some kind of horrifying undead. He had tattered clothing, pale skin, long white hair, and electric-blue eyes that glowed–and was completely covered in blood.

When he cast his Create Soul Servant spell, animating one of the bandits he had just slain, that fear had only doubled, making her want to flee. He named his bandit butler Jerome, and made it slap itself in the face and jump up and down on one foot, and more.

However, Nick managed to win Kaya over that he wasn’t a threat with his boyish charm. In the process, he realized that he was not in a game at all–and now stuck on Orion for real, in this new body. Younger, stronger, and cancer-free.

Because he was covered in blood and looked like an undead, he needed a place to stay. Covered in a cape from the bandits, he went with Kaya to obtain medicine for her grandmother. But through his Advanced Soul Sense, he understood–she had lied to him in some way. They get the medicine and make the trek to her house in the forest, where they run into two bearcoons.

Defeating them, Nick got injured for Kaya’s sake but also still somehow pissed her off in the process. It turned out that she had been buying the medicine for her adopted sister, Eirwen, a sheep beastfolk girl.

She helps bring the unconscious Nick inside with Kaya. They tend to his wounds, and when he wakes, he learns Eirwen could control dreams, and she learned a lot about Nick without him realizing it.

He heals the normally bedridden girl’s soul. Thanks to this, she unlocks the Ordeal Supporter class for the first time in her life, and it was explained to Nick that Havendale is like an island. That the wilderness was far too dangerous for them to traverse, and the bandit leader, Davon, rules it with extortion and murder.

Their best chance was to enter the Ordeal, the tower–to level up and become more so that they could have any chance at defeating this Davon or merely escaping. Kaya didn’t trust Nick enough at this time, and her first priority was helping her best friend leave the horrible situation.

This coincides with Nick’s other goals and quests, so he was on board to help out the two girls in the process. They prepare and leave to arrive in the dead of night, and enter the Ordeal through the secret entrance.

Just as they are about to enter, however, Nick feels danger about entering. He alerts the two girls that he thinks it will be dangerous–for him, and that maybe it might be best if they entered separately. For the girls, though, they had no worries–Ordeals in the First Stratum allowed for resurrection, at a cost of their earnings.

Kaya was just fine with leaving Nick to his fate, but Eirwen wasn’t having it. Nick had helped heal her, and she felt gratitude for him. She wanted to help him in the Ordeal even if it was dangerous.

It turned out Nick was right to be concerned. Upon entry, he learns that he cannot leave until he completes the Trial on the fifth floor, and if he died, he would die in truth.

Throughout the first few floors, Nick and Eirwen bonded, Nick admiring her intelligence and attitude. Her adventurous spirit and upbeat attitude were attractive, making her a joy to be around.

Nick realized that if he was going to have to continue to climb towers with annoying levels, including enemies that reflected attacks or an entire floor that attempted to freeze you or attack you with your fears, Eirwen was a perfect person to have by his side.

And Nick would need several wives to accomplish his goals of both recreating his kingdom and raising heirs. Eirwen revealed that beastfolk have no problem at all with this and are actually attracted to stronger males that could protect multiple wives–like Nick.

After a dream date with her in which they played at the beach, the two connected and spoke about their desires.

She had suffered during her life, all at the tyranny of others like Davon. She understood more than others the dangers of Orion and the cost of being weak in it. Seeing Nick’s fantastic strength and talent, Eirwen believed in him above all others. That he could be a hero that banished the darkness of the world, just like she read about in her Hero’s Path book. That he could become more, striving for Eternity.

And Nick knew that he had no particular aspirations. Without a goal or someone like Eirwen pushing him forward, he would just stagnate and never be truly great.

So he made an Oath to walk the Hero’s Path to fight for what was right, even if it was hard. It was then that he somehow remembered more Soul Magic, and he established a Soul Pact with Winny, making her his first Archaen Wife. He also understood her deepest desire, her dream–were to help Kaya find happiness as well. Especially if it meant making her his wife too.

This would protect Eirwen from death, they learned, and it also applied something Nick had no idea about–Archaen Law. Apparently, Nick and his wives were unable to break or go against these laws, incapable of lies or betrayal, among other things. They could only lie when protecting another.

However, there was a side effect Kaya didn’t like for her best friend: that if Nick died, Eirwen would die too. But thanks to Soul Magic, he realized he could make Kaya his Follower. This would allow him to protect her through death, enabling her to protect him and Eirwen without repercussions. She accepted the Soul Pact, becoming his first Follower.

It was just in time for the Trial, which Nick could not escape from. It was a Trial of Leadership where he had to resolve a Conflict between the Humans of Zura and the Orcs of Nagduros. He had to assist one city in accomplishing their goals and thus allow them to win the Conflict, or get them to work together to defeat the drakes.

They chose the Humans of Zura for their first destination, to get the lay of the land. On their way, they ran into a wolfling tribe–a species of monsterfolk that were a mixture of goblin and wolf origins. They sensed his monstrous nature, and their Alpha challenged him to battle–which Nick easily defeated.

Which made him Alpha of their tribe. Nick wasn’t really a fan of the idea because for a moment, it felt like he just got a tribe of starving children–a burden. Not only that, but it appeared some unattached females were especially interested in him, three in particular–but they were covered head to toe in fur with muzzles, something Nick was not attracted to at all.

But Eirwen saw their worth. She recommended he make them Followers, and help them grow. He used Create Soul Servant, doing his best to draw in a soul like Jasmine, that was useful. He named the creature Jasper, and used the killed Alpha to communicate his will to the pack and create the Soul Pact.

In doing so, he received the Trait Monsterfolk Empathy from his heritage quest, and about thirty wolfling followers. They helped them cross the terrain, scouting and gathering food. The pack of wolflings were extremely diligent and hardworking, and Nick saw that they were amazing with fighting and crafting, aspects of both their wolf and goblin heritage.

They made their way to the humans of Zura, where they learned: that the humans were the cause of the issues with the Conflict, and they hated the orcs of Nagduros. They worshiped a goddess named Seraphara, and they appeared to believe that all non-humans were impure.

But Eirwen knew a little about Seraphara already–and she knew this was not what the goddess believed.

The paladin attempted to enslave Nick and the girls during their parlay, and Nick judged them and was forced to flee into the woods from oncoming reinforcements on horses.

Their new wolfling tribe helped run them off, attacking them in the woods. The humans of Zura retreated to hole up in their city, so Nick’s party and tribe headed to meet with the orcs of Nagduros.

They met Lothar the chieftain and his wife, Agatha the Head Shaman. Nick faced Andross in a duel to show his strength as a warrior.

Nick’s party then learned of the cause of the Conflict: mines had been discovered in a region where the two cities’ control radius met, and they were fighting over ownership. In a minor challenge, the orcs had won and chosen the conflict type: an Honorable Duel.

But Samuel the bishop resorted to cheating to keep Lothar from showing up–he took hostages. Not only that, but he had, for some reason, tainted the belief of the people of Zura in some way, ruling it from the shadows with rogues and more.

They came up with a plan for rescuing the kids–if Nick defeated Lothar in a duel and made the orcs of Nagduros his Followers, they would be Orcs of Noblefrost. Then, all but Lothar could join Nick in the rescue operation.

So Nick, the girls, and the wolflings trained with the orcs for the better part of a week in preparation to defeat Lothar and to be ready to take on the bishop. He named the three wolfling girls Luna, Fang, and Sable, the three proving themselves to be cunning and determined to win him over.

Nick masters his Soul Blade and Body Essence, enabling him to pierce Lothar’s thick skin.

Nick and Kaya bond further, going on a date of their own to the Miami Zoo in a dream. He had been a competent ally and friend throughout their entire journey, and she was really starting to warm up to the idea of him as a lover.

Meanwhile, Kaya was fiercely loyal to her adopted sister, and Nick was attracted to her dedication and her strength. She had supported Eirwen for all those years and was a truly talented warrior once she got the proper training from him.

However, Nick was unable to make her his Archaen Wife just yet, so they held off on consummating the relationship.

When he won against Lothar in a duel, the operation was a go. They made the trek across the wilderness, with the plan to besiege Zura and force the return of their children. Kaya and Eirwen split up with the wolflings and some orc scouts with Camouflage, to enter while they attempted to go in from the front during their distraction.

Only, there was a procession of clergy of Seraphara outside waiting. The people of Zura wore threadbare, simple clothing, and their clergy wore what appeared to be nun and monk outfits.

Rebecca, the Arch Priestess, was not only a good person as judged by Nick’s Soul Sense–but she claimed to have no idea where the children were, and she was telling the truth.

Thus, Nick asked for her help. To look for the children hidden in their city. She joined Nick as a helpful ally, despite being the daughter of the bishop, who they knew was at least complicit with the plots against Lothar.

They entered the city with a small squad of orcs, and they began their search. It didn’t take long for Nick to uncover portions of the slave ring under the brothel and win some goodwill from Rebecca. Using interrogation, they uncovered the other locations where slaves and hostages were being held.

They worked together to free the slaves, Nick earning even more goodwill with Rebecca and the other priests and priestesses of Seraphara. They were about to head to the location of the hostages underneath the cathedral when they discovered some other clergy members riling up a mob. Their goal was to attack the orcs and drive them away from the city, denying that there were any hostages at all.

Rebecca decided to try to convince them against it and reveal what they found, while Nick and his party rescued the hostages. Nick faced off with Brutus, a man lightly torturing the children to build up malevolent shadows in a horrifying gem while creating numerous monsters of shadow in the process.

With some help from the wolfling girls, Nick defeated him and judged him, and then they brought the children outside the city–preparing for the final confrontation with the Bishop. They found Rebecca was mostly successful in stopping the mob, but Nick brings some grandmothers who were hostages–to prove to the people of Zura what they said was true.

The mob breaks up, and Nick and the orcs arm themselves and enter the Cathedral, ready for the final battle. However, the Bishop comes out and reveals that he still has full control of the situation–he had sent the rogues from Havendale to cause a volcano eruption, and send the drakes straight for Nagduros.

Nick took on the bishop, and learned the man had a special Concept–called Divine Usurpation. He drew energy from the tainted priests from his doctrine and from the pure priestesses that had been kept in the dark. Using it, he created powerful magical explosions with his staff, and filled him with nearly limitless energy, draining it from his own people.

Using his Advanced Soul Sense, Nick noticed a soul of some kind was trapped inside him–so he offered it a Soul Pact after releasing his Essence Burst to latch onto it.

Nick offered redemption to everyone within the room–even the bishop. That if they accepted his offer, he would protect them, and they would only need to continue doing what the clergy of Seraphara already do–heal others and aid his kingdom, but follow Archaen Law.

Some of the tainted priests accepted his offer, and all the priestesses did, his protection layering on top of them, guarding them from the Bishop’s draining effect. However, Nick’s target wasn’t entirely them–but the soul trapped inside of him. And the soul accepted.

The bishop’s essence went haywire, and Nick Judged the horrible man. His sins were revealed to all, and he had killed his own wife, Irene in his struggle for power. But now he would suffer, Nick rescuing the clergy and even Rebecca’s mother, Irene, who she had thought dead, from his terrible clutches.

The Conflict was resolved, but Nick’s Soul Pacts meant that he had to protect his Followers, and keep his promises. He still had to stop the drake threat before the Trial could properly close. So he raced to deal with the drakes, some clergy coming along with the many orcs and humans of Zura to deal with the drakes. He ended up taking on the Alpha Drake and defeating it with his Essence Burst once more.

Threats defeated, he had some time to wait before Trial Closure. The Orcs of Nagduros and the Humans of Zura were now his subordinates, and he now owned the two Ordeals. They would merge with Havendale once he exited.

So Nick and the girls celebrated along with the orcs for their success. Nick went on a date with Kaya once again, defeating her in a contest of strength and skill. This aroused her womanly beastfolk instincts, seeing him properly as a mate. They joined as one, and Kaya became his wife, and she became an Archaen Beastfolk, changing her appearance.

Her eyes became purple, and black fur grew beyond her elbow and knee, a stark contrast to her red hair and ears. Suddenly, she sported a more bestial, perhaps monstrous, air about her. Kaya’s bust was certainly large for her size, even larger than Eirwen’s, and was a contrast of softness for her otherwise firm and athletic body. Kaya’s thick red hair went along perfectly with her cute red panda ears that sat in it.

They exited the Ordeal during Trial Exit, and Nick was awarded an upgrade to his first-floor trait he earned from the Optional Test: Will of the Frost King. His new wives and all those he exited with also received a special tempering and reward for their success, to varying degrees–Eirwen receiving the largest, aside from Nick.

Her affinity was changed, making her less like a docile sheep from a farm, and more of a bestial one that was meant to fight. The air about her had changed as well, and her short curly white hair had grown to be barely past her shoulders, despite being so thick and curly.

Eirwen’s electric blue eyes somewhat matched Nick’s after the change, and her wooly sheep legs past her knees became even more curly. Her tail thickened, and as a stark contrast to how she was when she was first healed–emaciated and underweight, she was fit and full-bodied now.

Upon arriving in Havendale’s underbelly, they found that the rogues sent into the Ordeal’s Trial had a falling out with Davon and were trying to take it away from him using the slaves they obtained. Nick crushed them before running into Davon.

In the fight, a tamed scalemaw appeared–and Kaya realized that the scalemaw that killed her mother those years back was probably all Davon’s doing. The man refused to confirm it, but when Kaya defeated him and Nick Judged him, his sins of slaying folks using the scalemaw to hide some of his wrongdoings all but confirmed it.

In the process, they also learned about a bandit warlord–named Blackthorne, that he would be sending his lackeys to take over the Ordeal now that it was cleared. Nick sent Luna and his scalemaw after the runner sent to Shadowvale, in hopes of preventing them from letting them know about Havendale’s new owner.

Thus, Nick claimed the Ordeal, reclaiming his Heritage and completing the quest he had prompts for from the moment he woke up on Orion. He went inside the Crown Sanctum and viewed the details and selected to merge the three cities into one when the Trial closed.

Heading back to his Prince’s Chambers he found something he did not expect–a Soul on a pedestal, or rather–a soul fragment.

His.

When he came in contact with it, he remembered his past life, where he was raised on Orion as an Archaen Heir. But his parents had to send him away, as they were going to enter the Tower of Eternity. They chose to send his soul to another world to be reborn, along with his Soulbound, his humble maidservant Jasmine, who came along for the ride.

His cancer and his body failing were revealed to be related to his Archaen Soul, and when he died, he was to return to his body to earn his Heritage and reclaim his kingdom. And help the Archaen race rise again, should his parents fail to reach Eternity.

And it seemed like all evidence pointed to their family failing to reach it, or they’d have been there to welcome him.

Jasmine was actually inside of Jerome, his first Soul Servant, the entire time. Nick now remembered his training as a boy and was now a true denizen of Orion. Weakened from a piece of his soul being restored, he rested in his bed with his wives and wolfling girls.

This was where the story continued in Book 2.

When Nick woke up, he immediately went to check on Jasmine, who was in the drake body. He was able to tell that it was her for sure, and they activated the Genesis Chamber. Nick confirmed that Irene, Rebecca’s mother and also daughter of the goddess Seraphara, was available for resurrection and that it would take several months to recreate her Level 15 Angel body.

Jasmine, unfortunately, required a body in the Third Stratum and was slated to take several years to resurrect. They learned that they would need to find some kind of alternative, and to do that, he would need the Vessel Creation Matrix.

They planned to save their DP in order to restore her as soon as possible, and queued up Irene and some of the dead orcs from the drake battle for resurrection after confirming it was okay with her.

Within Nick’s study, they found many books to explore and learn about possible Ideals, magics, Paths, Cores, and more. Within, was a message–a video from his mother. The heartfelt message was moving, but unfortunately, didn’t contain anything new about their family’s situation. It included an emotional request to consider a Bloodline Core–one related to his mother’s, the Frostborne Ascendants.

He would need to Ascend to the Fourth Stratum, and form the Open Relay if he was going to get any chance at learning about his parent’s fate.

They then explored The Barrows, learning that it was like a giant mega mall that was deep beneath Havendale. It had Tests that people could undertake, both for personal progression and for unlocking interesting structures and services.

The first was a butcher of sorts, that provided essence improvements to Ordeal items and performed the service of separation, all for a cost in coin. The mall would include numerous benefits, and the Condensary which was unlocked next was absolutely critical–it would crush any object they obtained in the Ordeal and turn it into a pearl of essence, usable by nearly any crafting profession.

The Trial Closure completed, and then Nagduros, Zura, and Havendale became one. He renamed the city Frosthaven, a rebirth of the Noblefrost Kingdom. The geography of the entire area had changed as a result of the merger, including his Frostspire Mines and the volcano that held the drakes. With the orcs returned, they were ready for beginning their Honorable Raids. Lothar would lead his raiders South to Shadowvale and then follow the roads to Silverbrook, placing their warnings and fighting anyone that accepted their challenges.

With Lothar gone, Nick focused on his personal progression, preparing to enter the Second Stratum. However, Rebecca and her clergy noticed that now that the bishop was dead, their prayers were still not truly connecting to Seraphara–in fact, the symptoms were worse. Nick explored her old home, the Crown Sanctum, and made a startling discovery–a secret passage.

An automaton was underneath the bishop’s study and had Irene’s visage–while wearing a slutty nun costume. It grossed Rebecca out, and they decided to ignore the horrible thing. They entered the Bishop’s Concept Chamber, where a throne sat. When Nick touched it, the immense amount of Faith Essence swirled and entered him–and almost killed him.

Only by Irene’s spirit within him and Rebecca’s determination to help him did he prevent the essence from destroying him. The Concept, the small kernel of something he obtained and purified from the bishop when he Judged him, grew, and Nick was sure he gained a lot from the energy overall.

The Automaton suddenly showed up, and they were able to help with the throne, restoring Seraphara’s connection to her Cathedral. It turned out that it was what built it, and they learned that the construct was essentially a crafting master. Renaming it to Lumos, they snuck her out of the Crown Sanctum and into Nick’s home.

Lumos would help Nick and his kingdom with building all sorts of things, and was a valuable asset–but Darkrock Confederacy essentially owned her, and Nick would have to pay 5,000 Gold per year for her and the throne. Still, he was able to form a Soul Pact with her, making her safe to know Nick’s many secrets.

Continuing Nick’s focus on training and preparing for his Ascension, he found himself stuck. He had used Lothar’s Ordeal but only left it more confused than before. He sought secrets within the Path of Kings book and received a video message from his missing father–and was able to pick his focus–and remembered The Dance.

Nick met Jasmine within a dream and learned even more about his journey and how she endured, all for him. And how she was originally a monster, one made of light and teeth. She decided on her body, that the Vessel Creation Matrix would create–and that it would be a surprise when she came out.

Practicing The Dance, he found a hidden power–and a hidden darkness within him. Practicing this seemed to make him much stronger, and while it would be difficult to use at first had extra combat applications. It drew out and empowered his body, and he was sure it stimulated his Concept Fragment that was growing within him.

They re-entered the path of kings, with Andross and his wives. Starting from the beginning, the wolfling girls entered the Optional Test and were successful, their furs becoming blue. On the fifth floor Boss, they finally evolved and became Noblefrost Wolfen.

All three looked nearly identical to a wolf beastfolk woman–a human woman with wolf ears atop their head and a tail. The only real difference was they were extremely short of stature–at around barely over four feet tall.

Fang had short blue hair and a brilliant smile at all times. Of the girls, she had the smallest chest, but her muscles made her look more like a tiny MMA fighter. The girl was rambunctious and aggressive to earn her head pats and ear scratches, and her tail endlessly wagged. She selected the class of Frost Guardian, which allowed her to protect her pack sisters.

Luna was a more motherly type, with pale blue, longer hair and a tender, calming expression often on her face. Her large-for-her-size chest added to the motherly look, and her personality of caring for her pack mates and Nick’s family like Eirwen only added to that. With her class of Frostborne Shaman, she supported her allies with her spear and with buffs and heals.

Sable had dark skin, and her dark blue hair shimmered black in the light. With wide hips and a generous chest, her flirty personality was more than a little alluring to Nick. She loved to tease, but she proved to be just as loving and tender as Luna when it came to her pack mates. With her class of Iceshadow Huntress, she could fight near or far with her bow and spear, moving around the battlefield with ease and surprise attacking from the shadows.

Continuing the Ordeal, the Test of Teamwork showed how the Wolfen girls could work as a team to accomplish their goals, with Nick leading them to victory. Then they were forced to persevere in a hot and sweaty jungle and finally a perilous desert, completing the 9th floor. However, a detail had made them worried–several of Nick’s Followers had died from Lothar’s caravan, which went to Shadowvale and then Silverbrook.

In the Oasis, Nick made the Wolfen girls his wives, understanding that they could not truly be partners. But they would serve him and his kingdom the same, granting him love and affection, protection, and aid in accomplishing any of his goals he desired. He was their Alpha, and they were an extension of his will.

To Nick’s chagrin, their first mating had actually earned them a trait: Mated, and it actually made them stronger when they were near him, and made them simply better.

Which they desperately needed. Because they faced the Lava Elemental, where Kaya nearly died in an attempt to protect Nick. The Lava Elemental had a powerful Concept, and was nearly impossible to defeat, even for their elite party. They defeated the boss, yet she still continued to burn.

Only through Rebecca’s budding Sacrificial Concept, from when she saved Nick from the bishop’s throne, was she saved from death.

But the reward for defeating the Boss was postponed, for Nick was faced with an Optional Test, a fight to the death. Upon entry, Nick was faced with an Archaen, and landing the first blow, he received an Ordeal Cornerstone–which would allow him to make a new Ordeal in Frosthaven.

However, the Archaen’s visage became his father, and he was forced to fight again. Upon landing a blow against him, he won his necessary reward: his disguise. It would protect him and his future children from those that sought to destroy the Archaens, granting him true freedom.

Then, his father challenged him one more time. That if he faced him again, the reward would be significant, but he would surely die. He called upon his Awakened Soul Blade, using some form of Essence Burst–which created a Spirit Champion, a giant elven woman with a large sword. In doing so, he asked Nick if he wanted to Dance, matching his previous message from the Path of Kings dance.

That made Nick understand there was more to this duel than met the eye. Executing the dance, Nick managed to defeat his father, earning Enlightenment. He learned that he would face his father again at the Open Relay, and he better be prepared. If his parents were still alive, they would be in the Tower of Eternity.

The challenge completed, the family all received special ascension materials for forming their core. Sitting in the Boss room, they all formed them, ascending to the Second Stratum.

Nick formed his Ice Core, and then they left the Ordeal. Upon exit, each of the girls received their own forms of Enlightenment and Body Tempering–after all, his wives were all at risk when he dueled his father–if he died, all of his wives would have died too.

The vision Nick was granted was of a Jotun Frost King defeating a horrifying eldritch being with ice and chains and the wails of his dead subordinates. Upon completion of the vision, he found Resonance, and his soul drifted to a meeting with another king of ice, who sat on a throne.

The man had nearly killed him, but it seemed he changed his mind–and bequeathed him some sort of seed, which upgraded his core into the Frost King’s Crown and ended up within his head. Unknown to Nick, the king was the ruler of the Wraiths of Keltharis, and he was able to pinpoint Nick’s location. He requested ancestors to be awakened and sent to his Frontier Shard to repay their debts to the Noblefrost Family.

Rebecca completed her quest, granting Nick a new one of his own: Seraphara’s Divine Concord, which would make him an Ordained Lord of the Goddess. This would provide him with many benefits, and the conditions to achieve it were simple and optional. He could climb Seraphara’s Ordeal, help with the pilgrimage to Silverbrook, or marry one of her clergy.

Nick committed to Rebecca for the full clear, where he would do all three of the Quests–because he didn’t want to marry Rebecca just for Seraphara’s approval. He went to place the new Ordeal and had decided on the Hero’s Path. However, there was no option–until Eirwen pulled out the book. It connected with Nick, and he made another Oath to walk it.

In addition, they shifted Lothar’s Ordeal to the Path of the Samurai, allowing Kaya to walk her own Path. It would now be a place for the monsterfolk to benefit greatly, and even the orcs should too.

They purchased the Enlightenment Chamber with their gains, and also the Vessel Creation Matrix. They confirm Jasmine’s body of choice to be constructed, and now, they give Jasper his original body–a Frostwarg Alpha. Eventually, riding Jasper the warg and Jasmine as the drake once more, they struck out to head after Lothar and find new Monsterfolk allies.

They recruited some beetlefolk, who were like industrious ants or beavers, building their castle-like hive. They befriended them with essence pearls and sent a newly-born king and queen home to Nick’s lands.

Then they befriended the kobolds and snakefolk, Nick receiving a Heroic Quest to defeat the Monster of the Lake. Upon defeat, Nick became the leader of their tribe and alpha and sent them home to live in the wilds near Frosthaven.

Finally, they ran into a large band of wolflings. Challenging the alpha, the tribe became his, and then they learned of special resources within the cave. They defeat the centipedes and claim the mine for themselves, and they learn about the nearby bandit camps.

They decide to take out the bandits, and in the process learn of a nasty plot from their interrogations. Lothar would soon come under attack, and while he might win, the enemy was going to use a scorched earth tactic–sending wendigos in to feast on the massive amounts of corpses and consume anyone still living.

Nick thwarts the plot in time, just as Lothar comes to a head against the bandits. He faces Elrash’s subordinate, a climber within Shadowvale: Raven. But to face the man in an Honorable Duel rather than his army of orcs and wolflings versus the bandits and mercenaries, he makes Raven admit it: that Elrash ordered him to attack a caravan flying the Noblefrost Banner and that he was working together with lawless bandits and mercenaries.

This would give Nick a Case for War, and Lothar had nothing to lose. If he lost the battle, he could still let Nick know because he’d be resurrected, and they would still have it. He defeated Raven with ease, and with his victorious shout from his duel victory, he empowered his orcs to crush the bandits.

The wendigos didn’t show up, and they collected the Bottled Concept. Now that Nick and Co. had finished their monsterfolk recruitment and rescuing of Lothar and his men, they returned to Frosthaven.

Jasmine was finally reborn, her body becoming a Petrisilk–a stone arachne–a stone-gray skin and upper body of a dark elf and the lower body of a spider. She could make special threads and weave clothes, in addition to fighting and serving her Master. She was huge, and her large body when covered in armor and holding a shield was something else entirely. During normal days, she wore a maid outfit, which had a giant bell that covered her entire spider body.

Things were looking good for Nick and his new kingdom, and then Nick met Turon, Shadowvale’s ambassador. He warned Nick about making a building for Blackthorne that would tax his essence and monitor his gold. To stay under the bandit warlord’s radar, he agreed to start the building’s construction. Because Nick’s subordinate killed Blackthorne’s property, he would have to pay Blackthorne’s Blood Price–and was given until the merchant arrived to scrounge up the money.

Nick also began his official courtship of Rebecca, declaring in front of the Cathedral’s congregation that his intention was to marry her and to become eternal partners. With a gift of a magical moonlight flower, his magic of frost was absorbed by the blooming flower, making it a frost lotus. Then, Seraphara showed her approval, magically enhancing it in some way.

They went on their first date, a romantic and public day and evening where he did charity for the people of Frosthaven, healing and feeding the less fortunate. It ended with him showing her their garden of the flowers and a kiss placed on Nick’s cheek.

Next, they claimed the first wing of the Frostspire Mines, where Nick struggled to stand against the larger enemy–the Demonic Overseer. He ultimately won but had to be rescued by Jasmine. It filled him with burning determination to master his concept and overcome this limitation. A hero must be strong; to be weak is a sin he would not allow.

They claimed the mines, and he had subordinated the demon with a Soul Pact. It would produce ore and gems each week, the demons they previously faced now mining resources for his kingdom.

Nick then opens the second floor of the mall by facing a strange obstacle course. In the process, he uses his Ideal of the Archaen Monstrous Swordsman, to stir his Concept Fragment and blaze through the course and receive access to a glyph of Blade Wave and new elements of the second floor. Even residential areas were unlocked, allowing him to provide secret housing to nearly any number of people.

The reader is then made aware of a struggling Clan of Outlanders, a people from outside the shard: The Fatestrider Clan. These Star Oni arrived on this shard, fleeing from certain death, and when they arrived, they found Orion to be a strange prison that limited them to the First Stratum. Not only that, but they landed in Blackthorne’s backyard, and he immediately set out to conquer them, sending countless bandits and mercenaries to corral them.

The Star Oni could read the stars and divine their fates, despite being limited on Orion. And they have learned that, for some reason, their only path to victory might be by fleeing to the northeast, deep into the mountains. The clan elder, Myron, resolves to die for his daughter and his clan in the hopes of reaching their freedom.

Lothar returns to Frosthaven triumphantly, showing off his raided goods from the bandits, and his current survival. He confirmed the rights to allow for Seraphara’s pilgrimage, and soon Nick would be setting off to earn his Divine Concord.

This was where the story continued in Book 3.

Training with Lothar at the recently upgraded Training Grounds, Nick practiced his new Blade Wave glyph on his soul blade, allowing him to send waves of essence when he swung it. They discussed what was necessary for him to become a Master Swordsman, that he needed to somehow integrate his Concepts into his fighting style. Nick was troubled because the purified Divine Usurpation, what his father called the Heroic Redemption and Salvation Concept, and he didn’t quite feel like it was right for him.

He needed a source of darkness to fully unlock the power of the Concept. The Bishop had sources of light, the priestesses, and sources of darkness, the tainted priests. Nick only had the light. For now, he was receiving Seraphara’s Tithed Faith Essence, but he could only draw a bit of darkness from the prison that was Archaen Law. It wasn’t enough to match, and it was stunting the growth of his Concept Fragment.

He took Rebecca on their first courting date to the underground mall, where they found the orcs trying out the brand-new bicycles and training with them.

They had a lovely, chaste date where they learned more about each other and had a meal at a burger and ice cream joint, complete with robots. Nick purchased a picture locket that contained their date picture for Rebecca, along with similar ones for Kaya and Eirwen with the plan to put a picture of their mother within. He also purchased necklaces for all the girls, including collars for the wolfen girls and a choker for Jasmine.

They ended the date with their first kiss, and Rebecca had him imagine a future together with them striving for immortality as they did.

Having an idea for the solutions to Nick’s problems of getting darkness, he decided to enter the darkness of Archaen Law via a dream to speak with the spirits, his Judged bandits, and evil enemies imprisoned there. His goal: to form Pacts with the damned within, to redeem them from their sins. By empowering Nick and suffering through the torment of empowering the hero to save others, they could find absolution.

And there was a secret: those who willingly accepted the pact with the desire to repent could be reborn. Nick did his best to use his Soul Magic to peer into their souls and targeted their guilt for their sins–focusing on those they harmed in their lives.

Those who refused could still be brought into the Pact forcefully, which couldn’t be reborn, but they would still be redeemed in the end and still empower Nick.

Through this, Nick’s Heroic Redemption and Salvation was on the road to becoming his Concept. He could redeem the damned and those that repented their sins and use that strength to save and protect the weak, as well as his kingdom.

When he woke up from that dream, it was time for Seraphara’s Pilgrimage. Half the family headed East, Fang, Luna, and Jasmine opting to stay at home to help out the monsterfolk in the Path of Kings Ordeal.

Silverbrook was a crowded city–too crowded. Blackthorne’s forces had forced all the people from the surrounding area into the city for safety against the bandits, and this was a huge detriment.

After meeting with Mayor Allen, who helped set them up, they explored the city and enjoyed themselves, and the pilgrimage began in earnest. Nick then began working on his Divine Concord Quest, where he had to heal five souls, free ten slaves, and convince ten to become adherents of Seraphara. Overall, not that challenging of a quest for Nick.

Nick turned out to be pretty good at convincing people to join, understanding people based on his Advanced Soul Sense. He overcame people’s worries, showing them that Seraphara’s clergy and adherents were not weak. His healing ran into difficulties locating targets, but he had found a few in need.

Meanwhile, Sable hunted around town, gathering information on bandits in the shadows. She began mapping out secret hideouts, finding agents of Blackthorne throughout the city.

Jasmine finished her Nexus Core and picked the Luminous Weaver Epic Class which granted her a stonelight loom and a powerful beam attack.

Spending a week with the pilgrimage, buying resources for Frosthaven, and Sable hunting the bandits meticulously, Nick and Kaya eventually met with Mayor Allen to receive a message from Lothar, partially coded. Their approximately 10,000 Gold Blood Price for the bandits had been paid.

Jasmine had plans to sneak the money back, but it was an infuriating amount. They learned from meeting with Mayor Allen that Lord Silvers and his primary climbing party all had some kind of ailment, and they might need Nick’s help. They made plans to meet the captain of the town guard, where he would attempt to perform this first healing alongside Rebecca.

When Nick and Kaya returned to the pilgrimage from their meeting with the mayor, they found Rebecca and the rest of the priestesses distraught.

It seemed the criminal element didn’t like the pilgrimage–that they were helping the poor and offering people to move to Frosthaven. A few of the bandits had disguised themselves as clergy and robbed someone, and they threatened the priestesses that they would attack them if they continued their pilgrimage efforts.

Things weren’t looking good. What made Rebecca and the rest of the clergy feel so helpless was that once again evil had used them, and it felt like there was nothing they could do. They didn’t want anyone to suffer from their presence, but they wanted to help others and spread Seraphara’s Compassion.

So Nick came up with a plan for them to be the heroes of Silverbrook, and he would support them from the shadows with Sable. They would aid Nick by going door-to-door on their bikes and help the town guard discover the many bandit hideouts and imprison the criminals, using Sable’s gathered information.

Using the priestesses as a cover, Nick and Sable would then conquer any remaining places where a mere knocking on a door and drawing attention to a location was not enough.

It would be a challenge, and there would be some risk, but Rebecca and the priestesses got fired up about this idea. And more importantly, Orion had agreed that this secret heroism task Nick had come up with was a good idea and established an odd, all-knowing quest. He had to keep his heroism a secret from Blackthorne’s men, and it would reward him for doing so, but also, it was like it would help him know if he was successful.

They met with the Captain and performed the healing and got permission and assistance for their ongoing door-to-door task, as well as the secret heroism. It seemed something was causing damage to their minds and, indirectly, their souls, so Nick helped them recover significantly. He would heal the rest over the coming days, and the clergy would start their efforts.

They had a nice seafood lunch near the bay, and Nick gave Winny and Kaya their picture lockets of Mira, Kaya’s mother.

Next, Nick met with the slaver. He purchased hundreds of laborers with the intention of making them citizens over time and learned more in the process–that something was going on with the Warden of Silverbrook and the selling of criminal slaves. Several of the people present within were not actually criminals as judged by his soul sense, and that was alarming news.

He purchased a combat slave named Renzou Swiftblade–a man who served under Lord Washino, along with Thorne and Mira, Kaya’s father and mother. Of course, Nick made him one of his Followers, making him a trusted subordinate who served and was protected by Nick in return.

The pilgrimage continued, and the plot was eventually unraveled. The priestesses caught over a hundred bandits over the course of several weeks across town and closed dozens of safe houses and bandit dens, and Nick and Sable hit the other locations, a warehouse and the dock.

It turned out that one of the paths did lead to the warden, and they allowed the Captain of the Guard, Aronde, to make the bust. In the process, the warden fled, and Nick was forced to aid the Lord of Silverbrook from the shadows, healing the remaining climbers he previously hadn’t.

The warden was some kind of banshee, manipulating their minds and eroding their souls through some kind of cursed music box, as well as monitoring the guard remotely for any of their plans to thwart Blackthorne’s many plots.

Nick managed to rescue numerous victims of human trafficking and slavery, a vast majority of them simply being freed and either rejoining Silverbrook or becoming settlers in Frosthaven. However, he had discovered a problem as he tried to draw out the darkness from his new heroic concept–wounds broke out all over his body, the darkness rebelling against him.

He had noticed that there were issues–a few of the bandits he intended to meet in the dreams to form the redemption packs went missing, or it was like his attempt was rejected. He thought they had just faded into the essence, but it turned out they were waiting in ambush.

Rebecca and Eirwen were able to heal him, and they were able to continue the raids, but Nick was forced to focus only on his other Concept until he could figure out what was wrong. So after resolving the issue with Redmond–the warden–Nick decided to confront the problem within the prison that was Archaen Law.

He had been waiting to challenge the most dangerous bandits: Davon, Brutus, and the Bishop, waiting until he was sure he was strong enough. He attempted to bring in the evil merchant, Brutus into his dream and found he was successful.

But it led into the ambush. The same three were there, wielding weapons of darkness generated by Brutus. Nick was forced to face them with his tiny soul blade, a product he could use within the dream. He slew all the bandits, and with Irene’s help, triumphed over the bishop as well.

Finally, Nick met the Ashen Blades mercenary leader, Bryndor, and made him and a few of his trusted men his Follower. The man hated Blackthorne for destroying his home, which became Murkdeep Scar after it was destroyed by a massive explosion of toxic elements.

The man would take Nick’s seed fund and gather an army, hiding his purpose to battle Blackthorne with it, but for that very purpose. It would take him a few months, but his goal was to meet Nick back at Frosthaven.

With Lord Silver’s gratitude, Nick and the pilgrimage eventually went home, extremely successful. They had nearly doubled their number of clergy with numerous prospective people and gained many adherents for their goals. When Nick and his wives arrived back at Frosthaven, he got confirmation that his Secret Hero quest was successful as well.

And just after that, Irene, Rebecca’s mother, was reborn. They learned more about her history with Samuel, the bishop, and why she had been sent to it. It turned out her mother, the goddess, had a special connection to wisdom and had felt that lost knowledge was present on this very Frontier Shard. She was sent to Zura to aid them in this important task of searching for it and was meant to assist the lord in whatever way possible.

Next was for Nick to join Rebecca for a run through Seraphara’s Ordeal, helping her face the 15th floor boss. This would complete their final quest. They turned in two of them, Nick technically becoming an Ordained Lord of Seraphara. It allowed him to receive tithed faith essence and even a trait called Divine Concord. In addition, a special faith necklace battery that would allow him to recharge his faith essence using other priestesses.

Nick, Rebecca, Veronica, Chastity, and Marissa all entered the Ordeal together, and faced library challenges and an odd pathway of light, where they had to protect themselves with their auras as they crossed it. Eventually, they arrived at level 14–a special battlefield where the priestesses had to prevent two armies from killing each other, forcing peace with their capabilities. Because the true enemy, a third kingdom of centaurs, had a terrible plot.

They succeed, but then the centaurs arrive. And as their leader arrives, Nick’s Heroic Quest triggers, increasing the stakes in the challenge. The boss is powered up, and Nick just barely surpasses himself, with the aid of the clergy of Seraphara, granting them all a tremendous victory.

The benefit was Nick got both a Minor Enlightenment and time with Seraphara’s Mirror of Truth. His understanding of the dark and the light increased as he used the mystical mirror, and his Concept finally solidified, reaching Early Mastery in his Heroic Salvation and Redemption Concept.

This enabled his Convergeance Skill related to his Heroic Concept–The Heroic Cloak of Twilight.

And when he got out, it wasn’t long before the wedding preparations for him and Rebecca were underway. He had completed the second Quest for Seraphara’s Divine Concord, and it granted him a special paired ring–Rings of Sacred Bonding. It allowed either one of them to heal the other from any distance, even Orion’s Sanctioned Events.

They went on to the wedding, where it wasn’t just a ceremony–it was their first true test of their relationship. By kissing underneath the archway and wishing for their lover’s success from the bottom of their heart, they would succeed and receive Seraphara’s Acceptance of their pairing. If their heart was full of selfishness and greed, then it would be rejected.

Of course, Nick and Rebecca passed–but there was a piece that was a shock. It was like the archway simulated their futures and challenged their love in numerous ways, displaying these futures to the witnesses of their ceremony.

It was a beautiful moment, where Nick and Rebecca gained even more trust and understanding of their partners. Thanks to the archway, they knew that when the going got tough, their partner would definitely be there for them. And this only increased the love and affection they had for each other.

There was a sad note to the ceremony, however–just how had the evil Samuel, the bishop, circumvented this feature to marry Irene in the first place? His plots were truly insidious, somehow defeating even this magical ceremony.

They had a blissful consummation of their marriage, and Rebecca became an Archaen Angel as she became his Archaen Wife. This didn’t appear to change much, but it was like she fully became an angel in truth at this time, making her light just like her mother, enabling her to fly and float much easier.

She formed an Angellic Tether Trait as well, which connected her to Nick when they were together intimately.

From there, Nick tested out his new Enlightenment Chamber, and completed Early Mastery in his other Concept, the Dominion of Frost and Fealty. This enabled the other Convergeance Skill, the Inexorable Grasp of Winter. It created a gauntlet made of chains that could be used to defend, attack, and control with his kingdom’s loyalty, a truly versatile ability.

They then worked on opening the second wing in the Frostspire Mines, and Nick had Eirwen help him create a demon Soul Servant. It was some kind of demon bird, even if it was stuck with a satyr-like ice demon caster’s body for now. It screeched and squawked, having a hard time understanding what was going on.

But it joined the fight just fine, and Nick led his trusted subordinates in the battle against the demonic overseer and created a Soul Pact with it once again, conquering the mines for more resources. However, it was revealed that the final wing, when it was conquered, would start a three-month timer before the demons deeper in the spire would become free.

Next, the family entered the Path of Kings Ordeal, with hopes to get as deep as they could on their first attempt. The first was the Test of Nobility, which featured a scenario almost like the Seraphara Ordeal’s battlefield floor. Memories were downloaded into their minds, and Nick was forced to make numerous decisions for his fledgling kingdom. He was to attend a Marshall’s Grand Ball and set up his kingdom for success.

While there, Nick had decided to make a coalition of kingdoms to defend against the threats against his fake kingdom, and to do that, he needed to convince the lynchpin–Lord Brightclaw, a ratfolk man. He was successful and formed said coalition with several other lords there, but he had to help him escape Lord Tagron’s wrath.

Nick and his family helped him escape Lord Tagron’s plots and completed the floor, moving on to the next. Right into an annoying water level, where they had to defend a ship and their army against another force. Jasmine built a parasail to fly across the air, allowing them to split the party and assault more than one ship at a time, and led to victory.

The next stage was a hunt through an elemental forest, where four elite elemental beasts needed to be defeated. Sable and Kaya, and Eirwen using her ability to speak with elemental spirits, helped discover the beasts and slay them, granting them all tons of loot with interesting elemental gems.

The 14th Floor was a Test of Weakness for each participant in the form of arena-style battles. Those that completed them successfully would join for a Boss-battle on the 15th floor. After resting and preparing for the boss, they took it on–a party versus party battle with a powerful orc leader. The party had no issues splitting up and taking them on. Because in the last few floors, each of his girls had improved on their Concepts, solidifying their Fragments from their enlightenments and using them.

The 16th floor became a Heroic Test of Might, where Nick was separated from his party, having only his Soul Servants with him–Jasper and Birdy. And a Third Stratum Chimera chasing him through labyrinthine tunnels. His party had to meet up with him before he got eaten, and then the optional heroic test became facing it and killing it.

The girls made it in time, and they pushed themselves to defeat the terrifying enemy. The rewards were just as substantial, each of his girls and he himself receiving a tempering and a trait. His Enhanced Soul Blade Connection became Soul Blade Resonance, giving him a deeper connection for Soul Forging and allowing him to have limited telekinesis with his Soul Blade.

Eirwen and the wolfen girls enhanced their Mated trait and connection to him, especially Luna. Each of the girls got something, making this trip quite worthwhile.

The 17th Floor was a Test of Supremacy, a simulated Conflict over competing and battling several enemy kingdoms for treasure. They had to hunt treasures in the resplendent valley, a special pocket realm that had numerous beasts and the treasures they often protected and used for their own ascensions.

Collecting them and defeating competitors would increase their score, a challenge that benefitted the aggressive. But it was completely possible to win without conflict up until the final stage.

Eirwen truly shone here, her ability to commune with elemental spirits for scouting making her quite effective. They hunted treasures and excelled in the challenge thanks to her and Sable, collecting numerous valuables that would be excellent for Frosthaven. The most significant was some special earthen heart that pulsed, controlling and enhancing some insectoids.

They defeated the enemies in a four-way battle in the end, then their team headed to the final treasure. But not before Birdy shocked everyone, eating its demon staff and unfurling wings and flying away. When it returned a few days later, it was truly now a demon bird.

They were allowed time in the Spring of Revitalization and a single Omnibloom Fruit for their success, and most of the girls awakened something related to their Devotion Cores. Traits that made them stronger when they fought near Nick or helped him.

Nick had his bloodline refined, improving his Monstrous Body trait and Mana Resistance. Most importantly, Advanced Soul Sense. Much like Seraphara’s Mirror of Truth and Wisdom, Nick could now see Soul Essence much better, and not just souls.

Upon getting out of the Ordeal they learned that Shadowvale had received reinforcements in mercenaries and the mayor was dead. This moved up their timeline to assault Shadowvale, wanting to get ready to move soon.

A piece of good news was that the clergy of Seraphara had earned the Faith Conduit thanks to their gambling and had now implemented it. It would increase their connection to the goddess and allow knowledge to be gained through special insights as they meditated and worshipped.

They then went on a spending spree from their vast earnings, purchasing the Ancestral Archives, Training Grounds upgrades for the Path of the Samurai, and a heroic beacon.

Finally, they planned their choice for the Conflict against Shadowvale. The one most aligned for their goals and situation appeared to be Seraphara’s Inquisition: Dark Kingdom Judgement. Where their espionage had determined that they were a dark kingdom acting as a lawful one, and they could swear to Orion that this was the case.

Orion would pit the bandits against Nick’s army, and they would face off on the battlefield. They could judge those involved, enslaving the bandits and those of wrongdoing, and freeing the lawful citizens from Elrash’s tyranny.

Nick was already almost broke when it came to DP, but he purchased some crafting rooms for Lumos and had plans to purchase the Spirit Vault for his Ancestral Archives shortly. He and his wives all got books for them to work on for their personal progression.

He began working on his Spirit Champion–the sort of spiritual avatar that his father used in their duel on the 10th floor. Nick decided on a frost dragon, as it was a creature of frost and sovereignty. He felt too weird making a person, wanting a less-sapient partner for his first creation.

Eirwen summoned her first spirit from the Spirit Vault, receiving an experienced partner spirit named Shak’terra, a troll shamaness at the peak of the Third Stratum. She’d be limited to the essence and mana Eirwen could supply, but her tutelage and scouting capabilities would prove invaluable. They accepted to make the pact with her, Winny faced a Test and won against a troll shaman, and she unlocked her Ancestral Guide Epic-Supporter class.

Then it was time for their assault on Shadowvale. As Nick and his army approached, the Outlanders were finally arriving where their leader, Myron, had divined their Way. Where their fate or outcome just disappeared. The problem was that it was infested with Devilsaurs, a type of demon reptile, and they were powerful enough to kill all of them.

And their pursuers finally caught up to them, like their back was up against the wall. A terrifying Third Stratum Dark Kingdom Lord named Thresh, an arborfolk much like Bryndor. And Elrash, the Lord of Shadowvale.

As Nick’s family began their assault, the Conflict triggered, spreading out a massive Trial Barrier and teleporting the residents to special locations for the battle. But a pulse ran out, Nick’s Heroic Tower looking for a means to challenge him heroically.

And it found the Outlanders facing Thresh and Elrash. The Outlanders accepted the Heroic Trial, and so did Nick–heading through the portal with only Jasper and Birdy, as that was all that was allowed, leaving his wives and his people to conquer Shadowvale on their own.

Nick went to help the Outlanders, being pitted against Elrash, Thresh, and the deadly Devilsaur Matriarch.

He defeated and Judged Elrash, then helped rescue Shara before he could join Myron against Thresh. He pushed himself to his limits, using his abilities to rescue as many people as he could. Defeating Thresh, it was a hard-fought battle with Myron wounded further and several people poisoned.

Myron already accepted his death, but Shara begged him to continue–and so did Nick, promising he’d hold back the Devilsaur.

Because the Devilsaur Matriarch had now arrived, just as dangerous if not more so than Thresh himself. Nick bought time for the Outlanders to escape. Jasper’s servant body was destroyed (Nick would have to use the Genesis Chamber to revive him), and he nearly died from the monster’s terrible strength, just barely escaping a horrible attack and losing his leg below the knee. Birdy had to grab him and fly away after he locked the creature down enough, allowing him to escape with his task successful.

For his success, he won what was an amazing treasure, the Spark of Insight and Enlightenment. He formed Soul Pacts with the remaining star oni, including some in the valley nearby that died recently. At the same time, he rescued Myron and Shara’s mother inside his Fated mark, gaining a Trait for having such powerful pacts under his belt.

The girls were challenged along with Nick’s army as they fought against Shadowvale’s mercenaries, but the risk was manageable. His people were Tested and rewarded, but Nick was now stuck on the other side of the mountains. Some of his wives would go on ahead to meet up with him and aid their return to Frosthaven, but the rest were left to deal with the merger with Shadowvale.

And they made a profound discovery as the star oni started scouting the caverns–there was a monster kingdom in the underworld. Nick met with Myron and Shara and had tea, and as Shara learned that he had many wives, she crushed a boulder with her bare hands and left.

They learned of a new threat underground in the caves–there was a monster kingdom about a week away from Frosthaven. And it was somewhat between Nick, the star oni, and their safety.

Nick’s final displayed Status Sheet at the end of Book 3:

[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]

[Race: Archaen]

[Level: 18 Class: Lorded Soul Knight, Epic-Lord Class]

[Attributes: 50.42 Body, 69.44 Soul]

[Core: Frost King’s Crown, S Grade]

[Concept Mastery: Early Heroic Salvation and Redemption, Early Dominion of Frost and Fealty]

[Skills: Expert Archaen Swordsmanship and Shield Mastery, Expert Soul Magic, Expert Body Enhancement, Intermediate Frost Magic and Manipulation]

[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Create Soul Servant, Remove Affliction, Frost Aura, Frost Shock, Power Strike, Double Jump, Harden Skin, Shield Bash, Heroic Cloak of Twilight, Inexorable Grasp of Winter]

[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Will of the Frost King, Soul Blade Efficiency, Monstrous Blow, Monstrous Body, Soul Fortress, Dreamweaver, Monsterfolk Empathy 2, Monsterfolk Bloodlines, Divine Concord - Seraphara, Soul Blade Resonance, Follower Nexus, Weight of Pacts ]

And now, we continue the story in Book 4! Thank you so much for reading, and I do hope you enjoy it!


Prologue



The underworld felt strange to Nick. There wasn’t a sun or blue sky above their heads as they snuck through the scattered rocky terrain. But the expansive empty space beneath the dense rock somehow produced a feeling or sense that there was one.

There were magical clouds or mists in the not-sky, and a strange, all-pervasive light filled the underground territory. Nick guessed it was some special function of the essence of Orion, somehow illuminating the underground world just enough to see and feel normal, like an overcast day above ground.

The over a hundred star oni and Nick had been traversing the underworld, doing their best to not draw the attention of the apparent Monster Kingdom nearby.

Using his people’s scouting, they thought they were keeping well out of view. They marched through the rocky terrain in a staggered line, doing their best to stay in the shadows or out of view from afar for too long. There were plenty of obstacles in the terrain in between once they had gotten to the ground, but it was good to be cautious.

Myron’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “It feels like a strange realm, I’d say, young lord. Unique, yet also dangerous, I can feel.”

“Realm? I’m not familiar with that term. The worlds here on Orion are called Shards.”

“Outside of Orion, there are numerous pockets of existence we cultivators call Realms. Within each plane or pocket, there are different types of worlds. I’ve visited what was called a planar world, which was actually an immense sword sailing through the stars.”

That sounded crazy to Nick. “What about this Starhold that your people were from?”

Myron let out a breath before giving a small smile. “It wasn’t the name of the realm, but the location of our race and much of our clan. In many ways, our realm wasn’t much different from this world, but our home was on top of an immense mountain–far larger and taller than the mountains here on this world–that we’ve seen so far. The summit had our ancestral home far above the clouds. From there, we could see countless stars and realms, nebulas, and more, even during the day.”

Nick’s eyebrows were at the top of his head as they continued to move. “Damn, that sounds pretty cool. Now I wonder if I could get something like that in Frosthaven. An observatory would be neat.”

“Why? I can’t imagine you’re into stars.”

Nick shrugged. “To make you guys feel at home. Frosthaven is on a hill or mountain too, but it’s not that high up really. We've got plenty of towers already, so it would fit in.”

Myron looked back at his daughter, who appeared to be in earshot, before smiling at Nick as he continued walking. “I appreciate the thought, young lord. For many, the observatory is how one embarks on the journey or path of reading the stars. I’m far beyond that point, but I would still appreciate one to be available to me and my people, and especially our future youth who will require it.”

Before they had started to move through the underworld, Nick had allowed the star oni to recover for most of the day. He had waffled on whether he should wait a few days to allow Sable to shadow teleport to join him or if they should rush instead.

He had walked into his tent and asked if Myron had a preference, and he just replied with a grin.

“Well, why don’t we just divine it, then?”

Nick frowned. “I thought I screwed with that? Now that you guys are Pacters, I’d think it’d be even worse.”

Myron smiled. “I’m not so sure about that. What do you know about divination?”

Nick snorted. “I just know from fantasy stories from my old world. People do some magic bullshit like sacrificing a pig or something sometimes, reading their guts somehow to read the future. Or maybe, like you, they can read the stars or bones or tea leaves, and that somehow gives a foretelling. Usually gods can do it too.”

Myron nodded. “Not much then. I will teach you a little, since it’s relevant to the discussion. The way I see it, there are three main schools of divination, and all divination falls under these three umbrellas–though in some cases, they are mixed. How they accomplish it and what limitations they might have are different among those that practice the arts, but the goals or results are often one of these three.”

“The first, and I consider this the cornerstone of all divination, is information. You can gather information on something, whether it be location, the past, or just details about anything. They can be divined as long as the right information is known, often in order to link to it. Again, what requirements or limitations may depend on the method, like you mentioned the bone reading or tea leaves, but the main purpose of most divination is obtaining pieces of information in the end.”

“The second is causality–this is my people’s specialty, as we read the stars and, through our mystical calculations, predict the future of a certain course, including if nothing is done. Divinations about causality typically allow one to manipulate it. The more information one has, the more accurately causality can usually be predicted.”

“Being able to change the future seems like a big deal and sounds amazing, but I sense a big but coming.”

Myron continued, “It is, and you’re right. This and the first one, information, are completely ruined by you and your Pact somehow. I couldn’t divine causality or information about you or any of those you’ve Pacted with, or even your home–Frosthaven. And now, I doubt I can divine information about much of anything anymore, unless I simply haven’t figured out the restrictions.”

Nick nodded. “Makes sense. I do believe this immunity was meant to protect me from our enemies with a grudge, and the cost was us no longer being able to do the same foretelling.”

“It’s a powerful protection, no doubt, and I can see how it would do that. However, I’ve already tested it during our battle and after, and I know the third school does work. The final one is called fortune. Rather than a direct read of the future or fate, it is a more general divination about the fortune of actions, people, or things, depending on the method. My people are not remarkable at many types of fortune readings, but I do have a singular method that I often use that is effective, and I am quite proud of it.”

“What is it?”

“We call it the golden path, and I always use it when divining what we call my people’s Way. It’s essentially finding a path by reading the stars, measuring the fortune levels of several actions all at once, allowing you to pick the highest fortune action among the list. Because otherwise, there would be limitless possibilities from countless actions, and it would require far too much effort to divine. Even at the Nascent Soul level, I could only measure a few dozen possible actions against each other at once. I will be even further restricted as I am now, only able to do two possibilities at once.”

Nick was impressed. “Damn, that sounds kind of incredible. It sounds like you would be best off by combining the three schools by just using several divinations.”

Myron grinned. “That’s exactly right. And this is how we choose or select our Way, and it has been my people’s strength for thousands of years. Sometimes, with just a single piece of information, it can be the decider between victory or defeat. Thanks to you, I can do it now, and it won’t even hurt anymore. Before, using any amount of Qi would hurt my wound. It’s still not perfect, but I can see your healing has helped a lot. So! I will do a divination.”

He pulled back his sleeves, then placed two strange obelisk-like items on the ground and filled them with essence. Myron then gestured at each one as he spoke. “Should we wait… or should we go now?” Then he raised his hand up, and a chain with an odd figure dangled from it.

The stars within Myron’s eyes swirled, and he gazed at the cavern ceiling as if he could see the stars themselves somehow. The chain began to swing left and right, though Nick could feel Myron had not moved, and the essence felt quite odd to him. It did feel a little bit like Eirwen’s wish concept, but it was more that it was the closest thing he could compare it to from what he’d felt.

It swung back and forth for a time, but eventually, it reached one of them and stuck to it. Myron grinned. “Looks like we should go. I’ll run through a few more to determine when. I don’t think waiting is too bad, but our fortune is much better if we go. It would have swung for much longer if the disparity between the two was low.”

Nick shrugged. “Works for me. The sooner we get home, the better. We could have you and your wife in a new body within a week or so, depending.”

They left just a short time later and had been traveling for over a day. They only rested for a few hours, wanting to make sure that they weren’t found by the potential threats.

Many of the star oni that still lived were in fact in the second or Third Stratum but limited to the first, so their bodies were more resilient. They were able to go on without much sleep, just like Nick. However, many of them, especially the women, were in the First Stratum in truth and did need more rest. And that they were all limited, apart from Nick, meant that the underground was dangerous.

As they marched through the cavern, they moved with some measure of stealth because it appeared there were powerful monsters in this underworld. Myron’s scouts had already helped them avoid some creatures early in the Third Stratum because they were worried about the Monster Kingdom catching sight of their battles.

Myron had also divined this and determined the fortune of trying to make contact with them would go rather poorly, or at least learned that the fortune would be significantly higher by avoiding them for now.

Suddenly, on the second day of travel, Nick got a prompt that he wasn’t expecting, and Orion’s essence ran through him.

[Soul Pact Quest Complete: Kaya][You promised your beastfolk wife that you would obtain respected warriors, making her more respected in turn. You have reached ten rare class warrior followers within your kingdom.]

[Reward: Trait: Monstrous Transformation]

[Tap into your inner monstrosity and become more in tune with your monster heritage. Your traits will be slightly enhanced, your ancestry coming to the fore.]

“Oh what the hell?” He reasoned that as a result of the benefits from Shadowvale’s Conquest, numerous people must have met the requirements for Rare classes. Class rarity somewhat went up as people gained in level by meeting the skill and attribute requirements.

It was certainly a lot easier to unlock a Rare class at level fifteen than it was to do at level one, anyway. It appeared that, like how he had gained Dream Magic Affinity from Eirwen, he had gained a version of Kaya’s Bestial Transformation.

Shara suddenly called out to him. “What was that? You just lit up?”

“Oh hey, you’re talking to me now? Feels like you’ve been avoiding me since our tea. Don’t think I didn’t notice you sneaking out the back of Myron’s tent when he divined that we should leave.”

Shara laughed awkwardly. “Ahaha… I’m sorry. It’s just… I had a lot on my mind, you know? I’m not…ready to talk about it yet.”

Nick started looking around them, making sure there were no boulders for her to grab, before looking back at her. “Fine. I’ll tell you what happened, but lemme hold on to that club for a minute.”

“My Tetsubo?” She clutched it tightly to her chest–defensively, frowning. “Why?”

“Nothing much, I just remembered that boulder. Didn’t want to become like it.”

She blushed. “That… I won’t do that… probably.”

Nick chuckled and continued his walk. “The light was from Orion. It came because I finished a Quest.”

Shara kept pace with him this time, stepping quickly to walk next to him. “Quest? Why would that…make me want to smash you?”

“Orion sometimes provides quests to earn rewards, usually in Essence, but also other things–like what you received in that Trial. This was actually a part of a Soul Pact I made with my wife, Kaya. I promised to make her dream come true, and Orion rewarded me with a Trait of hers for completing it.”

Shara looked at him skeptically. “You made her dream come true just now? How?”

“It was what I’d consider a minor wish. Since she was a child, she wanted to become an honorable warrior who served a respected lord, just like her Beast Warrior mother before her. So when I made a Soul Pact for her to be my wife, I promised her that I would gather numerous strong warriors under my banner, which would make me a respected lord. And that was what was just completed. A bunch of our warriors just finished becoming stronger as a result of conquering Shadowvale.”

“That’s…odd. From them? Not from us?”

Nick shook his head. “Your people haven’t been initiated. You don’t yet count for that, as you do not have classes yet. I did get stronger from your father and mother becoming my Followers though, since they were so strong. In a way, I get stronger from forming Soul Pacts with wives and followers, and that quest was a part of that.”

“How…strange. For most cultivators, to be weak is to invite death. So that would mean it’s your duty to get as much strength as you can…”

Nick shrugged. “I don’t think Orion is much different. But even if that’s the case, there are still things I’d rather not do for power, and adding wives as a means to an end seems shitty to me. I guess things sort of worked out in that I found all these girls that both are actually really awesome, and on top of that, seem to actually want me to have more. Then, that they all got along with one another. So then it’s a win-win, I guess.”

Shara looked conflicted, but then she changed the topic. “I hope this city of yours is as special as you said.”

Nick started listing off the many items, proud of his Frosthaven. “It’s probably even better than I said. Your people might like the Training Grounds, a place where people can duel and actually cultivate when they win, and now there’s even a special garden for pondering the dao as you’d call it. Then, we even got a mall. It’s got restaurants, a swimming pool, robots, an obstacle course, and an arcade… I guess your people might actually like gambling, huh? We got a sort of casino, too.”

Shara chuckled. “Not many like to gamble with us. And I don’t know what half of those things are, but you sure seem excited about them.” She smiled at him, then blushed and cleared her throat.

Whatever she was about to say next was interrupted by a piercing roar. Understanding the danger, Nick donned his Cloak of Twilight: Darkness and rushed in the direction of it rapidly. Unfortunately, he had felt two of his Followers expire, each in rapid succession.

It was some distance ahead, and when he came around a large rock, what he saw was surprising.

It was a large stone tiger of some kind, but it was covered in Soul Essence, as seen by his Soul Sense. Its claws had torn through an oni male and female, who were near the middle of the formation. An ambush predator.

It was in the Third Stratum, but thankfully, it was early within it. And Nick had most of his essence, and now, dozens of angry star oni with clubs. Two of the star oni women were defending their slain brethren’s corpses, and Nick was happy about that. He would be able to revive them.

Nick’s Frost Aura washed over the monster, and he triggered his new Monstrous Transformation. Strangely, his limbs–his arms and legs–elongated at most a few inches, and his senses improved, judging by how suddenly he could smell so many new things he had difficulty parsing as he breathed through his nose.

Chains rose up around him, and the tiger seemed to sense that he was the biggest threat, its eyes narrowing on him. The Frost Aura had only a mild effect on the Third Stratum creature. He could feel that his immense Soul Power and the enhancement from the aura synergizing with his concept were the only reasons why this was possible at all without imposing his will.

The creature blurred toward him, activating some kind of skill that enhanced the body. Nick barely ducked under its paw with preternatural grace and followed his momentum with a twist of his body. When he swung upward at the giant tiger’s chest to counter and wound the monster, something told him he should change his aim. He followed his instincts and whipped his arm upward, and his blade of blue and white light went straight for the monster’s throat.

Nick's and the tiger’s eyes widened at the same time, shocked that this was possible. His arm had stretched unnaturally, probably several extra feet longer than he himself expected. The stone tiger then expended a large amount of essence, and the stone coat around its neck bulked up as his blade sliced into it like the crack of a whip.

He could feel that his blade didn’t go very deep, but he pushed the attack, charging the shocked tiger as he swung his long arm and sharp Soul Blade. His blade and arm whipped almost like that of a slingshot with each swing, and the tiger itself started to look wronged at how wounds accumulated and it was unable to block or dodge his strange attacks.

It was a significant amount of essence sacrificed to make that thick band around its neck, and it was created in a rush. The tiger might have wasted a significant amount of energy making just a band instead of covering its whole body, Nick guessed.

And that was when a few star oni women with clubs arrived, smacking and sending it tumbling away from him. The star oni were pissed, and they came after it with powerful swings of their clubs, seeking vengeance for their downed compatriots. Birdy also rained icy shards down on the tiger from above, cawing all the while.

The tiger took several of their blows with a growl and swung its big, meaty paw in counter to one of the star oni women. They blocked with their tetsubo, but several ribs shattered as they were sent flying, and Nick was able to hear the cringe-inducing sound of each bone crunching with his enhanced senses.

His chains wrapped around the tiger’s rear legs, and he countered a few of its swings that attempted to tear them away. He added many more wounds, and then the monster’s hair raised as it readied its Concept. It was a form of strength or power, and Nick’s monstrous instincts told him to stand against it rather than dodge.

Nick’s Cloak swapped to light as he gave his martial arts shout, and Monstrous Blow triggered. His arm bulked up, and he met the downward swing as he swung upward, which appeared to hold a special form of ferocity and power. The two blows met, and Nick’s blade sheared through its paw and arm, causing it to roar out in pain as his blade continued to its chest, cutting into the tiger deeply.

He knew that he could likely finish it by piercing its soul core or heart, but his eyes honed in on the strange soul essence coursing through it. Looking closely, he saw what looked like a tiny thread heading toward the Monster Kingdom from its chest. He used Frost Shock and wrapped the creature in more chains as it wailed in pain, but eventually, it could hardly move at all from the frost.

“Everyone, back off!” He ordered. Then, he turned and looked to find Myron, spotting him next to Shara, who seemed to look a little excited for some reason, her cheeks taking on a pink hue. “Quick, Myron. Let’s do a reading.”

“What?” Recognition came to his eyes a moment later, and he started taking out his divination tools. “What two outcomes?”

“Killing this thing or leaving it. Which is better?”

Myron did his calculations, his eyes full of essence. “Leaving it. Huh, that’s a surprise. It seemed like some kind of trained beast, in my eyes. It knew how to counter the clubs too well.”

“Guess we’ll leave it alive then. And you’re right, I feel like someone or something is sort of controlling this. But maybe they don’t know exactly what it’s doing. Perhaps they’d know if it suddenly died and would come to take a look.”

“We’re not far from the cavern exit, we’re assuming. If we hurry, we can rush and enter it.”

“Might be the best idea to get out of view of this place as quickly as we can now. I’ll take the lead with Birdy; I can sense ambushes better than most. Let me just get our people up.”

Nick revived the two fallen warriors with his Create Soul Servant, placing their souls back within their bodies and healing them somewhat. The tiger would likely free itself in time, but it was already too weakened. He thought it would survive, but it would be close enough that it wouldn’t dare chase them.

Myron frowned as he watched this be accomplished. “Truly remarkable, young lord. It certainly doesn’t feel like unorthodox magics…”

Nick chuckled and patted his shoulder. “I swore I would protect you guys as Lord Noblefrost. This is what that means. No matter what, unless you choose to risk yourselves and become more in one of Orion’s Trials, that’s part of what this means.”

“I…on some level, I understood that when I accepted your Pact. But seeing it is still different.”

Nick looked around and once again found Shara blushing and hiding behind others–avoiding him. Just what was going through that chick’s head? Nevertheless, he would be on scouting duty.

The large group of oni and Nick entered the cavern, continuing their trek.


Chapter 1 - Shara - The Raw Deal



Shara watched from a distance behind as Nick and his strange bird of ice moved through the caverns, leading her people to safety. The bird tried to ride him at first, but he slapped it, causing it to squawk with anger.

Eventually, they managed to settle into a pattern of moving through the cave, Birdy watching over the star oni from ledges while Nick led from the front. The star oni men were excellent scouts but simply too limited with their Qi restricted.

Shara observed a few star oni couples walking through the caves with a sigh. Holding hands, smiling, laughing, and chatting happily, the mood was positive. Seeing them so happy warmed her heart a little, but the fact that all the couples looked the same increased her anxiety.

She had always imagined and dreamed about her Fated, picturing him as a star oni man. Rugged. Handsome. Maybe a bit more muscular than her father, like her uncle instead.

Learning that he already had seven wives, with the stars only knowing how many were on the way, had shattered her. She was filled with rage that it was like her one true love of her life was already taken away from her by another.

Thankfully, after taking out her ire on a small and weak stone, she was able to mostly calm herself. That was before he had even met her, and could she really blame him for that? And then, it seemed that he was certainly not taken away and didn’t mention that he had any problems with more wives like her.

She stewed on it over the last few days, and she was still a little hurt and confused. Shara had even spoken with one of her cousins and asked for advice for a friend–herself. What would her cousin do if her Fated already had several wives or dao partners when she met them?

Her aunt had overheard the question, and her answer was the same as her cousin’s. Why, pound them all into the ground with their clubs, of course! The star oni had long since learned that both sides must remain faithful to one another, or their trust would be broken, and often, death would quickly claim them.

To pursue the dao with one another–to become dao partners–required a trust that went beyond being both husband and wife. Cultivation was a practice that defied the heavens and required countless resources to reach the peak.

To work together for each other’s success meant they must be selflessly devoted to one another and their paths. With their fates intertwined, this only made sense. To add another into this was to invite calamity, as how could the other be truly devoted to sharing the resources of a fate not theirs?

But Nick’s wives were not women that she could just pound with her club! The Soul Pact alone would prevent it, even if she wanted to so badly. And even if she could, he could just revive them–just like the two the stone tiger had killed.

Just what kind of world was Orion, anyway?

On the other hand, when he fought the stone tiger, he was just so manly. So strong. Her clan members were left shattered and broken, but his arm had bulked up and overpowered that cat to the point where it feared his immense strength and speed. And something about his shout sent shivers down her spine. Well, she did hear this kind of thing was common.

It was why she was avoiding him before. When her people were around their Fated, they would gravitate toward liking and loving every single thing about them, no matter how small–even if it should be a negative thing.

Whether it be the shape of their face or a scar on it, or the sound of their voice. Or every minor action done, like how the person scratched their cheek while thinking or fixed their robes, would be like an arrow to the heart.

A friend of hers shamelessly spoke at length about how much she loved her Fated’s stench of his armpits and feet after an intense workout, and even the smell of his farts. She seriously complained that these things disappeared as they reached the Second Stratum! While Shara understood some women of other races would become like this about their lover, the star oni became even more obsessed than usual.

Her cousins and friends said they would see their Fated with a prismatic shimmer around them, brightening everything that they did. However, Shara hadn’t seen him like that until he touched her, releasing a shower of light that was nearly blinding.

The shimmer then persisted for a few minutes and shocked her out of her berserk state, but eventually, it had fallen away, which had alarmed her. When she asked her father about why that might be, he said that it might be related to his magic.

It was at that time she made him promise her that he would not say another word to Nicholas about Fated and that she would explain it to him under her own terms. The time hadn’t been good for her to explain it yet, but she would get around to it eventually.

When she had gone over to talk to him, she had seen Nick light up. It was odd; when he lit up with essence around him, she had noticed that prismatic light shimmer around him, so she had to ask him what it was about. To think it was that he had completed a quest for his wife…

She should be happy that she had found her Fated, but the problem was that she felt…trapped. And more than most of the star oni usually do. The star oni women felt that they still had freedom because they could choose to mark another, even if that choice was lesser. Her people even looked down on making that other choice, but at least they could still make it.

But she carried the bloodline of the Matriarch, the very fate of the Fatestrider clan resting with her. She had to mark Nicholas for the good of her clan. How could she not? For one of her bloodline to defy fate would be a true betrayal of their loyalty, reducing and maybe even destroying all of her people’s futures.

Shara had been just about to tell him a little more when that stone tiger attacked. Now, the scouts wanted Nick along with them in the caves, as sight was challenging and the creatures lurking would surely be in their favorable environment–just like the stone tiger.

So Shara was forced to watch him from afar. Nick and her people had run into a few challenges throughout the caves. And each time, his shout and his displays of strength had once again sent her heart beating into a frenzy and shivers down her spine.

Continuing their march, her friend Hoshiko joined Shara at her side. The girl was tall with long and straight purple hair, like many star oni–some had black hair, too. Only Shara and her mother, who carried the bloodline of the matriarch, had pink hair, making them stand out.

It seemed Hoshiko had noticed Shara staring at Nicholas. “You got it bad, Shara. Is he your Fated or something? I mean, I have to admit, he’s handsome and strong, but if he’s not your Fated, what’s the point? Maybe good for a fling, but aren’t you saving yourself for your Fated?”

Shara frowned, surprised her friend would say something. Most of her friends only discussed the star oni themselves as being attractive. Unless… “You think he’s handsome? He’s not a star oni.”

Hoshiko got a faraway look and a small smile on her face before chuckling. “Yeah, but…something tells me he’d be good in bed, you know? Something about the way he moves…and he’s so strong, like his hips won’t quit…or break.” She started to blush, and then the look on her face as her breathing picked up…

Shara narrowed her eyes on Hoshiko, and her blood started to boil as Hoshiko made that lewd face about her Fated. Her voice came out much less dignified than usual. “You shut your fucking whore mouth, ah? Or I’ll bash it closed.” She brandished her tetsubo, even as she tried to calm herself. She had only wanted to change the subject, but her anger took over!

Hoshiko’s eyes went wide as she started backing away and waving her hands in alarm. “Woah, woah, Shara! I didn’t mean anything by it; I’m sorry! Don’t tell me he’s your–”

Shara shushed her as she barely got her rage under control. Taking a calming breath, her mind was racing. Could it be?

Among her brethren currently alive, there were a number of star oni women who had never found their Fated. This wasn’t that abnormal because her people lived a long time. Sometimes, their Fated just hadn’t even been born yet or hadn’t yet traveled to Star Hold. Though, with it destroyed…

Or, they would simply meet them on their travels, a race outside the star oni. Often, those star oni women would end up joining those other clans or sects rather than staying at Star Hold. This was why they only had star oni people among them.

Could it be that Nick was Hoshiko’s Fated, too? She’d seen that amorous look before. After all, Shara herself was probably making that look only minutes before when she thought about how strong he must be when his arm bulked up when he fought the tiger. But…the only way she could test it to know for sure was if Hoshiko…touched him.

Then what? Just thinking about it boiled her blood.

“You stay away from Lord Nicholas, you hear me?”

Hoshiko bowed, though she looked more than a little confused, her eyes darting every which way as she tried to make some sense of the situation. “Yes, Shara! I’ll do as you ask, I promise. I, um, will stay closer to the back…” She hurried away, and Shara felt a little bad. If he was somehow her Fated too… could she really deny her?

She sighed, feeling more than a little defeated and lost… again.

They had traveled through the caves late into the night and eventually rested in the caves. The star oni in the First Stratum like herself, was slowing the group down. After about six hours of rest, they continued and spent many more hours moving through the caves. During that time, some small skirmishes occurred with various beasts, but Nick or the star oni scouts had no issues dealing with them.

Shara had even more time to think about the issue, and she couldn’t help but feel angry any time she thought about this Kaya or one of Nick’s other wives.

She felt so lost and depressed until suddenly, she heard her father’s voice. “Daughter, why are you looking down? Like your world is crumbling around you.”

“You know why, Father.”

“No, I’m not so sure that I do. Our people and their futures have been saved from absolute calamity at the hands of those fate eaters, and a bandit lord’s army was defeated. We’ve found a new home, and soon, our people will be able to cultivate once more. Not only that, but I still live! And your mother will be returned to us. Sure, we were only at least partially put into this position because of the whims of this…Orion System. But we all got swept up in that man’s fate. Then, you have finally found your Fated. For what reason could you have to wear a frown?”

When he put it like that, she couldn’t help but be embarrassed. Was she being greedy? Ungrateful?

Her father interrupted her thoughts, “Just trying to give you some perspective. Of course, I know your struggle. How could I not? Do you think that I would share your mother with anyone? I barely enjoyed sharing her with you! I don’t know how many times I got a little jealous, just seeing how she smiled at you, and you at her instead of me.”

Shara laughed at the silliness and his wronged expression. She sighed, realizing that no matter how she looked at it, she was truly blessed. Fated issues or not, her people had been saved, and she had so many reasons to be thankful. Provided they…made it to this Frosthaven place. It did sound pretty nice, and Nicholas lit up when he talked about it.

“Thanks, Father. You’re right. I did want to tell him, but we got interrupted that time. I–”

A commotion started up ahead, and stardust floated among them, signaling danger. Her father rushed ahead, and Shara stomped behind, along with many of the other star oni men and women.

What was rather alarming was that several roars shook the cavern, and the smacking of clubs was ringing out.

When Shara saw the fighting, she was shocked. Nick was covered with his cloak of white light, and he was fighting numerous beasts at once. They were some kind of green, slimy, monstrous bears that were shorter but had longer limbs. The monsters were strong and numerous, easily deep into the Second Stratum.

And Nick was blurring all over the battlefield, his blade of blue and white light flashing in dangerous arcs. Each swing or stab cleaved off an enemy’s limb or head or pierced through their heart or core.

The star oni men focused on dazing the underground monsters with starlight, halting their charges and confusing them. Meanwhile, the star oni women struck them with their clubs but only sent slime scattering. The slime was acidic, and her people took injuries and shouted in pain as slime burned their flesh.

There were just too many. It seemed like they were endless, and the star oni’s clubs were not doing well.

“Target the frost-covered parts!” Nick shouted out in between his attacks. Shara joined the fray, swinging her club and doing just as he asked. The frost was spreading across the slime creatures slowly, and chains were wrapping around others.

They were getting outnumbered, and Nick was forced to save many of their people from getting covered by the slime bears. Chains wrapped around some, and Birdy sent blades of ice freezing others.

Some more entered the cavern from the side, and it wasn’t looking good. With each killed, two or more took its place. Wherever these things came from, they severely outnumbered her people.

Her father shouted, “There’s just too many, Nick. We should retreat!”

Nick grinned as he slew another slime creature with his whipping blade, cleaving it in half. “Not quite. Help is here.”

A howling like wolves rippled through the cavern, and strangely…a hissing sound, and it sounded like some more people yelling ‘woooo.’ Not long after, a bunch of…tiny women dashed in from an adjacent cave.

The tiny women were either small wolf women or some kind of snake or other reptile. Icicles shot out, and then beams and webs of light struck and wrapped around the slimes. There was also a giant…red raccoon or bear with an axe…and some axes in its tails, slashing and cleaving through the slime bears with a deadly sharpness. Just what kind of allies…?

There was also a girl who moved in the shadows that she couldn’t help but feel stood out. She sliced through them easily, and the power of frost pierced deeply into the creatures. And…a giant spider woman, who was responsible for the beams of light and webbing.

While the star oni’s clubs had trouble harming the slime creatures, these people’s spears and shields had no difficulties attacking them and bringing them to nothing but a pile of slime. They also spread the frost along with Nick’s Aura, making it easier for the star oni to attack effectively.

There were more than a dozen of them in total, and Shara could feel it–these were Pacters, Followers of Nicholas.

If only she could cultivate, she could finally contribute properly. The large party of warriors fought through, defeating the many slime-bear creatures. The Second Stratum Followers were not very numerous, but they were that much more effective against them than her people. And…their smaller size actually helped them move around in the cavern, the larger star oni women not having enough room to properly swing their weapons.

Shara couldn’t help but feel they were strong and thankful that they had arrived. But…she had a bad premonition.

Because they were all women.

Eventually, the monsters were cleared, and her people were saved.

“Master!” The giant spider woman rushed over to Nick and gave him a hug, lifting him off the ground.

He returned the hug with a wide smile and a laugh, and Shara couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy, her heart beating faster and her gut churning.

“Hey, Jas. I’m so glad to see you.”

A wolf girl in armor covered in frost and with her tail wagging came over next, along with a dozen other monsterfolk, including the one with dark fur and shadows.

“Boss! Did you see us? We all ran so hard to come to your aid!”

Nick laughed and scratched her ears, which made the girl beam at the praise. “Good job, Fang. You came in just when we needed you, and that definitely was some good fighting by everyone. Who are all these girls?”

The girls were all what Shara knew as monsterfolk, and they all started preening and posing. Though, it didn’t work all that well, as they were all covered in armor, except for the two archers, who had much sexier-looking tight leather on. The one with dark fur next to Fang chuckled as she looked over the others.

Still, there were many tails wagging and undulating, and Shara’s breaths started to come in heavily. Her blood began to boil, and–

Fang gestured to the girls. “These girls have all been training hard. They all had no mates when you became their alpha, so they’re all yours, ready to be your mates!”

All of them? But there were nearly a dozen girls there! Something within Shara snapped, her rage coming to the fore as her horn began to sparkle starlight. “Get out of here, you damned sluts! You can’t have Nick; he’s mine!” Shara growled as she brandished her club and began to dash toward the little whores.

The star oni were bewildered, murmuring about Nick being Shara’s Fated–thankfully, in the star oni language–but Shara could barely think as she was consumed by her rage. Her intellect dropped to that of an angry child, unable to think about anything else other than smashing the little wolf whore.

Jasmine tilted her head. “Finally she’s saying something. I’m dying to see how this plays out.”

Nick looked over at Jasmine, alarmed. “Huh?”

Fang frowned as she turned to Shara’s towering form, approaching her. “Yours? Oh! You want to be Nick’s mate too? That’s great!”

Shara swung her club down at the little whore, but she blocked it with a casual shift of her shield, deflecting it. Continuing on her attack, she chased Fang down with her club, her berserk going deeper as she followed her.

Fang continued to dodge with a smile as Shara chased her with her club, almost like she was playing, which infuriated Shara further. “Why are you mad?”

“Stay still, you little bitch!”

“Okay!” For some reason, being called a bitch did not seem to bother her at all.

Shara brought down her club with all her might, and Fang dug her feet into the ground with her cleats as she prepared her shield. With a crash, Shara’s club hit the frosty shield with a thud, sending chunks of ice flying. She wrenched the club away, then drew back her club once more for another swing, and–

Nick appeared by her side, and his arm grabbed hers in an iron grip. An explosion of light echoed out once more, and she could see the prismatic light surrounding him again as she started to snap out of it. She fought him for a brief moment, but his arm was unmoving.

He said, “I think that’s about enough of that, Princess.”

Blood drained from her face as she realized what she had done, and she was filled with shame as she dropped her club. She took deep breaths as she tried to recover, suddenly aware of all the eyes on her that she wasn't concerned about just moments ago.

As mad as she was at the idea of him having wives, this man was nothing more than her people’s savior. How could she do that to his wife? When she was…nothing to him…

Nick looked at her face with a surprising amount of concern. “Why don’t you and I have a chat? Just me and you.”

Shara looked over to her father, and he just nodded at her. She could see a bit of sadness in his gaze, but no disappointment, which she was happy for. “I…okay.”

He turned and gave his girls a look, and the two of them headed to the previously cleared cavern. Shara looked at him pleadingly. “I’m…sorry for my outburst and attacking your wife. I…have no good excuse.”

“You wanna tell me what that was all about, Shara? ‘He’s mine!’ you said. This is somehow about that Fated thing?”

“That…” Shara froze, as she wanted to lie but was unable to. She really didn’t want to talk about this, even still. Searching for her words, she could actually speak eventually, she said, “I don’t know for… sure.”

Nick snorted. “Oh right, I’m supposed to believe that the explosion of starlight when I touched you both times was for no reason? It doesn’t match what Myron said exactly–he said you’d know when I was your Fated on sight. So this is different from that, somehow?”

Shara sighed. “He told you that? It must have been before…he promised. I’m…sorry, Nicholas. I just…wanted more time to…sort out my feelings. I don’t know for sure, but… I’m pretty sure. That you’re my Fated. The one I’m…meant to be with.”

“I don’t know what this Fated thing is, but I can kinda guess. You’ve definitely been avoiding me, and you’re afraid or worried about talking to me about it. Why? If you have worries, let’s hear ‘em. I can help. I ain’t gonna bite.”

“Bite? Who would think that?” She let out a breath. “Us star oni women…we can see who our Fated is–normally. You…are extra weird somehow, and the feeling or sight only happened when we touched, instead.”

“Hm. Okay, so what is it? What does being Fated mean? In precise terms.”

Shara let out a breath. “That’s…complicated? It’s a special talent we star oni women have, as we are in tune with, or connected to, fate itself. We can see who we are fated to be with. Then, when we leave our mark on someone, we merge our fates into one–and the sum of the two fates is greater than the individual parts. I know you know this part. But for us cultivators, our Fated is our Dao Partner. The one we were meant to strive toward immortality with.”

“Dao Partner? I think your Daos are like Concepts, or your Path, this kind of thing?”

She nodded. “Right. A Dao Partner is not only your husband or wife. It’s usually more than that for a cultivator. You might walk different Paths but you walk them as one. It’s a sharing of resources, a… I guess, like a pact that you will work together to your last breath to aid the other to be successful. But we star oni link our fates through our mark, enabling us to have a more profound bond. Since we’ll die on the same day and at the same time, we can truly work as one. There is no chance for betrayal, so our trust and love can grow deeply.”

“That’s… not all that different from me and my wives, really. So your Fated…is it like you have to mark them? Just why were you avoiding me?”

“I…have my reasons. We…star oni women do have a freedom–to defy fate. To place our mark on another. But our people…they look down on this. Because they know–that their fate is undoubtedly lesser. Usually, calamity finds them instead.”

Nick let out a breath. “Damn. That’s rough. And then what if the guy is like a deadbeat, an alcoholic or something? You’d still be stuck kinda marrying him then?”

Shara couldn’t help but look at him with a little blame.

Nick scowled. “What! Who’s the deadbeat here? I’m a Lord of Orion,” he dusted off his shoulders for some reason. “I got a mall, remember? And I’m a hero. I’m a catch, and if I’m your Fated, that’s a plus, not a minus!”

Shara couldn’t help but be amused at his exaggerated rebuttal and couldn’t help feeling that it was kind of cute. But she sighed as she realized she had to come clean about her feelings. “When… I learned about your other wives…it’s like I saw red. All my expectations…my dreams, they were all crushed–just like…that boulder.” He chuckled at that, and she continued, “I had pictured my future husband countless times, so when I was with my Fated… it was with him alone. I…really don’t like the idea of you having others.”

Nick let out a breath. “I can totally see that. I don’t blame you one bit for being unhappy about that.”

Shara was surprised at this. “You don’t?”

“Course not. If when I came here to Orion they told me some empress, or something, was fated to be my wife, but I’d have to share her with a bunch of other dudes, I’d say screw that noise. I wouldn’t care how beautiful or awesome she was. I’d go mark someone else, or whatever.”

Shara narrowed her eyes at him, looking at him in a little disbelief. “This talk is heading in a strange direction. I feel a little cheated. It’s like you’re talking me out of marking you.”

Nick shrugged. “I’m just telling you like it is. I empathize with your struggle here; if I were in your shoes, I’d feel like someone handed me a shit sandwich and told me I had to eat it.”

Shara couldn’t help but chuckle at his strange wording, and Nick continued, “At this point, I hardly know you. You seem nice enough, and you make a mean tea. You’re pretty and strong, besides–a fighter, which matches my other wives well. And you may not realize this, but I can sense what is in here too–your soul.”

“My soul?”

He grinned at her. “Yes, and that part is very attractive to me, just like the you on the outside. I can sense how loving, strong, and virtuous you are.”

Shara’s heart thundered in her chest, Nicholas being outlined in starlight. A fluttering in her stomach at his compliment, and she couldn’t help but feel shy as her cheeks heated up.

Nick cleared his throat. “But maybe it wouldn’t work out. If you hate that my wives even exist, that tells me it’ll be hard for you to give them a fair shot. And besides. For you to be jealous about them is only natural to me. I’m betting it’d be painful. I doubt that I could ever live with it; how could I expect that of you?”

“I… don’t know if I could live with it. Maybe… I don’t know. I just… Mom and Dad were just their one and only. And the only star oni I know of that had two wives involved twins. I guess…they shared just fine and were happy, but most of us get jealous easily when it comes to our Fated.”

“Huh, that’s interesting about the twins. Well, how about this? We could just take things slow. I’ll treat you like any other woman I’d like to make mine, and you can meet my wives and see how you really feel about them or about seeing me with them. Right now, they’re just like a number, right? You’ve only learned a little about Kaya, and you’ve barely met Fang, Sable, and Jasmine so far.”

Shara couldn’t help but blush at his very minor compliment, and her heart started beating faster once again. “You…would like to make me yours?”

Nick looked at her like she was crazy, narrowing his eyes and opening his mouth. “That’s what you got out of all that? I like what I have seen so far, and I can sense your soul, but I just said I hardly know you. But it’s important to me that you can get along with my other wives, besides, and the same would be true for you if you become one of them. What do you think?”

Shara chuckled awkwardly, a little embarrassed. “That…thanks for saying so. I guess…I don’t know. I think I’d maybe like to try to…meet them again and get to know you better, too, but it’s hard for me. The more feelings I have for you, the more painful it might be. Or the more difficult it will be for me to walk away. It’s just how our infatuation with our Fated works, and that was why I was avoiding you in the first place. Then, I kind of ruined our first meeting with your wives, didn’t I?”

Nick frowned. “Damn, now I think I get why you feel trapped. As for ruining your meeting, I wouldn’t worry about that. That was just Fang you fought with. You’ll have to forgive her. She has a sort of…pack-minded devotion. She’ll have difficulty understanding your…lukewarm focus on me. In her mind, you’re either in or you’re out. If you explain this Fated thing to her, the idea that you didn’t get on your back and spread your legs the moment you learned it was me would actually make her a little angry.”

Shara’s eyes widened in shock. “What? You…can’t be serious.”

Nick chuckled and shook his head. “I was only lightly exaggerating there. The wolflings which she evolved from, selected their mates for life at just a smell. But anyway, that’s her own issue, and you shouldn’t worry about that. If I tell her to be nice to you, she’ll be nice. That’s just how it is.”

Shara frowned. “Just a smell? But you said you wanted me to get along with your wives. If you can just tell them to get along with me, does that even matter at all?”

Nick narrowed his eyes at her. “Who attacked whom first, there? In truth, my wives aren’t hard people to get along with for anyone. They are very likeable and agreeable, making friends wherever they go.”

He sighed and seemed to think on it for a minute before giving her a gentle look. “I don’t really have a solution to your problems, but I’ll tell you what. I do want to try to become closer to you. And if we were to try to get closer, and you feel it hurts seeing me be with my other woman, I promise I’ll do my best to try to meet you halfway or help reassure you in some other way if I can–a compromise. Those girls are very giving, and they will even do their best to help you, I’m certain. The rest will be up to you. If you decide to walk away, there’ll be no hard feelings from me. Do you want to try?”

Shara looked at Nick, and she could feel it–the pull of fate, as her heart started beating harder. She was attracted to him, and it felt like he would try his hardest to make her happy.

In truth, she had nearly a dozen reasons why she should. But most of all, she liked that he had a caring heart to go along with his heroic one. And somehow, as she started to like him more, it almost seemed like the shimmer started to grow around him. Perhaps, she didn’t have so much to worry about.

“Please. I…want to try.”

He gave her a winsome smile. “Good, I am happy to hear that, and that’s the truth. Now, let’s make toward the exit. It’ll be a while, but the girls won’t be in the next cave.” He started walking, and Shara joined him before frowning.

“Where did they go?”

“I sent them ahead a little to watch over our friends instead. I figured…you could use a few more minutes.”

Shara hesitated as she entered the next cavern where the rest of the star oni were waiting–recovering from their battle. “I… thank you. That sounds like the best I could ask for. I’ve…always been a little shy when it comes to this kind of thing.”

“What do you mean?” Nick asked. “I thought this was your first time with something like this.”

“It’s just… I’ve always had a little bit of anxiety about meeting my Fated. I didn’t even want to look and find him at first, back at Star Hold. Because we didn’t find him when my mother made me look, I even procrastinated on an expensive divination. If not for the fate eaters we were fleeing, we might not have even done it. Then, talking about my Fated with others, it’s just something I’ve been reserved about. Maybe it was because my Fated was so far away, and I somehow knew? I don’t know.”

Myron cleared his throat and came near them, as he had been waiting in this cavern. “Your mother was shy about it too, you know.”

Shara hadn’t heard this, and this shocked her. Her mother, Elyra, was anything but shy about her desires in life. “My mother was? Really?”

Myron grinned. “She watched me from afar for months. It was even approaching an entire year that she obsessed over me. She didn’t know how to approach me and let me know. I was a bit older than her, by a few years. She said she felt so intimidated. Her. Even though she towered over me.” He motioned above his head, far taller than Nick was and just a little taller than Shara’s height.

He continued, “Knowing who you are fated to be with may seem like a blessing and a curse, but I believe it’s very beautiful. I’ve met many people and cultures in my travels, and every Fated couple has held profound happiness that few races or couples could match. The few times I’ve seen a star oni woman defy Fate, it did not turn out well for them. It’s difficult to know if it was caused by defying fate–the universe itself working against them. Or if it was because they were denying a part of themselves, it just couldn’t ever work out.” He grimaced. “Or because it was forced. A terrible fate.”

Myron cleared his throat. “Anyway, daughter, I’m glad you’re no longer avoiding Nicholas. Even before I knew he was your Fated, I was very impressed and had hoped he would be.” He winked at Nick. “And he knows I’m telling the truth. “

Shara blushed even harder, as it was like basically pointing out he knew how this would end.

Nick laughed. “Your dad’s a good guy. I can’t wait to see what your mother is like.”

“You’ll really bring her back?”

“Doubting me? I promised your dad I’d do my best. I don’t know for sure what it’s going to look like exactly, but I know I can bring her back. It’s just a matter of how and when. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to rebirth her at level 1 with all her memories. If not, we may need to wait a while. Until I reach the Fourth Stratum.”

The Fourth Stratum…the same as Nascent Soul? That would be a long ways away; some took over a hundred, even several hundred years to achieve it. She would be worried whether he could even accomplish it, but her father had already said he was impressed with his mastery of the dao. It was just a matter of time, so the idea that Shara would get her mother back eventually was a wonderful feeling. She had thought her gone for good, and her father too.

The two continued to chat as they followed the star oni and behind Myron. She wasn’t exactly ready to meet his wives, but she was starting to feel a little more comfortable with the idea, knowing he truly understood her challenge and cared about her feelings. That while it was like she didn’t have a choice, he made it feel like it was.

It seemed like a small thing. But for her, it meant a world of difference.


Chapter 2 - The Journey



Nick was marching through the cave with Shara in tow, and they turned into the next stretch of tunnel, which was a few football fields in length. It would still be another day of moving through some caves before getting outside, where it would be at least another day of travel.

Myron was walking a little bit ahead of them, giving them a little more privacy in their conversation. Though he doubted the old man couldn’t hear whatever they said.

He warned Shara, “The girls are right around the next bend.”

Shara grimaced as she looked ahead. “I…can’t help but feel a little queasy about that.”

“I think you’ll like them, but not all of them are here yet. Kaya’s going to love fighting and training with you–that was the giant red panda you saw. And then–”

“W-Wait. The big red bear–raccoon with all the axes was Kaya? Your wife?”

Nick chuckled. “She transforms. She’s a beastfolk, and not all that different from…a larger version of Fang when she’s not fighting. Almost as tall as me, roughly.”

“Oh. Okay. I guess… I saw a few of those with the bandits. Still, it’s surprising.”

Nick continued, “Jasmine, that’s that spider girl you saw, but she’s actually something else, and that’s temporary. She’s going to make you some sweet new clothing and robes with her magic silk; you’ll love it. Eirwen the sheep beastfolk and Rebecca, the angel priestess, are both excited about trying your tea, and Eirwen can’t wait to cook up a storm to show you some of our foods here on Orion. Fang, Luna, and Sable are all wolfen–the little wolf girls. They like everyone, and they will welcome you with open arms and fierce hugs–especially if you give them some ear scratches and head pats.”

He tried to gauge her reaction, and she just had more of a confused look than anything. Perhaps it was too much information at once.

“Eirwen, Rebecca, and Luna are all back at Frosthaven. They needed to help out with the merger of Shadowvale, and really, it was best that our fastest headed here to meet us, in case something happened, and we were in trouble.”

Shara didn’t seem to know what to say about all that, getting silent for a moment. “I see. They…really all get along?”

“Definitely. Well, I told you it’s a part of most of their culture. I suppose Rebecca wasn’t truly prepared for the idea right away, as the people of Zura were often with only one partner, too. But she warmed up to it as our friend and ally at first. Maybe you could talk to her about it? The rest are very… pack-minded. What’s good for the pack is good for them, I guess is how they all see it? Even the sheep and red panda beastfolk are like that, and a bigger pack is usually safest and most successful.”

“And that’s…all of them?” Shara frowned.

Nick let out a breath. “For now. As you learned, I gain power from making Soul Pacts with wives and followers and having children. It’s a part of my Heritage Quest. I’m the last of my kind, and it’s kind of my duty to have as many children as possible. I haven’t started that yet because…well, mostly because of the threat of Blackthorne, honestly. All my girls so far are warriors in one way or another, and they are working to reach the Third Stratum as well as aid me in doing that. Can’t do that if they are with child.”

He added, “But there are a few more in the running. Some priestesses of Seraphara, who…might be joining me soon. Then you saw the… proposed bunch of monsterfolk girls. I don’t even know their names yet–I didn’t know they really even existed until just now. I can certainly slow their…approach if it really bothers you.”

Shara hesitated. “You’d do that for me?”

Nick shrugged. “Within reason. I don’t even know them yet. I know you. You can even call that fate.” He smiled at her and waggled his eyebrows.

Shara chuckled. “I suppose so. I’ll…see how I feel, but…it would probably help if you…at least didn’t flirt with them much. Or let them flirt. Er, wait…” She frowned and got a troubled look.

Nick gave her a patient smile and patted her lower back. “It’s going to be tough, I get it. But I’ll see what I can do. Here we are.”

Jasmine, Kaya, Fang, and Sable were waiting for them on the bend; the rest of the star oni were moving ahead, escorted by the monsterfolk girls. Nick had done his best to arrive and be in lockstep with Myron and Shara so that he could introduce them all properly. The girls all smiled at him as he came into view.

“Hey girls, thanks for coming to get us; it was a big help. This here is Myron, the patriarch of the Fatestrider Clan, and Shara, his daughter.” Then he pointed to each of the girls in turn, from left to right, “And then these are my wives, Kaya, Jasmine, Fang, and Sable.”

Kaya waved. “Hey. Good to meet you both. Glad Nick could help out; when he went through that portal, we had no idea what to expect.” She chuckled. “Didn’t have much time to think on it either because we had our own big fight ahead of us.”

Myron gave a small bow. “Greetings. It’s an honor to meet you all, and we were very grateful for your husband’s timely arrival. Truly, it was the will of the heavens.” He smiled.

Shara said, “Yes, he really saved us from a horrible fate. Fang, I apologize for before.” Shara bowed her head slightly to Fang, and the wolfen girl just tilted her head in response.

“For what?”

“For…attacking you.”

“Oh! That was fun. But if you’re apologizing, you’re doing it wrong.” Fang frowned.

“Huh?”

Fang moved closer into Shara’s personal space and began pressing up against her with an almost angry look, with her eyes narrowed. The wolfen girl was almost half of Shara’s height, so her head was really near the larger girl’s waist. Shara stumbled backward, but Fang pressed forward. Nick was somewhat reminded of how elephants were strangely afraid of mice.

“C’mon. You said you were sorry. Let’s do this already.”

Shara looked worriedly at Nick as she tried to back away from Fang, who persisted toward her. “What? What’s happening?”

Sable chuckled, her tail wagging. “She wants you to scratch her ears.”

Shara froze and looked rather distressed as she looked down at Fang. Fang somehow managed to continue looking hostile–despite asking for ear scratches. Hesitantly, Shara reached her hand out and scratched her fluffy blue ears that sat in her short blue hair, hesitantly at first, but then eventually began to pat her head and scratch the base of them properly.

Fang stared with narrowed eyes for a moment before she popped back with a wide smile, her tail wagging. “There! That wasn’t so bad, was it? I forgive you. It’s nice to meet you, Shara!”

Shara chuckled a little awkwardly. “Ahaha…no, it… wasn’t? It’s…nice to meet you, Fang.”

Sable said, “This girl will let you get away with just about anything with some ear scratches, so don’t worry about it. Still, why was it that you got so angry with her and the monsterfolk girls? What was it you called them, little sluts?”

Shara looked troubled, blushing. It seemed she was trying to think of an explanation. “I…got a little…”

Myron decided to save her, placing his arm around her body in a side hug. “Star oni women are what you might know as berserkers. In the heat of battle, their blood runs hot. Even more so around a male they fancy.”

Sable chuckled. “Ah, so she fancies our Nicholas, then? Our handsome hero is often rescuing damsels and stealing their hearts. Still, I hope you realize that there’s plenty of our dear mate to go around, and there’s no reason to fiercely fight over him.”

Shara’s face scrunched up a little at that. “I’m…learning that. It is…”

Myron interrupted, “We star oni are not used to that, so I do hope that you will forgive my daughter. However, Nicholas and Shara are Fated–an important thing in our people’s culture. So we’d appreciate it very much if you could be patient and understanding. In the end, it is something she will likely accept, but it will take time.”

Jasmine looked over knowingly. While Kaya, Sable, and Fang weren’t really apprised of the situation, her connection with Nick meant that she probably knew Shara was into Nick before he knew for sure.

“It’s quite alright; nobody got hurt after all. I'm pleased to meet you, Shara. I do believe we’ll get along well in time.”

Shara had to look up to see her face when she was in this arachne form. “Hi. Um…thanks. My, you’re so, uh…big, aren’t you? I’m surprised that…um, never mind.”

The spider maid chuckled. “Yes, my form is a little strange, but I chose it so that I can serve Master better. I can make myself a little smaller and maybe a little more normal, but I needed to help carry some of the luggage.”

Nick knew they brought the bikes, and they had left the disassembled units in spatial backpacks to store many of them at the entrance of the cave.

He clapped his hands together, getting their attention. “Alright. How much further do we have to go?”

Kaya replied, “It’d been nearly a full day since we entered the cave, and we were in a bit of a rush to aid you, too. It might actually take more than that to get out of here, as the star oni don’t seem to be able to match our pace.”

Myron nodded. “I do apologize; Orion has made our people a bit weak. I’m sure we’ll appreciate these…bikes when we get out.”

Nick asked, “Where does the cave take us out?”

Sable answered, “It takes us out quite a bit closer to Shadowvale’s old location, a bit southwest of Frosthaven. But it’s not by very much; it’s still in the mountain range to the West of our home. We’ll be able to cut across straight to Frosthaven, though…the terrain will change again, thanks to the merger. Hopefully, not too much.”

The merger was set to happen shortly. It was now nearly 72 hours after the capture, and they were unsure how much the terrain surrounding Frosthaven would change.

“Alright. Lead the way, girls.”

Kaya, Sable, and Fang rushed on ahead, but Jasmine took out her carriage for her spider back and began affixing them.

Jasmine eventually said, “Go ahead, Master.”

Shara looked baffled. “You…ride on her back?”

Nick shamelessly leaped up, getting into his seat with a happy groan. “Thanks, Jas. Caves suck. Course I do. Best transportation on Orion there is. At least for now.”

Shara had an open-mouthed stare as she watched him, and Jasmine frowned at Shara. “What? Do you think he should traverse this cave on foot, like some kind of peasant? He is the Lord of Frosthaven. Surely, your father feels the same way, given that he was previously a Nascent Soul Patriarch?”

Shara hesitated. “Yes, but…you are his–”

Myron chuckled, interrupting and patting Shara on the back. “Very true, very true. Well, it’s been troublesome that we too have been forced to give up many comforts here on Orion. Living in tents under the stars, rather than in my well-furnished, portable home or transportation. I had a flying vessel that would take us high over places like this, but unfortunately, Orion destroyed it upon entry, and a few of my spares are locked inside my cosmos sack. Frustrating.”

Nick was a bit shocked that there were some ships or similar in that sparkly bag of his. “Damn, destroyed it? I was wondering how you guys all got here.”

Jasmine interrupted, “You may join as well, Myron and Shara. You are Master’s guests, after all.”

Shara hesitated, but Myron was quick to reply, “Thank you. Excuse us.” He leaped up top without an issue, landing near Nick. He then added, “These old bones could use some rest after that battle with that plant man and the healing.”

Nick helped Shara climb by giving her a hand, which she smiled wide for, even if she was still weirded out by the idea.

They were about to get moving, but then Birdy tried to swoop down and join them on the carrier. But as the bird lined up its landing spot, Jasmine gave it a withering stare, causing it to squawk and back off for a moment in a hover before she relented with a sigh.

“You did save Master. I suppose it’s fine until we get you your usual perch.”

Nick was not interested at all in re-summoning Jasper as a slimebear, so the loyal frostwarg would have to wait. Birdy nestled next to Shara, which made her give the creature a quizzical look as it fluffed its feathers out with pride.

Myron gave it a look as well. “Such an exotic creature. I dare say it might have some phoenix ancestry, at the very least. A demonic phoenix is counter to their divine nature.”

Birdy gave a prideful squawk as it fluttered its feathers, understanding Myron’s praise of its nature somehow. Its body and feathers had been shifting throughout the past few months, and Nick would have to find it more materials when they got back to help improve this further.

Nick said to Shara, “Why don’t you tell me more about your clan while we ride, Shara? I’d love to learn more about this Realm of yours and your people. They’re my responsibility now, after all.”

Shara blushed. “I…yes, of course. The Fatestrider Clan, while we had many diviners, we often operated as a mercenary band as well. Thanks to Father, we would pick lucrative contracts and grow with every victory, usually led by my mother, Elyra.”

She spoke animatedly, and Nick smiled as he learned more about his fated wife and his new people. It was going to be a fairly long ride, after all.

***

They were about to take a rest for the night, having traveled through the caves all day. With Kaya and Sable taking point with the monsterfolk girls, they handled all the threats. Nick hadn’t found a good corpse to place Jasper into, so he figured he would have to wait until they arrived at home.

They had to rest because the few dozen First Stratum star oni simply couldn’t continue their rapid march much longer. Luckily, they had reached a safer, defendable cavern for the night with only two exits that the monsterfolk girls and the star oni could keep watch over.

Myron leaped down from Jasmine’s back and said, “I’ll go meet with the scouts and get my tent set for the night. I’ll see you soon, right, Shara dear?”

“Yes, Father. I want to…talk to Nick for a bit longer before we rest.”

Myron gave her a smile. “Alright. I’ll prepare our tent for us.”

He took off, leaving Nick to jump down, dismounting from Jasmine. Nick then helped Shara down, catching her larger body when she leaped.

She giggled. “Wow. So strong, aren’t you?”

Nick chuckled as he set her down gently. “You haven’t seen anything yet. So? How are you feelin’ about things so far? After all, you just watched me ride one of my wives. Any jealousy there?”

Jasmine hovered over Nick and grasped his shoulders from behind as she looked at Shara.

Shara looked back and was a bit startled to see her touching him. “That’s silly; why would I be jealous about that? Still… I guess…it feels okay so far. But… I think I still… need to be eased into it?”

“Of course. I was just asking for your initial impression. You didn’t get to spend much time with all of them yet, but you’re going to soon. We’ll all be riding the vehicle tomorrow the rest of the way to Frosthaven.” He pointed in the distance.

Shara turned to look ahead, and Kaya, Fang, and Sable were talking animatedly in the distance with each other and the monsterfolk girls, as well as a number of the star oni as they set up tents for the camp. Myron was saying hello but then began floating his own pavilion-style tent to set up his camp.

Jasmine suddenly said, “Hm. Shall I set up the cottage, Master?”

“Ah, you brought that? Great. Yes, let’s do that.”

Shara was a bit surprised. “Huh? A cottage? Did your people have cosmos sacks too?”

Nick replied, “Not quite as good as your cosmos sacks, but combined with some careful planning, it works.”

Jasmine pulled on a thread, and a backpack Nick hadn’t even noticed hanging from her spider body came into view. Retrieving the large cube inside, she set it down a bit closer to the center of the camp. It unfurled, presenting the small home, but it actually looked a bit bigger than last time.

“Lumos improved on the design so that it would be more roomy but also sturdier against…worm attacks, and also a little sound dampening. Also, we now have some better spatial bags, so being a little larger is not an issue.”

Opening the door, Jasmine was able to shift her larger spider body through it without an issue and beckoned them inside. Before, even Nick had to crouch a bit to get into the door, but now he could see the insides could fit the larger Jasmine and Shara.

Shara did have to duck to enter the door, but she was able to stand at her full height within. “Wow, this is nice. Though it’s a little empty.”

Jasmine took out the portable chairs and bedrolls next, placing them where they were supposed to go. It used to only fit a double bed and little else. But now, it could fit Nick’s whole party and have comfortable areas for relaxing, just about.

“Just the way it works.” Jasmine smiled at Shara. “Now that we are here, how about we play a little game? It’s important to know your limits with us and how we show our affection around Nick, wouldn’t you say? So that we can set some boundaries with you around. Of course, we wouldn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

Shara frowned. “Boundaries? Um… I guess…that sounds like a good idea.”

Nick wasn’t sure what Jasmine’s goal was here, but if Shara was okay with it, maybe it’d be fine?

Jasmine motioned for Nick to have a seat in his trusty recliner, and he groaned as he got comfortable. Shara didn’t seem to know what she wanted to do, but she chose to sit in the seiza position on the floor–her feet underneath her butt, with her knees on the floor.

Jasmine leaned down and planted a gentle peck on Nick’s cheek, meeting Shara’s eyes all the while. “There. How was that?”

Shara’s breathing picked up. “Um…I don’t know. That was just a kiss on the cheek? Not a big deal. I’ve heard some people do that in greeting even.”

Jasmine smiled. “Oh? Is that so? I’ll try it again then.”

She looked at Nick lovingly, and she cradled his face as she approached his cheek from the side as he sat in the chair. All her devotion and respect carried across their connection as her lips neared, and she planted the small kiss on his cheek gently, lovingly.

It was as if all of her feelings for him were contained in that gentle kiss. While watching, Shara’s breathing had picked up, and she watched, fascinated and maybe a little unhappy. Her face crinkled a bit, but she looked more confused than anything.

Jasmine let go of Nick, turned, and smiled at Shara. “There. How was that? Just a peck on the cheek, no?”

Shara started fidgeting with her robes. “Um… I don’t think I like this game now…”

Nick stroked his chin. “Hm. Well, maybe if you get a kiss too? I get a kiss, then you get a kiss. Would you play that game? Of course, I haven’t forgotten that I’ve already gotten two. I owe you, then.”

Shara’s eyes widened before giving a small smile as she took furtive glances at his lips. She tried to sound not very interested, but Nick could tell she was eager. “Um… Maybe? That… Let’s try it.”

Nick stood and approached her side. She sucked in a breath at this, but she presented her cheek, tilting her head aside so he could reach. He chuckled internally because he didn’t have to bend down very much to reach at all because she was so large, even in this position on the floor.

First, he kissed her gently with a simple peck, and a small amount of prismatic light filled the room. He noticed that it was much smaller now, which was a little odd.

“There. Now, I’ll try the other one.”

Shara already looked way more happy than she should be about the small peck. “O-Other one? You mean…?”

He smiled. “Yeah. With a little more feeling.”

She nodded her head fervently. “Okay! I don’t…mind it.”

He cupped her cheek and leaned forward. He closed his eyes, holding all the things he liked about Shara. Nick hadn’t known her long or all that well. But she was a warrior who cared deeply for her people and her family, displaying that when she risked herself to come to her father’s aid and not wanting to give him up. These were all things that Nick liked, and of course, it helped that she was an attractive amazoness, and that her soul matched all of these things, soothing Nick’s soul.

As he leaned forward, suddenly, she turned a little, and his lips met the sides of hers, planting the kiss partially on them. When this happened, another small explosion of rainbow light occurred that he could see even with his closed eyelids.

Nick wanted to tease her since she clearly did that on purpose. But he pretended not to even notice as he pulled away and opened his eyes. “There. How was that? Maybe next time, we can do it on the lips.”

“N-No, I think…that was good for now. You know? Maybe I won't… mind so much. But maybe…we should take a break? And continue the game a little more…later.”

Jasmine pouted. “Aw, you don’t want to play the game anymore yet? That was just two kisses on the cheek!”

Shara blushed. “I’m…not sure if that’s such a good idea. I was…already having a hard time.”

Nick knew that was the truth. Perhaps baby steps was the right principle. “That’s alright. Well, so about the boundaries part. Are you okay with…seeing me holding Jasmine’s hand or just a kiss on the cheek? That was the goal, wasn’t it?”

Shara nodded distractedly, a hand to her lips as she blushed. “Um, that’s fine, I guess? I’ll um, just go now.” She stood and left out the door in a hurry, likely to join her father.

Jasmine grinned and spoke loudly to her retreating form, “Do make sure you get some rest tonight, Miss Shara. There’s still a long way to go tomorrow.”

She then side-eyed Nick. “I don't know how it’s going to work out for that girl. I feel sorry for her. I say, we just rip the bandage right off–get it over with and make her a wife with the pact.”

Nick arched his brow at her. “And be trapped forever, always in pain as she watches me with the other girls? You might be right in the end, but I’d much rather it feel like it was her choice rather than she’s just trapped. She’ll feel better about it as she looks back on this time in the end this way if we ease her into it.”

Jasmine shrugged. “I think either way, if you look at it with a cynical lens, people can see it as you are trapping her by letting her build up feelings with you and have no other way out. The truth is that fate did that, or whatever, and she was already trapped between a rock and a hard place even without you doing anything at all.”

“What was your goal with that game, anyway?”

Jasmine chuckled. “I kinda just wanted to see the rainbow explosion in person, and then it was a little more of that ripping that bandaid off. It didn’t happen when you were holding her hand before, did it? Didn’t you notice? But also, the next ride with the girls was going to be awkward as hell if you couldn’t even touch or kiss them, and hell, that’s not fair to them, now is it? It’d be fair to resent her for taking away their time with you. I just figured baby steps were better. Plus it was fun; I wanted to see how far she’d go. Turns out not very…”

Nick sighed. “I’ve got a lot of shit to deal with soon. I like her, but we’re going to be busy when I get back. I gotta work on my stanzas and my soul blade forging. We have to claim those special challenges in my heritage, defeat the demons under the mines, enter the Ordeal and then the Third Stratum…all while worrying about Blackthorne and now this Monster Kingdom.”

“And you need to make some babies soon, Master. Your heirs will raise your knowledge in the Archives and might also increase your personal power.”

Nick groaned. “Doubt Shara’s going to like that much. And I definitely can’t put it off for too long.”

Kaya and the wolfen girls joined him in the cottage next. Nick did get to rest with his wives, and Myron helpfully distracted Shara away from his cottage, keeping her busy until she went to sleep. Nick did go out and have a small chat with her, the girl blushing all the while, and he spoke with Myron about their upcoming arrival.

She cutely thanked him for the kiss before and asked for another one as well.

In the cottage, the girls went over the battle of Shadowvale with him, and he was proud of what they had accomplished and gained. Jasmine had watched over them in his absence, and she only put a light finger on the scales to ensure their victory–though she went a bit overboard with scorching their leader, it sounded like.

Nick showed off what he got from Kaya’s quest–his Monstrous Transformation. The girls mostly found it freaky how his limbs could stretch yet remain strong. But the girls all seemed to like how the air around him changed, making him feel more dangerous and stronger.

He gave the girls their ear scratches and head pats, as well as spent some time brushing out their fur to kill some time, and Jasmine heated some of Winny’s food for everyone, including the star oni.

The girls returned the tail-brushing activity with a nice massage for him and some sexy times. Then they took a relaxing nap for a couple of hours, which would make them good to go for the upcoming travel.

In the morning, they continued their trek in much the same way, with Nick riding on Jasmine with Myron, Shara, and Birdy, and it wasn’t that long before they reached the cavern exit. They exited and then transferred over to their utility vehicle, with Jasmine transforming to her other form to become the driver. Nick was about to sit down, and he looked over at Shara.

Nick asked her, “Want to sit next to me, Shara? Or are you ready to see me spending more time with my wives?”

Shara froze and hesitated as she looked over to Kaya, Fang, and Sable. “Um… I suppose…”

“Why not both!” Fang’s tail was wagging, and she leaped into Nick’s arms. “We can both sit next to Boss. Plenty of room!”

Shara’s face was scrunched up a bit. “Um…okay. That…sounds fine.” While it was a little worse than her words let on, her words rang mostly true in his Soul Sense.

Nick had sat down in the back seat, and Shara shuffled in next to him, with Fang on his lap.

Fang said, “Jas, turn on the music! Lumos imported the ones from our house!”

Myron sat up in the very front with Jasmine, wanting to get a better look at the controls and how the vehicle worked, and Kaya and Sable sat in front of Nick and Shara. The music turned on, and Nick was surprised when a tune that vaguely sounded like a popular 90’s boy band came on, but sung by women instead as they took off.

Fang bobbed her head side to side to the beat, her tail wagging against his side and bumping Shara too. Nick held Shara’s hand with his right as they started their trek, and she smiled at him, even if she gave Fang a troubled look as he patted her head and scratched her ears. The whole time, Nick did his best to gauge Shara’s reaction to it.

Dozens of bikes were waiting for the star oni as they came out of the cave. While the surrounding area was a bit rocky, it leveled out to a mostly hilly, grassy plain not long after.

The monsterfolk girls helped demonstrate and teach the star oni people how to assemble and ride them, and then they rode their own and started to move toward home as the monsterfolk scouted ahead in an escorting formation. Overall, Nick was impressed with how militant they were.

Fang noticed him looking at them. “Lothar and his people trained them! They’re all such hard workers.”

Sable chuckled. “They’ve each made a few runs through the Path of Kings and spent some time in the Training Grounds and the Heritage underground. All to please their Boss.”

Shara let out a loud breath and squeezed Nick’s hand tightly, his bones creaking a little. But said nothing.

Without roads, the utility vehicle, along with the bikes, still did surprisingly well. It seemed the wollywompus hides actually provided a decent grip, allowing the tires to work well enough even with more varied terrain.

And the utility vehicle had a decent suspension, making it much like an all-terrain vehicle. It had no issues with the somewhat hilly terrain, and Nick understood that, most likely, a road could be built toward the underground cave with how mostly even the ground was.

He could pay for it with points, if he so chose, but he wasn’t so sure he wanted his enemy to have a paved path to his home–not that they wouldn’t be able to find it anyway. A Monster Kingdom would surely seek to attack his home. They got more power from capturing an Ordeal, and eating people was cultivation resources and not just sustenance. Eating all his people, they would become stronger.

Watching them ride the bikes, Nick realized that it was no problem at all. The star oni were experienced warriors, athletic and in tune with their bodies. They learned quickly and were strong enough to propel themselves rapidly, just as the orcs had been able to on the bikes.

The monsterfolk girls rode on ahead to scout and monitor the area, following Nick’s orders. This area was within Nick’s control radius, and they had already passed through it, so it was unlikely they would run into issues, but things frequently changed on Orion. They kept themselves equipped and armored during their travel.

The terrain was still wild enough that they couldn’t go very fast with the vehicle. With no roads, it was not a very smooth ride.

Myron noted, “The essence is much more peaceful in this area, I can feel. When we arrived on this Shard far south of where you met us, it was an untamed wilderness and wild essence.”

Nick nodded, squeezing Shara’s hand. “That’s the nature of the Ordeals. You can somewhat cultivate this essence, but it’s still not the best for that, even within the city. Orion wants us to fight or challenge ourselves in our professions to earn the essence instead. To Test ourselves and become more.”

Shara frowned. “Conflict under the heavens is normal, but it’s mostly a struggle over resources to ascend. Ultimately, it doesn’t seem all that different.”

Myron looked a little thoughtful. “I’m not so sure. In the Realms, those who can’t cultivate at all or have a low talent are more or less forgotten, treated as little more than chattel or slaves. It seems this Orion gives everyone an equal opportunity to excel, to possibly cultivate and ascend. Some might be born with a few more resources like Nicholas here, but it seems much more fair to the average person.”

As they traveled throughout the day, the girls each took turns sitting next to Nick or in his lap. Nick did try to kiss them on the cheeks to gauge Shara’s reaction, and her breathing only picked up slightly, though her hand nearly crushed his in the process.

But thankfully, letting out a breath as she looked at his lips and touched her own, perhaps remembering her kiss, her jealousy subsided. Especially when she had him give her a peck on the cheek instead. She looked so happy as she gazed at the clouds; it was like she forgot she was a little mad.

And the girls eventually got her talking, telling them their stories and how they met Nick.

Kaya faced backwards, telling the story to Shara. “You should have seen him; he looked wild and crazy as he came out of that crypt. Covered in blood, his hair and even his nails were long and wild. Then, he grabbed those evil bandits and drank their bodies and spirits like some evil undead. He was scary.”

“W-Wow. I think I saw him do that, but… I was a bit busy trying to get out of the net and in a bit of a rage.”

Kaya continued, “But after the bad guys were dead, he didn’t really make a move on me. He just had a goofy smile on his face and asked me for a Quest, thinking it was a game. Soon, I realized he didn’t really know where he was, and later…how big of a jerk he was.”

Nick scowled playfully. “Jerk! I’ll have you know that teasing you was just something I enjoyed because you were fun to. I blame you for that. And now, I know that you enjoy me teasing you too, so it’s a win-win.”

Kaya groaned. “Whatever. So since Nick helped me out, I figured I could help him out too. Then I learned he could actually get away from Davon’s grip by having a path into the Ordeal–he knew about a secret entrance. Then we went back to Eirwen, my adopted sister, to give her the medicine and ran into two bearcoons.”

Nick interrupted, “Oh yeah, whatever happened to that apothecary guy?”

Kaya snorted. “He’s hit a rough patch because his skills are useless compared to the priestesses. I don’t think he’s benefited much by the essence improving at all, either. He was already older, so it was probably too late for him.”

She continued her stories to Shara, and Nick eventually saw the terrain of Shadowvale, which had merged. The valley extended out toward the mountains, but they were able to avoid that and find the original road heading to where Shadowvale used to be. The valley terrain from Shadowvale presumably actually shifted some of the river nearby, though it seemed it still continued roughly in the same direction as before.

Eventually, they crested a hill, and they could see their city upon the larger hill in the distance. The southwest area near the city was covered in darkness, and it actually covered some of the lake like a pie-slice-shaped shadow cast over it from the tower.

Fang pointed over to the city, “There it is, our city and home! Everything you see here is the Boss’ stuff!”

Shara’s eyes were wide as she looked at it. “It is a nice city. And you say this started from nothing less than a year ago? How could you build all of that?”

Nick replied, “That’s right. I think I’ve been on Orion maybe five months total. Of course, my Heritage helped a lot with this. It was mostly ruins until I claimed the Ordeal. After that, it helped with providing certain amenities. It awarded buildings in the inner ring and more, and it largely tried to incentivize spending more time inside the Ordeal. If we don’t have to spend time worrying about housing, we have more time to work towards bettering ourselves.”

It was with a bunch of excitement for everyone that their caravan entered the gates. It had only been less than a week since he had left, but Nick was glad to be finally home.


Chapter 3 - The New Home



As Nick arrived in the city of Frosthaven, the essence was denser than it had ever been. The city had a near electric fervor building in it, the people moving about with excitement and purpose. It seemed that the people involved in the assault on Shadowvale had become more and now had even more admiration and loyalty for Nick and his kingdom.

And hundreds more benefited, the people within his city feeling the dense essence. Essence was potential. It was vindication. Over two thousand people’s destinies and their future generations just changed for the better, and they all understood it was due to Nick and his Followers–an extension of his will.

But Nick could also feel something odd festering within it. A vague feeling of wrongness, like a looming fear or concern about a bad prognosis. There were numerous people now within his city that didn’t have the faith or gratitude of the rest of the citizens and that harbored negative feelings in their hearts for Nick.

Because once again, Nick’s actions and choices had harmed people. And perhaps, even good people. The people who stood against him had been punished or killed. Even if justice was brought to the people who had done wrong, each of these groups had families, and those who remained now feared this new city and what came next.

Those same people believed it was only a matter of time before Nick paid for crossing Blackthorne, and they would be stuck in the crosshairs of the angry bandit lord. In time, they might learn of his virtue from those loyal to him, and they may change their minds. Or, they would ignore these things, and their hate would only grow, their view altered by their cynical lens.

The Cathedral of Seraphara now had a central tower that rose high above the city, which had the defensive structure from his reward. In all, it looked like an obelisk with a giant book opened on top, with Seraphara symbolism all over it. A prism floated above it, and Nick knew that the adherents and clergy of Seraphara could charge the Light of Wisdom by using their faith and fire a devastating attack against aggressors of their virtuous city.

There were even settings for it to automatically respond to powerful threats, such as dangerous flying beasts. Orion sort of already prevented this with how the Ordeals worked, the essence dissuading approach, but it was nice to have a failsafe in case something out of the ordinary happened.

And the new Path of the Shadow Predator tower stood on the West side of the city, casting shadows over the merged buildings. It was a black obelisk, with images of hunting animals and hunters all over it. Nick also noticed that the hill, or mountain, the city was placed on had grown taller. The walls of his city had also extended out further as a result.

The work on paving and expanding the roads heading East to Silverbrook was still underway. He knew it would be quite some time, but they now had hundreds working on this task and have made excellent headway, and Lord Silver was working on it from his end.

From clearing trees to tamping down the ground both physically and with earth magic, his people were working hard. The Orion people were stronger than Earth humans thanks to being empowered by Essence and got a lot of work done each day.

As Nick’s vehicle and the star oni rode in on bikes arrived in the main circular plaza where the Ordeals were contained, a welcoming party of Nick’s Followers was present, with very few normal citizens visible at the outskirts.

While they did see people on the way in, it was already evening, and they had come from the direction of where the obelisk had cast its shadows, so the casual viewer did not easily spot their approach and entry.

Agatha, Lothar Renzou, Eirwen, Rebecca, Luna, Marissa, and many of his Followers, along with the Priestesses of Seraphara were there, ready to greet Nick and their new allies. He also saw Turon, the previous ambassador of Shadowvale, the large bear beastfolk looking more than a little surprised at their entry.

Lothar’s laugh was booming. “There’s the young lord. Strong and victorious! While we were fighting in Shadowvale, our lord was facing Elron and Thresh and rescuing the Outlanders–the Star Oni of Starhold! A tremendous, heroic victory over Blackthorne’s forces once again.”

Nick chuckled at Lothar being his hype man. He squeezed Shara’s hand as if to acknowledge her and then rushed off the utility vehicle and shook Lothar and Renzou’s hands as they welcomed him back. The essence was once again electric, as his people saw and felt his aura.

Nick kissed and hugged Eirwen, Rebecca, and Luna, each of them welcoming him back. Jasmine was watching Shara, and it seemed like she barely even registered it, far too busy looking at the city with wide eyes. He then turned to the star oni, who were finishing their rides and arrivals into the plaza, looking at the city with their heads on a swivel.

Nick addressed them all, spreading his arms wide and gesturing to the city. “You’ve been through many hardships, but you are now all finally here. Fatestrider Clan…welcome to Frosthaven, your new home.”

His Followers clapped, and the many citizens present shouted out their welcomes to the new people. As expected, Eirwen had prompted the few people around, and they were ready to give a warm welcome to their new warriors and potential protectors.

Myron and Shara both had wide smiles as they dismounted the vehicle, and their people had looks of relief that were palpable as they got off their bikes, and the priestesses of Seraphara came to help them store them.

The star oni had fought hard for months throughout the jungle in this strange world against a horrible bandit lord and monsters, and now, they were safe and in their new, welcoming home. Bags of toiletries and simple clothes were handed out to each star oni, ensuring that they had the bare necessities.

Marissa had handed Shara her bag, and she looked inside it. She pulled out a drawstring tunic and a toothbrush as she was rummaging through it. “Wow. How thoughtful, thank you so much.”

The nun smiled at her. “You’re very welcome. If you need anything at all, Seraphara’s compassion is always available in her cathedral, with no strings attached. We have healers and food available for all those who require it.” She gestured over to it, and Shara was more than a little impressed at its grandeur, Nick guessed, by how her eyes widened.

Eirwen stepped forward, addressing the star oni. “Welcome to Frosthaven, everyone. For now, let’s get you all settled in the temporary housing. We are still trying to keep up with the construction and refurnishing of the ruins for the many other new residents here, as we’ve grown a lot recently. Eventually, we should be able to give everyone a proper home to call their own. But for now, I hope you won’t mind your accommodations.”

She turned to Shara and spoke in a much lower voice, a friendly smile on her face. “You must be Shara. It’s so nice to finally meet you! I’m Eirwen, but you can call me Winny if you like. I hope that we can get along. This is Rebecca, and this is Luna.” She motioned to Nick’s other wives, who approached with friendly smiles.

Rebecca and Luna both nodded and said their welcomes, and Shara nodded at each before turning back to Eirwen. “Ah…you’re the one that can…share his senses, like Jasmine here. It’s nice to meet you.”

Eirwen nodded. “Luna and I both can. It’s helpful for times like that, where we’re separated, though so abruptly was very new! So anyway, this is a lot of people, and I know you’ve been traveling for quite some time. Let’s get y’all situated and comfortable for now, and we’ll have a real welcome party for them once they’re all rested and can truly enjoy it.” She gestured to the elevator, and Myron guided his people in.

Nick spoke with Lothar and Renzou, and they said they’d debrief him tomorrow about the Shadowvale assault and the results. He met Turon again, and the bear beastfolk man was shocked to learn that Thresh, too, was dead.

The star oni were taken down in groups, and it required several trips down with the elevator. His girls helped guide several groups down, though Fang, Sable, and Jasmine all headed off to handle different errands now that they were back in town.

They had previously rushed off from the Shadowvale battle to meet up with Nick as fast as possible. So their bags were full of items to hand over to Lumos, and Fang and Sable wanted to sort things out with the monsterfolk girls and the rest.

The over a hundred star oni now stood in the plaza with the fountain, looking over everything in the underground mall, Nick’s Heritage, with wide eyes.

He was proud to show off his underground place, him finally joining Myron and Shara, and the rest of his wives. “What do you think, Shara? Is it amazing or what?”

“It’s…really something else. Like a pocket realm. The Qi even feels different down here. If I could cultivate at the moment, it seems like I could use it much better.”

Nick frowned. “Why can’t you cultivate, by the way? I’d have thought Myron here would have had you hopped up on those pills from his sparkly bag and leveling like crazy by now.”

Myron laughed, and Shara blushed as she replied, “It’s um…related to being with our Fated. We star oni women can’t cultivate until we merge our fates.”

“Oh. Huh. Is that why it was mostly women that were in the First Stratum?”

Myron chuckled. “Noticed that, did you? More specifically, with our techniques, they cannot. Star oni can, but Fatestrider women cannot. I am curious how this might change with Orion, but I’d be inclined to think for those that want to follow the Fatestrider path, this will need to continue.”

They continued their march as a large group, taking in the sights of the mall. The many golems running the stores were of interest, having many talking about the special constructs.

Eventually, they arrived at one of the hotel sections. It looked like a high-rise condo building, and it had numerous floors and units within on each floor, of which it went high up toward the ceiling of the place.

“Here’s a place your people can stay. It’s like a hotel. Vi, can you set this to free for now for all the star oni? I’ll foot the bill for now.”

Vi replied, “It is done, Milord.”

Myron looked around at the sound of Vi’s voice. “What was that?”

“That’s Vi, the Virtual Intelligence here. She takes care of administering the Ordeals and the city. Your people can call out to her from anywhere down here, and she can aid you at any time.”

“Some kind of information spirit? Very peculiar.”

They helped them get sorted in the rooms, leading all the star oni inside. Thanks to having their bags from the priestesses, they should have everything they needed in the mall.

The star oni thanked them and went to enter their assigned rooms after understanding that they would be called upon for the rebirthing and other plans and given Myron’s room number for reaching him. Anyone could contact Vi to reach out to each other, and it could be used to give announcements, so the AI served yet another useful purpose.

This was going to be their new home for the near future, and many wouldn’t need to work for some time. Nick had learned that most of them had collected some money from the many bandits they slew over the last few months, though it wasn’t like they were rich with Orion coin. Some had Outlander treasures, but not all of those translated to coin on Orion.

“Now, with your people settled, we’ll see about handling integration, your mother, and anything else. Winny, did you learn anything about that already?”

Eirwen nodded. “I’ve already grabbed the necessary add-ons, hubby. I checked quite a few of the spirits showing on the list, and it seems we’ll be able to rebirth just about any of them with a new body, and they will keep their memories and won’t be restricted.”

Myron and Shara let out sighs of relief, and Shara said, “Oh, that’s wonderful!”

Nick wondered, “That’s great news, but why won’t they be restricted?”

Rebecca replied, “It’s because their knowledge isn’t fully applicable to Orion and its system. It is an advantage, but no more than what many of those rebirthed or young ones prepared by powerful families receive.”

Myron’s eyes were wide, and he looked alarmed. “Are you sure that you can do that for my wife? Can you make sure?”

Nick remembered her name from Shara’s stories. “Vi, is Elyra available to be reborn? Creating her a Fourth Stratum body is not possible, right?”

“That is correct; it is restricted currently until the Open Relay is established. As an Outlander above the First Stratum, Elyra is marked to require rebirth. We can keep her memories, and it will simply take five days and eighteen hours to generate her a brand-new First Stratum body. We just need you within the chamber to begin the process.”

“Guess I better head over there now. What about Myron here? How does he get… rebirthed?” Nick realized how weird this was going to probably be, logistically.

Vi replied, “Using the recycling add-on, it is possible to be reborn in only three days. It takes that long for the soul and mind to properly synchronize with their cores and body.”

Nick grimaced, realizing it was even worse than he thought. “Recycle… does that mean what I think it means?”

“The corpses are dissolved and then reconstituted using their–”

Nick interrupted, “Okay, that’s enough of that, Vi. I guess it will be kind of up to each individual if they'd like to… go through that or not.”

Eirwen chuckled. “I think if you see how it works, it won’t look as bad as you are imagining, Hubby. Still, you’re right in that it might be best left to each person to decide.”

“So Myron, you ready to get rebirthed, or? Perhaps it might be best for you to wait until either some others have been done and can feel confident, or maybe once your wife has returned, huh?”

Myron rubbed his chin. “Good call, Young Lord. I do think it’s best I am not gone for long at this time. What about this…initiation for our First Stratum people? What does that entail?”

Eirwen said, “They just need to visit the new shrine. Follow me.”

It was only Myron and Shara, as well as Nick’s family following over to the shrine, as the rest of the star oni went inside the hotel to get situated. A few were talking to the priestesses and receiving some minor healing.

They walked through the mall, arriving at a small shrine that made Nick groan. It was a domed structure with pillars in an area down the stairs off to the side, not that far off from the main elevator entrance.

Eirwen giggled. “It’s another statue of Hubby!”

Nick’s statue was standing there, in a larger-than-life size, with his sword held out downward and at an angle. It was as if he were knighting someone, and there was a plaque next to it.

Rebecca said, “It’s also where people can become a Follower. Of course, we wouldn’t want any random person in town to be able to become your Follower. You can’t possibly protect that number of souls, so we limit it by only allowing those trusted Followers to bring them inside here to do so. Then, initiating people does have an energy cost from the Ordeals. Again, this shouldn’t be something that we just allow any random Outlander who shows up to be able to do.”

“Good thinking, girls.”

The scripts on the plaque were written in Orion Common, detailing the nature of the Soul Pact.

Shara walked over, and a prompt appeared in front of her, much like it did during the Trial.

[Would you like to be initiated into Orion? Your Dantians, meridians, and spiritual roots will be permanently altered to match the denizens of Orion, and some means of cultivation may no longer be available to you.]

Shara suddenly looked worried and doubtful. “Um… I don’t think I like this.”

Myron frowned. “I have to agree. It is an outstanding fact, but it is worrisome, daughter. Perhaps we should wait and see others complete it to see the effects before you initiate.”

Nick asked, “What’s the matter?”

Shara said, “One of the things that makes our people special is our ability to merge our fates. Changing these items…we might lose this ability.”

Myron nodded, letting out a breath. “I had no idea it would go as deep as our spiritual roots, but I suppose this makes sense. This was what usually separated those who could cultivate and those who could not, or even the talented or blessed and the worthless. To grant a root or alter it was usually in defiance of the heavens… Still, those who are being reborn won’t have much of a choice, will they?”

Shara said, “But their fates would have already merged when it comes to the women. We had a couple of men with no pairs, but will they even be able to find them?”

Nick frowned. “Is there a way of knowing, I wonder? We can speak with Irene, our scholar…or maybe Shak’terra would know?”

Shak’terra suddenly appeared, floating above Eirwen’s shoulder as she called out to her with her magic. The small, spectral blue flame in the shape of the troll spoke, “You’re in need of guidance, fierce little sheep?”

“You know of Outlanders, right? What happens to them when they initiate to Orion? Will it ruin their…special racial abilities?”

“Depends on what it is. Can you tell me more?”

It took Myron and Shara a bit to explain and answer all Shak’terra’s questions about Fated and how they make their mark. Nick even learned a couple of things about what the star oni females might be able to do when they reached the Second Stratum. Their berserking abilities didn’t just make them strong.

Eventually Shak’terra said, “Hm. I think one of two things will be true. Either they can never be Fated with someone under the Orion System, or it would still function without issue. And since the pink-haired one here says Lord Noblefrost is her Fated… I’m inclined to believe it will continue to work. Of course, there is one way to ensure that it works… You could just mark him, then initiate.”

Shara looked over at Nick with a thoughtful but then conflicted expression, but Myron asked, “What advantages do my people get for initiating? Is it merely gaining essence from Orion in that tower and the challenges we overcome? If so, can we just not initiate?”

Rebecca replied, “If you’re not under the Orion System, your only means to progress in this world is not that different from those that are initiated. You must obtain Qi, or Essence, by cultivating within the Ordeals, Roaming Trials, or similar. Then, by collecting beast cores and herbs and refining their essences into special pills. However, ascending is already very challenging, and going against the world makes it even more so. Because they are not being awarded Essence by Orion, they will take much more time within the Ordeal absorbing essence to achieve the same thing, making it more dangerous. Then, the rewards it provides won’t be nearly as applicable to you. Cultivators should understand that progressing through pills alone is terrible.”

Myron grimaced as he looked over to Shara. “This is true. With our Scions, we try to mix closed-door cultivation and conflict in order to earn resources such as the pills, as well as encourage them to find their own insights rather than everything being spoon-fed to them. Not all that different from Orion all told, but without being able to cultivate to supplement the pills, the pill toxicity will overwhelm them without perfect creations from rare materials. Still, Nicholas owns several Ordeals, so that means she can use them to cultivate when you enter, right? Perhaps she will not have to initiate.”

Shara frowned, looking at Nick. “But it sounds like I will fall even further behind. That… I don’t want to be a burden, too…”

Nick said, “But couldn’t you also go where monsters gather their essence and filter that for cultivation somehow? I’d think there was a way to cultivate even the wild essence in the wilderness.”

Shak’terra laughed. “That’s a good way to get a Roaming Trial to land on your head, Young Lord. And a deadly one, at that. That’s going against Orion’s Will, and it will not play nice at all if you do that. Your chance of survival will be possible but quite unlikely.”

She added, “It’s possible to ascend without being initiated to Orion through those methods the little angel mentioned. I’ve heard of people who have accomplished this. The issue is that they never achieved perfection, often unable to reach the peak. And the number of resources they needed to gather to ascend required them to travel through several kingdoms, plundering everything not nailed down while avoiding that same Roaming Trial I mentioned before. Murdering a lord and taking over his Ordeal was the easier, more realistic option, and I think that says a lot,” Shak’terra chuckled.

Of course, murdering a lord protected by all his numerous subordinates and then the heirs, stealing the Ordeal and claiming a Dark Kingdom was not easy. Nick thought about the number of spirits in the second or Third Stratum he had within his Archives. It sounded like the path to progress above there was very challenging without slots in an Ordeal, and so they had been willing to enter stasis for a mere chance at one.

Rebecca noted, “It seems we don’t have much of a choice for those that have fallen and need resurrection. We could…see if any of them could find their Fated afterward? Or perhaps is there any indication about the mark for those who already marked them? Some sign that your racial ability is working?”

Myron smiled. “Ah, that’s right. Elyra should definitely be able to tell when she wakes up and looks at me. Let’s simply hold off on any of that until she is reborn, a week from now. How do we begin this process?”

Nick said, “We can head up, and I’ll show you. I just have to deposit her soul along with a few others to get them started.”

“Less than a week until I can see Mother again.” Shara smiled. “That is wonderful news.”

Myron nodded. “I’m eager to see how this works.”

The party then headed up to his home, the elevator nearby able to take them straight to it. Myron and Shara marveled at the sleek black and white walls and lights as they walked down the halls, and they entered the Genesis Chamber.

The strange capsules lined the far wall, but the room had expanded. In addition to the larger capsule that was necessary to make Jasmine’s crazy body, there were several more, a total of eight. There were also a few new machines added with piping to them, which led to the capsules.

Eirwen said, “That’s the recycling module over there. Basically, you let the person get inside any of the capsules, and you retrieve their spirit so that the process can begin. It’s not like they experience death as their bodies dissolve or something gruesome like that; more like they go to sleep and wake up with their new body, right? And you can’t just throw a corpse in there, not unless it’s only been a very short period. So it’s not too weird if you ask me.”

Myron was stroking his chin as he looked over everything. “Such advanced technology. I’ve never seen anything like it. I suppose without your mastery over the soul, this entire place would be meaningless. The bodies these things create would be nothing more than lifeless husks.”

Nick brought up the list of souls on the tablet and selected Elyra first. To his surprise, the soul shot from Myron’s chest to Nick and then into the tubes and into the larger, expanded capsule. It appeared her body required it.

“Damn, she’s a big girl, huh?”

Myron grinned. “You got that right, Young Lord. It’s strange, though. She’s being rebirthed at the First Stratum, right? She only got so big as her realm increased. Shara should end up about the same height, no doubt. Surely, she could fit in that smaller capsule?”

Shara blushed as she looked at Nick. “I…hope you don’t mind. I know…you’re not used to that.”

Nick looked up at her, smiling. “I like it. If old Myron here can handle it, we don’t have anything to worry about at all.”

Shara smiled, and Kaya snorted but didn’t add anything as Rebecca cleared her throat. “Maybe because of her soul, her body had to be made a little closer to the original? But probably, within reason. Somewhere in between her old size and that of a First Stratum star oni person.”

Shara was still smiling but looked over to the capsule as the energies inside moved and fluids were injected inside. “I like that. It would really feel like it wasn’t her if we saw eye to eye.”

Nick frowned. “Jasper needs the larger capsule now that he’s bigger, so I can’t start his body back up yet. That sucks. Next week, buddy. I’m sorry.” He stirred Jasper’s soul within him as he said it, receiving a feeling of contentment in response. It seemed the loyal Frostwarg was fine with waiting a little longer. Nick then turned to Myron, “Who should I revive here first?”

Myron went over the list, and they selected seven more star oni to be revived: leaders of families and some of the more talented warriors. There was so much that needed to be done; he was sure they would buy some more upgrades to the chamber just to speed up the process. They had nearly a hundred that required it, between those that were dead and those that needed to be rebirthed on Orion. It would take months.

Not only that, but he had a lot of loyal Noblefrost Followers in the Archives that could be revived or reborn. There were plenty of First Stratum people contained within, so there were no concerns about them losing their memories.

Eirwen had already spent most of the DP they earned on upgrading the efficiency, adding the recycler, and the extra capsules. They would have to earn some more to speed things up further, something he was not opposed to.

Thankfully, Nick knew of a way that should earn them some benefits, including DP. There were four challenges that his people were completely ready to handle here in the mall.

Eirwen clapped her hands together, turning to Myron and Shara. “Now that that is taken care of…would you two like some dinner? Luna and I prepared a nice meal, and we’d love it if you joined us. Jasmine’s already heating things up, and the other girls are back from their errands.”

Shara looked uncomfortable. “Um… I don’t know. I’m a bit tired, and we wouldn’t want to impose…”

Luna chuckled, her tail wagging behind her. “Not at all. We always make plenty, and you’re already here! We were expecting you and had hoped you would join us. You deserve a nice meal after such a challenging journey!”

Shara once again seemed to want to refuse, but Myron cleared his throat. “We’d love to, thank you for the invite. We haven’t had a good meal in months, apart from some wild boar.”

Luna nearly dragged the much larger Shara away, with everyone else following except Kaya, who hung back with Nick.

She batted his face with one of her tails, with a smirk. “I don’t know how you do it, Nick. How is the girl’s father your cupid? Most beastfolk dads make it harder to claim their daughters, not easier.”

Nick was gonna tease her a bit by grabbing her tail until he realized something about her phrasing. “What the hell, they got cupids on Orion?”

Kaya snorted. “I dunno, they might just be in stories like yours, I guess. But probably. They’re like light imps, right?”

“Whatever. What do you think about Shara so far?”

She shrugged. “There’s not too much to say. I don’t get the feeling she dislikes me exactly, but she’s reserved, and she keeps us all at her long arm’s length. I want to fight her to get to know her better.” Kaya then grinned. “But I bet you, Winny, Becca, and Luna will kill her with kindness, and I can see you’re already winning her over. When Shak’terra said that thing about marking you first, she was conflicted. It almost looked like she wanted to do it and get it over with, or something like that. She’s both resigned and eager.”

He put his arm around Kaya and started walking her out of the room. “Alright. Let’s get some real food in our bellies. It’s been tough, roughing it a whole week without Winny’s cookin’.”

Kaya rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, you had it so hard riding through the cave and spending the nights in your cottage.”

“You enjoyed the cottage too, if memory serves. It’s a good thing for that sound-dampening enchantment; I have to thank Lumos for that. You were so loud, I was worried the roof might cave in from an errant large rock.”


Chapter 4 - The Swordsman



While the meal was enjoyable and Myron’s smile was wide as he tried all the food, Shara did continue being a bit reserved. Unless addressed, she mostly ate her food quietly, which meant that Myron had done a lot of the talking with Nick’s wives.

Irene had even come out of the archives to join them, and it seemed Shara’s eye started to twitch as she saw how Irene looked at and flirted with Nick. Eirwen sensed this and laid on the compliments to Shara for her pretty hair and the decorative pins in it, while Rebecca and Luna learned more about the star oni people’s daos and way of life.

The most eventful thing that occurred was that Kaya had convinced Shara to join her for a sparring match today, as well as showing her the pagoda and newly added garden. The Samurai Ordeal seemed quite compatible with the star oni women, with the men as their Supporters. Very few star oni males took on truly offensive roles, many focusing on divination, scouting, shielding, and buffing their Fated partners.

Nick had already met with Lothar and Renzou this morning, hearing about the gains of the town guard and the orc warriors. Many orcs, like Andross, were not overly challenged, but they still benefitted heavily. These things would help them in their push towards the Third Stratum in the Samurai Ordeal.

He had to share the details about the Monster Kingdom. Combined with the threat of the demons, it meant while their success in taking Shadowvale was outstanding, they had several threats on the horizon.

The mercs were still potentially a couple of months out, and their arrival will likely give even more complications. Nick would have to filter out any negative elements, but it should be a net positive that improves their city’s safety once completed.

The improved road to Silverbrook was already nearly half-way done, as Silverbrook was also working from its side. The number of workers and their efficiency kept increasing. The Quests provided by the mayor and the Adventurer’s Guild slowly increased their level and overall effectiveness.

They planned out their Heritage event assault, as Nick wanted to complete all four of them within a week or two at most. Then, they planned to assault the third wing of the Frostspire Mines just before or after Nick entered the Third Stratum, depending.

And many of them would be running through the Samurai Ordeal or the Path of Kings for training.

A surprising thing that happened was that the Alpha Drake egg had finally hatched, and one of the evolved scalefolk that were hoping to tame the drakes was present. The monsterfolk girl, Thava, one of Fang’s prospective girls for Nick, just so happened to arrive in time for it to hatch when they returned to Frosthaven. A fortuitous event, which meant that the girl was now bonding with the drake that imprinted on her.

The baby drake was already considerable, a little larger than the size of a large dog. As a powerful beast, Nick knew that the creature would grow fast with the right food and environment. Lumos was already preparing an artifact from items they had obtained, and once the beast was ready to take leadership of the drakes, they would place it in the volcano to improve the environment further.

Nick was going to meet Kaya and Shara at the Training Grounds later; he just hoped that things were going well for them. Arriving back in his room after returning from Lothar’s home, he marched over to his private dojo. He had something to work on that required the protections of his home or the Heritage beneath the city.

Holding the information crystal as he stood in the training area, he went over what he had learned once again. During his several-day journey, he had a few opportunities to peruse the contents and think on things further.

He now mostly understood how the Archaen Monstrous Swordsman Ideal worked, and combined with another primer he obtained on just overall swordsmanship, he thought he was mostly ready to work on making his own.

Or, at least, make a second or third-rate one. Making one that included truths of his two Concepts into his fighting style felt nearly insurmountable. It was like he needed to create a new fighting style from scratch.

Thankfully, Nick actually had a wealth of experience to draw from: his time on Earth. Thousands of years of history have gone into creating the various fighting styles and katas present there. And while it wasn’t like Nick was a master of them all, he had seen and learned dozens as he sought the peak of swordsmanship within the various VR games that he played. He’d even progressed in various fictional ones that incorporated magic.

They were not the same thing, but Nick had seen enough that he felt like he wasn’t actually starting fully from scratch in this.

Just what did he want from his sword style? Ultimately, he wanted it to accomplish the same goals as his Concepts. His Dominion of Frost and Fealty provided him with control over his enemies and the battlefield. His Heroic Redemption provided him with the power to carry out his heroic deeds. Defeating evil and protecting the good and the weak.

Breaking it down like this, Nick didn’t think it was impossible. There were numerous martial arts and weapon-fighting styles that focused on control and others that focused on power. To combine the two would be almost contradictory, as most control styles relied on tempo and fast-paced, smaller movements, or grappling.

These did not bring about a ton of power, as the strongest blows required larger movements and buildup, which created openings for opponents to recover or counter–defeating the purpose of control and losing momentum.

Still, focusing on blending the two and meeting halfway or alternating between controlling opponents and powerful strikes of opportunity could be done. And those were just his options if he was going to use a mundane fighting style.

Nick was not limited to that, however. He was an Archaen that had control of Body Essence, the energy enhancing his strength and infusing him with supernatural speed. And essence wasn’t as simple as doing something, and now it was something plus one.

As an Expert who combined mana with essence, reality would shift even further, allowing him to accomplish things far beyond what larger muscles or faster movements could do. Almost all fighting skills, like his Double Jump, Lothar’s Jab, Andross’s Stab and his rapid retreat moves were merely to train someone to accomplish things that essence, when combined with mana, could do.

So Nick could make his blade sharper or duller, he could knock enemies back further than they would expect, he could increase the weight of his essence so that it slowed them down as it covered them, and more. The limit was mostly his imagination. Nick could even walk on air, and these types of things could fit into his fighting style, aiding him in managing something that provided both control and power.

He took his stance in the center of the dojo with his Soul Blade, its blue light and quiet hum echoing into the room. The Archaen Monstrous Swordsman katas were a framework for a working fighting style for Archaens, containing stanzas and layers that built upon each other.

And Nick suspected why it existed and why his father taught it to him. It was likely created to allow a warrior to use it to create their own fighting style. After all, his father’s was so similar, and he probably showed it to him to help him realize the purpose.

He went through the old stanzas, shifting things slightly at first. Weaving in his Blade Waves and his Air Walking capability, he increased the tempo of his attacks, and while considering that he may also fight opponents that weren’t humanoid, having large bulks. Nick wouldn’t always be fighting another swordsman or weapon master, so his fighting style would need to accommodate for that.

Infusing himself with essence, he sped up his movements. Increasing the focus on faster attacks he could use in concert with his chains and Blade Wave, he made sure the dance took advantage of his monstrous flexibility and strength, as well as aspects of his Heroic Concept.

In a later stanza, a feint led to his body twisting and his arm whipping in a return that was far too fast for his opponent to block. His attacks came fast, able to send a series of slashes and waves into a target in quick succession, his goal meant to control his enemy’s pace and movements.

Hiding powerful attacks behind feints and his odd, monstrous body’s absurd flexibility and ability to strike with both power and speed, he made up for the loss in tempo for his stronger blows. Then, he even performed acrobatics, leaping into the air and launching waves as he flipped and dashed through the air in a way that normally should be impossible. His attacks flowed continuously and from difficult-to-defend-against angles, even if his opponent used a shield.

When he had his dance firm in his mind, he performed the changed Ideal.

“Drawing upon the light, I fight with skill.”

As he said the words in Archaen, he felt his Heroic Concept stir. He imagined if he had used the Cloak, it would certainly be enhanced further. He went through the dance, each movement controlling the enemy’s tempo with his faster movements and narrow dodges, his swaying body and whipping arm bringing about a constant, dangerous assault. Stronger blows were interspersed, but only when hidden by a feint or by taking advantage of his body’s tendency to whip or bulk up.

“Controlling my enemies, I bleed with haste.”

His Frost King Concept stirred, and his body sped up. His arms whipped more frequently, the tempo of battle controlled by his monstrous speed and his dominion of frost. Whether his enemies blocked his frost or not, his essence would slowly invade their bodies, and wounds would inevitably land on them.

“Drawing upon the darkness, I strike with monstrous power.”

The darkness drew up from the depths of the prison that was Archaen Law, and he found it moving to his whims better than usual. The darkness increased his speed, and his muscles were filled with monstrous strength. The balance of light and dark was precarious, but as his body sped up and his swaying blows continued their furious assault on the imaginary enemy, he found a deadly, powerful rhythm. This resulted in strong blows landing in quick succession.

“Mastering the dark and the light, I maim with superiority.”

The light and dark energy within him found an even better balance, and his strength and speed increased. His swings became even more rapid, his attacks starting to wound and kill his imaginary opponents. His feints were protected by shadows, and his Soul Blade began to vibrate with the two powers. When this happened, the frost power within his sword increased even further, emanating a more powerful cold, to his surprise.

“With my wild and perfect blade, I’ll slay all who stand in my path.”

The energies rose a final time, and he felt the power within. His sword swings became a blur, his flurry of attacks coming from every direction. A swordsman opponent would get overwhelmed quickly, and that was if they could even come close to his enhanced speed and power in the first place.

When he finished the stanza, he felt satisfied with his efforts. It was better than the old Ideal for Nick in every way. Despite his success, he had only gotten it to what he considered a decent baseline. He would need to commit to the Ideal, accomplishing it as often as possible. If he could do it in real combat, that would help his understanding much more.

He took out what he earned for the previous Trial of defeating Thresh and defending the star oni against the devilsaur matriarch, the [Spark of Insight and Major Enlightenment], and marveled at its contents. The crazy golden lightning flickered inside, as if trying to escape the bottle. It felt like a powerful energy was contained within, and he considered it for a moment before he quickly stowed it away once more.

Irene thankfully had some information on what the words in the name of the object meant, even if the spark wasn’t in any records–a Major Enlightenment was massive, as one could imagine. Because of this reason alone, he was excited to use it when he was ready.

But there was more. The Insight portion of the treasure would help if he was crafting an object, or swinging a sword, or practicing a skill. It would grant him magical insights and knowledge about how to perfect his task, whatever it might be. As long as he was doing something aligned with his Path, then the Major Enlightenment should improve his Concepts or generate one that matched it well enough.

The best thing he could do to get the most out of the item, according to Irene, was to prepare his foundational knowledge for what he wanted to achieve and get himself as close to breaking through on his Concepts. He would then try to achieve what he wanted to do. When he thought he was getting close to success or reached a challenging roadblock, then he could use the spark, helping him perfect whatever it might be with special insights from Orion.

For that reason, he knew he was not ready to use it yet. Even just making this Ideal and doing it once had improved his control of light and darkness and bettered his understanding of his overall Heroic Redemption Concept. And this was just his first try.

Nick would need to change and refine his Ideal and the fighting style contained within it until it felt right. This was an improvement over the one he had, but it still wasn’t where he wanted it to be.

The Archaen phrases and the katas themselves focused a little more heavily on his Heroic Concept over his Dominion of Frost and Fealty, and most of the original framework was just added onto as opposed to altering it properly. And while his kata did compensate for or consider his chains as weapons, he didn’t feel like he had mastered and integrated the semi-sapient chains into his fighting style or special essence abilities.

He needed to find a more proper balance of the two Concepts, and he also needed to more properly compensate for all of his skills and abilities.

Still. He had to use the spark soon if he was going to use it to form his Ideal and sword style, and actually get benefit from it before he ascended. An Ideal was something that took time for the effects to build up, to alter the essence within his body and cores to match his Concepts further. To become one with the essence, until it becomes him.

Nick wanted to ascend in under two months to be ready for Blackthorne and his armies. And before then, he wanted to reach the Master level of his Archaen Swordsmanship.

His goal mostly completed for now, he began to head over to the Training Grounds. He knew Kaya was meant to spar with Shara today, and he hoped that was going well. Only a few days remained until Elyra was awake, and he hoped that wasn’t a train wreck waiting to happen.

Thankfully, she wouldn’t be over level one when she came out, or he might actually be in trouble of being smashed by someone’s club. He was sure she wouldn’t be happy about him having so many wives when her daughter was Fated. Myron was accepting, but who knew what she might think? Apparently, the star oni women were all quite protective of their husbands and children, like an angry mama bear with a deadly club.

Leaving his room, he found Winny and Irene in the living room sitting and talking across from each other at the coffee table and chairs.

Eirwen smiled and got up. “Ah, there you are, hubby! How was it?” She kissed him on the cheek before she leaned and hugged him tightly, with Nick returning the hug. His soft sheep girl was very huggable, and her fluffy hair tickled his chin.

“Went well enough. It’s a tough thing, and it’ll take some tweaking before I use that special item. What’s going on?”

Irene smiled. “Just some girl talk, my dear Nicholas. It seems several impressionable ladies of Seraphara are scrambling to get a piece of your heart, and so are about a dozen or so cute monsterfolk girls. Then we have this purple-skinned, giant woman, who instantly hated me for batting my eyelashes at you. She kept looking at her club resting against the doorway, like she wanted to use it on me.”

Nick grimaced. “Yeah…really not sure how to handle that one. I was about to head out to go see her and Kaya.”

Eirwen hummed. “Hmm… I think it’s easy enough, isn’t it? Can’t you just feel what she wants? With soul magic.”

“She wants to be my one and only. I’m pretty sure about that.”

“I meant aside from that, Hubby. Charm her panties off so good she forgets about all that.”

Nick had, of course, considered that, but it felt off to him. He frowned. “That feels… manipulative. The opposite of that heroic thing I’m supposed to be, you know?”

“But you are being a hero by doing it. Hers. And I’m not saying to, like, trick her; I’m saying to appeal to her. The same thing you do with us girls already. Sweep her off her big ol’ feet.” She grinned.

Irene added, “I hope you’ll do it soon. Winny told me what you told Shara, that you’d slow adding more wives for her. But if you hold off on taking brides and making heirs for too long, it will hurt you and your kingdom. I understand why you did it, but…you’ve already held off for far too long. And I’m not just saying that for me, Hero, as much as I do desire you.”

Her words rang true, and Nick let out a long breath. “Alright, I get it, and I’m excited for that too, believe me. I was just heading over to see her anyway.”

Irene batted her eyelashes, smiling at Nick. “How sweet. We priestesses were all looking forward to spending some…quality time with you. To hear it’d be longer before we received your tender touch, and for you to receive ours, made us all rather… sad.” She pouted.

Nick chuckled, knowing just what kind of quality time she was talking about. “I’m sorry about that, Irene. The poor girl is hurting, and I knew you girls would have some compassion available for her. I know you’d even help if you could, but it might have the opposite effect.”

“You’re right, compassion and patience are both virtues that all of us have in spades, and we do feel sorry for her, empathizing with her struggle. We are also preparing to reach the 19th floor soon so that we can be at our absolute best for you.”

Nick was a bit surprised that they were able to keep up so well with him, but he understood the truth. Those girls had built their foundations for many years, and now they were building their essence rapidly, since they weren’t held back by terrible plots and by having such a .

“Are you going to need my help at all? I recall there wasn’t a capable enough paladin.”

“Thank you for asking, but I think we’ll be just fine if you loan us Rebecca for a bit. Veronica managed to unlock the Paladin class, so she can protect us in the Ordeal. Unless you wanted to come? But it might be best for your ascension if you focus all your efforts on the Path of Kings.”

Nick arched his brow at that. “Veronica, really? That’s a bit of a surprise. But I suppose most of them had been training their bodies and using weapons, along with Rebecca.”

Irene smiled and nodded. “I’m sure my Becca is also close to a similar class. The Fighting Sisters of Seraphara are rare, but some have mastered delivering the light of wisdom using their staves and their feet and fists.”

Nick couldn’t help but laugh. “Ah, so they learn to beat lessons into their enemy somehow? That’s both amazing and scary.”

“Yes, well, it’s unfortunately knowledge we did not have, as someone once again had limited us on purpose. But it seems with some of the recent unlocks to your kingdom, Her wisdom has been recovered. The Faith Conduit is already providing dividends.”

They talked for a few more minutes, and Winny convinced him to change his outfit since he was going to the Training Grounds. His martial robes were function and form, but if he wanted to charm a girl, he may want to show her another look.

He wasn’t sure about that, but he figured it was worth a shot.


Chapter 5 - Kaya - The Princess Tour



“So what do you think, Shara? The Training Grounds are nice, aren’t they?”

Kaya walked along with Shara as they toured the Training Grounds together. The star oni girl looked at all the orcs and monsterfolk training outside, from having duels to using practice dummies and even lifting weights. The place had grown as a result of the several purchases, becoming a large compound with various structures within.

“I like it. I could see myself spending a bunch of time here. The aesthetic even matches my people’s, to an extent, and I can tell the girls are going to like this place too. But what’s with that garden? It feels a little out of place.”

Shara pointed to the beautiful, well-kept garden off to the side. A babbling brook ran through it, with various small ponds with fish and turtles within. Tall bamboo lined the area, closing it off from the bustle of the city, and numerous plants grew throughout.

It was a peaceful area, and it had a large clearing near the center for anyone to sit down and ponder their Concepts. The essence was dense there, and the mind felt clear and tranquil within. Compared to the neighboring areas, it did feel a bit out of place.

“That one is new–the Garden of Reflection was just completed. I haven’t gotten to spend much time there yet myself. It’s a place to ponder your Concepts, I guess your people call that the Dao? The Pagoda of Martial Wisdom is to help you learn more about your Path, the Bushido Dojo and Archery Sanctum to practice it, and the garden to reflect on it. Combined with the workout area the orcs made, it’s everything a warrior needs to progress between Ordeal runs.”

Shara looked up at the Ordeal Tower, a larger pagoda than the Pagoda of Martial Wisdom. That one only had a couple of floors, and each was rather small, with a few racks filled with scrolls. But the Ordeal Tower was many stories tall and had a domineering presence from its sharp and dark features, each floor’s slanted roof like sharp blades.

“And I can go through there and fight to get stronger? Without anyone’s help?”

“You may want to go with others. A Supporter is expected to maximize your time there. Even if it's just someone who is meant to maintain your camp and protect you while you rest. But it allows for a fighting supporter, like an archer, too.”

“How does that work? It can allow me to go solo or with an ally? Wouldn’t it be way too challenging for the solo combatant to go without?”

“The Ordeal is alive. It tunes the difficulty based on the entrants and their participation. There are thoughts that it can even see the future to an extent, as it almost seems to know from the get-go who will participate and by how much–the encounters are all tuned to match before they happen. But those are all just theories, and for all we know, it reads our minds or uses some other means of predicting.”

“That’s kinda creepy.”

Kaya chuckled. “That’s what Nick said too, but it’s just the way our world works.”

“Nick said that too? Oh, that’s right. It’s easy to forget that he hasn’t been on Orion all that much longer than we have.”

They continued their tour until they went to the Bushido Dojo, a shrine-like building with many rooms separated by paper walls. The various orcs and monsterfolk were facing each other in duels. Wearing training armor and weaponry, the ferocious orcs tamed and focused their fighting style inside.

“Hm, the orc and monsterfolk warriors fight differently in here. Why is that?”

“They are learning the Way of the Samurai. Most of them were Honorable Raiders until recently, though many are continuing that and merging these two mindsets. Some are exploring this way of fighting and life, learning it from within the Pagoda of Martial Wisdom to see if it fits them. Some want to serve Nick as his devoted knights and are training for it.”

“I see. He told me that he helped your…minor wish come true, and this was sort of a part of that in a way, wasn’t it?”

Kaya smiled as she looked at it all. “Yeah. My mother would have loved this place, and I’m really proud of it too. Probably, it’s nicer than what she had available to her.”

A man’s voice was heard, chuckling. “You got that right, Kaya. I don’t blame Lord Redmond, but he didn’t have nearly as much at his disposal as Lord Noblefrost. The constant threat and attacks from the nearby kingdom meant he was always losing talented warriors, and struggling inside the Ordeal.”

Kaya turned to see Renzou, the panda beastfolk Captain of the Guard. “Renzou! How are you, and how is your family doing?”

“I’m excellent, and my wife and kids love it here in Frosthaven. With the Priestesses and adherents of Seraphara and the…more motherly Orcs of Nagduros pitching in and teaching classes, my kids are gaining friends and making great progress. My wife has the freedom to work now, and that’s kept her busy and progressing, while I’m busy with the guard.”

Shara seemed a bit confused, a curious look on her expression. “Freedom?”

Renzou gave her a grim smile. “I was a war slave until Lord Noblefrost freed me and so many others. I was treated well, but the wife was stuck in our quarters, unable to leave beyond a few instances. It was partially for her safety, but it was also a part of the terms.”

Shara still looked confused, so Kaya added, “Nick freed hundreds of slaves with his own money and busted up a criminal ring, saving many more in Silverbrook just a few weeks back. There are hundreds of ex-slaves here in Frosthaven now.”

“Wow, I don’t think he even mentioned that! He’s done a lot of heroic deeds, hasn’t he?”

Renzou chuckled. “You got that right. You two here for a bout? I hope you are. Our warriors always gain something valuable when you fight here, Kaya.”

Kaya turned to Shara, “What do you think, Shara? Up for a training match with me? I can limit myself to not using Essence. I know you do not yet cultivate.”

Shara beamed, practically vibrating in place as she gripped her weapon. It seemed she loved to fight. “Let’s do it.”

The two squared off, standing across from each other with their weapons drawn. Shara, with her deadly-looking large bat with spikes all over it–a tetsubo. Kaya had her battleaxe, its weight comfortable in her hands.

Both a shaman and a priestess of Seraphara were available, ready to heal any wounds. The only rules were not to go for killing blows and to stop their attack without dealing damage to their opponent. With Shara’s bat, if she was at Kaya’s level, she wouldn’t want to do a spar or practice battle, as it was difficult to imagine being able to stop the blow from being deadly.

Shara hesitated. “Um…before we start, I want to apologize in advance.”

“Apologize?”

“Yeah. When we star oni women fight, we go a little berserk, and…we trash talk a bit and say mean things. Still, I have control over it in practice, so it shouldn’t go any further than that.”

Kaya chuckled and decided to reassure her with a bit of trash talk of her own. “Not to worry. You won’t hurt my feelings when you’re lying on your back.”

With a grin, Shara came after Kaya, her swings powerful yet measured. True to her promise, Kaya didn’t stir her essence.

But her body was reinforced by it. It wasn’t so simple to turn that off, but she did her best to not just overwhelm Shara with her superior strength and speed. Parrying the larger woman’s swings, she countered and pressured Shara into fighting defensively with her axe.

It wasn’t long before Shara started shouting out obscenities, calling Kaya a furry slut, a hairball, and the most hurtful: a bedhead, as Kaya pushed her back and forced her to block and dodge. Despite her large size, Shara was rather nimble, and her movements were fluid and graceful. But what Kaya was most surprised about was how much Shara’s strength increased as she got angrier.

Shara’s technique with the club was skillful and well-trained, and Kaya’s respect for her only grew with every swing as she started to push back. Kaya had no doubt that if she was still in the First Stratum, Shara would have been extremely difficult to beat. She even felt some Concept within her building, the girl having some special weight added to her attacks.

Kaya considered using her furry slut tails to trip Shara up but decided against it. She would win with skill only. It was what Shara deserved, and she could feel it. As they fought, Kaya thought she understood Shara a lot better.

While she was reserved in her demeanor, she was earnest in battle. The star oni defeated their enemies fair and square, with superior strength and skill. None could stand up to their vicious clubs, and their berserking appeared to come from the chaos within their hearts and minds. Perhaps merging their fates focused that chaos, their partners guiding them, and all of that power straight into their heavy clubs. It was both respectable and formidable.

Ducking low under her swing, Kaya grabbed Shara’s arm and tugged her forward and brought her axe up to her neck. It was Kaya’s win, and despite how she might have been berserked, it seemed she had some presence of mind to understand she had lost. She let out a shaky breath and dropped her club.

“It’s my loss.”

The observers clapped, Renzou smiling at their bout and talking about it. Seeing so many people around, Kaya realized it was better to have their chat in private. She bowed to her and then picked up her club to hand it back to her.

“Good fight. Let’s take a walk and head over to the garden to have a chat.”

Shara noticed so many people watching as well, so she bowed and thanked her for the fight, then said, “Okay. Let’s go.”

They walked over to the garden, the sound of the babbling brook filling their ears as they continued through the tranquil place. Off to the side, they crossed a bridge over a pond and sat in a small, covered pavilion. A place that was perfect for having tea.

Shara smiled at it. “Wow, the Qi here is so different. Very calming. I feel like I should bring tea for next time, though.”

Kaya chuckled. “Yeah, I just had the same thought. That was a good match, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, I was really surprised. You’re so strong and fast, even though you’re not that big! I can feel it. You’re an honorable warrior, just like most of my people.”

Kaya chuckled. “I was hoping we’d get to know each other a little better. You did well, even better than I expected for being unable to cultivate. You have an interesting strength within you, and I’m looking forward to when you can.”

Despite the compliment, Shara looked stricken by her statement. “I’m really falling behind, aren’t I?”

Kaya tilted her head. “Falling behind whom?”

“Everyone. Even my brethren who will be revived or reborn. Every day that I can’t cultivate…is a day that I am falling behind. A star oni woman, especially me, who carries the Fatestrider bloodline, is meant to be stronger than her husband. And because I’m being stubborn… he and all his wives only grow stronger than me by the day.”

“I don’t know that you’re being stubborn; it’s only been a few days since you even met him. I get that… it’s a lot to take on suddenly. Even I was a bit hesitant about Nick’s pack, his family, becoming so large.”

“You are? Why don’t you fight it, then? Those little hussies–” She cleared her throat, looking embarrassed. “Sorry.”

Kaya chuckled. “I did only say a bit, didn’t I? I was shocked when Fang brought around nearly a dozen girls too. But when I thought about it, I knew that Nick would handle it and make us all happy in the end. It is part of his oath or Pact that he had given when I became his wife. Not only that, but I know he isn’t the one running around collecting them out of greed or lust alone, even if he might enjoy it. He will love them all just the same, but he does it because it’s his duty and to protect his people.”

“A Pact? You mean he makes something different for his wives than the Follower Pact?”

“He does. For me, he promised to be a lord worthy of my service as a Beast Warrior, drawing other honorable warriors to his cause. He also promised his protection, limitless adventure, and his love. So even if there are others, I know his love will always be there for me.”

“I suppose…maybe I’ve been looking at it the wrong way. It does hurt me to see him with other girls, but I haven’t let him try to make me happy first. Maybe…the Soul Pact can help reassure me. But seeing him happy with other girls…my chest tightens, and it feels like a punch in the gut, and I just get…angry.”

“That’s rough, Shara. I feel for you.”

She gave her a small, sad smile. “Then, I can’t help but compare myself to you and the rest, and I feel like it will never end. I will always want to be the one to make him the happiest, or spend the most time, or…”

Kaya noted, “It hasn’t gotten any easier these past few days? I heard the bones in his hand creaking sometimes, but you seemed to handle it pretty well while we were riding home.”

Shara blushed. “You knew? Perhaps… a little. It could be something that I will just get used to in time. I…don’t know why I’m being so indecisive with this. When it comes to battle, I never doubt.”

“I noticed that, but love and battle are usually two different things. You could try changing your mindset. See your challenge to mark your Fated as a battle of its own, your jealousy an enemy that must be defeated. And if you can’t beat it by yourself, let your Fated help and guide you. Isn’t that what the star oni men do with their magic?”

Shara still looked a little doubtful, but she gave Kaya a small smile. “I suppose… I can give it a try. It does help that you’re so nice.”

Kaya chuckled. “I’m hardly even the nicest one. You met Winny, Becca, and Luna.”

Shara gave a small smile, thinking about their dinner last night. “They are too pleasant, aren’t they? I suppose… I really should look at all the pluses. I do have friends among the star oni, but I can see myself being friends with you too. It helps that none of Nick’s wives are frail and strong in their own ways. They are all already walking their paths, talented and special, I can tell. For now… I’m the weak one.”

There was a big bout of laughter and shouts of victory. It seemed some orcs in the workout area were excited about something. It was loud enough that even Shara heard it, her head snapping in that direction. “I wonder what’s going on there?”

Kaya grinned, already knowing what was going on thanks to her amazing hearing. “Let’s go check it out.”

Kaya and Shara left the garden and went around the corner of the bamboo wall and found several orcs lifting and pushing heavy objects in the workout area. Once again, they had their orbs of stone and pedestals to lift them into, some barrels filled with sand, and large logs the strong orcs were lifting. They even carried and pulled heavy weights across the workout area with thick ropes, the friction making it a larger challenge to build their strength.

The commotion was because Nick had arrived in what looked like an outfit that matched what the orcs wore quite well. It was clearly a workout outfit, a blue vest and shorts that showed off his muscles.

Andross was there, and the two knuckleheads were screwing around, challenging each other in feats of strength. They now had even larger stones and weights than before, many of the orcs reaching a new level of brute power.

Nick pretended not to look over, but Kaya knew that with his sort of ‘follower sense,’ he would know Kaya and Shara were standing there watching. A small grin tugged at his mouth, confirming this in Kaya’s eyes.

“What do you think of Nick’s body, Shara? Is he a hunk or what?”

A flash of anger filled Shara’s face as it crinkled, her eyes narrowing into a frown, before it softened as she stared at Nick’s body, her eyes not pulling away. She blushed and nodded. “Mm.”

That was all she was going to get out of her, she supposed. It seemed Shara was content to just watch as Nick lifted various weights, competing with the numerous orcs. Kaya thought she saw her eyes sparkling a bit, but it was difficult to see from the side as she was. Either way, she was watching very intently, and her breathing seemed to be picking up.

The orcs and Nick even did some arm wrestling and some kind of shoving match, where they held on to grips on a stack of logs that was on wheels and pushed against one another. Several warriors could team up, but Nick almost held his own against three orcs, his muscles bulging as he flexed and overpowered them.

Shara’s mouth was open slightly, and she seemed to be enjoying Nick’s physique a lot. “Wow…he’s really stronger than all of those orcs, isn’t he?”

Kaya chuckled; it seemed Shara was now touching her lips. “Yeah. He does work out here from time to time, but it’s not a part of his daily routine like the many orcs. Part of it is his level is higher, and–”

Shara interrupted, her face morphing into a scowl once more. “What are they doing here?”

“Huh? You mean…” Kaya turned to the side and spotted several star oni girls watching the workout with rapt attention. “Oh, there’s some star oni checking the place out. They must have wanted to see the Training Grounds too. Well, if they’re looking for their Fated this place makes a lot of sense.”

Shara seemed to be getting a little upset. The three girls were looking at Nick with excitement, and one even made a lewd gesture, squatting down as if on top of an invisible man repeatedly, and the other two were laughing at the other one’s antics.

Her face twisted into a sneer, and her voice took on the same strange tone she used when she had gone berserk and started calling her names and looked at Kaya. “Now, why would that make any fucking sense, ah?”

Kaya could feel the girl getting upset, her breathing picking up, and it was like a strange static built up in the air, the essence building up around her. She spoke softly, not rising to her anger. “This is where half the warriors in our city gather daily. I mean, if there was a good chance of them finding their Fated among the people of Frosthaven, it’d be here, right?”

Shara scowled. “But those sluts are only looking at my Nicholas. I told that bitch Hoshiko–”

“Now wait a second here, Shara. What did we just talk about? And these star oni girls should make you the least upset. If they’re Fated, it’s really outside of their control, isn’t it? To be angry at them is to be angry at the world, or fate itself, isn’t it? The very same as it is for you.”

Shara’s breathing became heavy, and her hand started gripping her club tightly. Kaya considered just taking it from her, but it was like some sort of security blanket for her, she knew.

Kaya added, “Here’s what I think. You are Fated with Nick, but you are not alone in that fate. He is Fated with so many wives because he’s worthy of it, his fate so large from his heritage and bloodline that it drags others in. Whether it’s his strength, his heroism, his status as a king…all are far above the norm, a man far above so many others. But his ability to make you feel special is up there too–whether he’s got one girl or twenty, you’ll feel loved and treasured–that I know for certain. Didn’t you already feel that way on the way here, as you rode in that vehicle, and he held your hand?”

“T-Twenty? Treasured…” Her breathing picked up, and for a moment, Kaya thought she’d need to stop her from running over, but the three star oni must have felt her glare boring into them because they spotted Shara and paled before hurrying away.

Shara closed her eyes and took several calming breaths. “That…you’re right. I can already tell he cares about me at least a little, and he did make me feel special in spite of it all. Then there was…the kiss. It’s not like we’ve known each other that long… but I already know you’re right.”

Kaya patted her back gently. Knowing that the other star oni were all making lewd gestures and how excited she was to see Nick’s muscles… she thought this might be good to bring up. She whispered. “That’s right. And trust me, his ability to keep so many girls satisfied means when you have him all to yourself, you’ll have many nights you’ll never forget.”

Shara’s eyes widened, her breathing picking up. “Y–You mean…”

Kaya could actually smell her arousal grow, and she knew she might be on the right track. “Oh yes. Even though you’ve got thick, strong legs, he’ll have those knees buckling, I promise you that. Just think, those strong arms of his lifting that heavy stone? That could easily be you, over and over again. Bet you’re not used to that, are you? And you might be big, but I have no doubt he’ll fill you to bursting, trust me.”

A blush covered Shara’s purple skin, making it take on an almost pinkish hue that matched her hair somewhat. She seemed to consider it, watching Nick once again lift a heavy log and toss it over to Andross, his muscles flexing. Shara was clearly distracted, her gaze stuck on his muscular form.

“So, just think about that. Nick only does it with wives, girls that are his forever. And I know he wants you.”

Shara muttered, “He wants me?”

“Yeah. Who do you think he dressed up like that for? He wants to impress you, I bet. Oh look, he’s coming this way.”

Shara almost looked like she wanted to go hide, like a strangely giant mouse, as she looked both ways for a place to escape. She let out a breath, only making it two steps closer to the bamboo before Nick called out to them, which caused her to freeze and turn around–like she’d been caught.

“Hey Kaya, Shara. How’d your spar go?”

Kaya smiled. “Shara here is even tougher than she looks, and that says a lot. When she can cultivate, I know she’ll be a force to be reckoned with, a major asset in the Ordeal.”

Shara looked over at her with surprise. “You mean that?”

“Of course I do. You know, just like Nick, none of his wives can lie unless it’s to protect someone. So believe me when I say that I want to be your friend, and I’d like you to have my back as comrades in arms.”

“That…means a lot to me. You are a strong warrior, just like my people, Kaya.”

Nick smiled. “Glad to see you two hitting it off. I told you, didn’t I, Shara? My wives are easy to get along with because they’re all great.”

Shara looked over at Kaya, a small smile on her face. “Yeah… I do feel like that is true. Your wives have been nothing but welcoming to me, just like you promised.”

“What do you say we go on a date, Shara? Just me and you.”

Shara smiled, and suddenly, Kaya got the feeling that she forgot everything else they talked about by how eagerly she replied. “I’d like that. Now?”

Nick chuckled. “It can be now, tonight, or tomorrow. But the day after, we’re hitting the first challenge in the Heritage, so that day won’t do.”

“Let me…go get ready. I’d like to go now. What are we going to do?”

“It’ll be a surprise, but dress in some traveling clothes. We’ll be taking the utility vehicle.”

“Um…okay. How long…?”

“It’ll take me at least a couple of hours to get ready, too. When I am, I’ll tell Vi to let you know before I swing by to come get you.”

Shara’s smile was wide. “That sounds great. I’ll see you…soon, Nicholas.”

The girl rushed off, and Kaya couldn’t help but chuckle at how excited she got. She was clearly a girl in love, even if she seemed to want to deny it.

Kaya looked him up and down, grinning. “Winny have you wear that, or did you come here wanting to show off?”

“Well, a king does need to grace his people with his great presence every once in a while, right?” Kaya just stared at him for a moment, and he said, “Yeah, it was Winny’s idea to try to seduce Shara a bit. I don’t even need you to tell me that she liked what she saw.” Nick grimaced. “Felt like a piece of meat for a minute there. ”

Kaya chuckled. “It worked, and perhaps a little too well. There were three star oni girls over there licking their lips before Shara scared ‘em off.”

Nick turned around, as if looking for where they were. “I think I saw them.” He sighed. “I’ll worry about that later and just focus on Shara for now. Thanks for playing cupid for me again.”

“It’s fine, I like Shara, and I know she’ll be great for our team once she catches up. What is your plan for the monsterfolk girls and the priestesses?”

Nick let out a breath. “I get the feeling that while they are all interested in me and want some of my affection, they aren’t really needing romance. I’ll probably do a group date with them, and then…well, if they want to bear my children… I’ll give them what they want. A win-win, I guess.”

Kaya chuckled. “Those priestesses are excited about the benefits, but they also want you bad. That’s going to be some tough work: a handful of beautiful, thirsty priestesses and a dozen sexy monsterfolk girls. Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“Mmm…you’re right. I’ll have to try real hard to find a way to enjoy it. But a hero must make sacrifices to do my heroic, kingly duty. Even if it takes days. What do you say, Kaya? You wanna join or watch when it happens? I know the monsterfolk girls couldn't care less.”

Kaya snorted and teased, “That’s okay. Even with you, somehow, sloppy tenths just doesn’t seem that appetizing to me.”

Nick looked around him before he leaned in, pushing her closer to the wall of bamboo, and grabbed the base of her tails harshly as he said in a low voice, “Who said anything about tenth? I could take you first, in front of all of them, while they watch. I bet you would like that, wouldn’t you? All of them watching you and smelling your arousal and listening to your moans. Or maybe it would be better for you to go last, me teasing you the entire time? I’ll have Winny or Jasmine tie you up and put you in the corner while you wait.”

Kaya’s breath had caught in her throat as he painted that picture in her mind, and she couldn’t help but whine as she thought about how that would go. But after a moment, she snapped out of it and batted him in the face with her tail, rolling her eyes.

“Just get outta here and get ready for your date. Getting me riled up when you’re not going to finish what you started is a little cruel,” she said, folding her arms in a huff. Kaya knew that Nick believed it was bad form to sleep with another of his girls before a date.

Nick tsked. “You’re right. Sorry, Kaya.” He hugged her to him in apology, trying to melt the frustration away. “Still, think about that for later, and we can make it happen in the next few weeks.”

Kaya looked around worriedly as he walked away, letting out a shaky breath. She was thankful that her and Shara’s viewing of Nick working out was at least a little hidden from view.

Shara had looked at Nick with stars in her eyes and a blush on her cheeks, so she didn’t think it would be too long before she became his wife. If it didn’t happen today, then it would be soon.


Chapter 6 - The Picnic Date



Nick knocked on Shara and her father’s door, dressed in some cultivator robes similar to what star oni wore. They were dark blue with black accents rather than their purple colors, matching the colors of his family.

While Nick was preparing, Shara had requested that before their date, they would start with tea with her father again. That shifted his plans for wanting to wear an outfit that might tease her a bit, but perhaps the need to entice her was over with.

Shara opened the door. The large, purple woman had a wide smile on her face. Her pink hair was done up again, but with golden hairpins this time. Thankfully, he could see that she went with a braided ponytail in the back. This matched their need to travel later. Her skin-colored horns even had golden rings on them, looking elegant and mysterious to him.

The room was the standard room of the hotel-like place, though Myron had grabbed one of the few suites available, which meant it had a kitchen and a decent-sized living room area, with rooms separate. It truly looked like just about any hotel room Nick had ever been to, with a clean, comfortable-looking leather couch and chairs and coffee and end tables.

However, he could tell that a lot of that was shoved to the side, as now they were far too close together. An Asian rug or carpet was laid out across the hardwood floor, which Myron was sitting on. The implements she used for tea were there: the brazier and kettle, stone bowls, whisk, ladle, and more. Then, oddly, there was a…large bonsai-style tree. The room actually smelled a bit like tea already.

After he sat down across from Myron, once again, she flitted about and prepared the tea leaves, using a ceremonial, Asian method. There was a zen-like focus as Shara whisked the tea leaves and prepared Nick and Myron’s bowls. She was usually calm and reserved, but this went well beyond that. The practiced ease as she went through the motions was impressive, every small movement of her hands, her posture choreographed to somehow display respect and mindfulness.

Nick knew that these ceremonies had some roots in Zen Buddhism, and the very essence within the room stirred as she went through this ritual. Shara was somehow paying respect to her father, but also Nick, in this ceremony.

He fell into a calm, meditative state as she continued, closing his eyes and enjoying the aroma that was starting to fill the room as the tea leaves were steeped and prepared. Even with his eyes closed, he could feel her every movement, and they were still relaxing, even if foreign.

Perhaps, if the essence were a bit denser and he spent some time in meditation, he could actually gain something from it. Instead, he just enjoyed the calm, relaxing environment Shara was somehow creating–like magic.

The two bowls were eventually filled and placed in front of them. The two men lifted their bowls and smelled the contents and observed them. It was some kind of green tea, but the color was a bit off. It had a yellow, orangish hue, and the smell had a hint of sweetness.

Drinking it at the same time as Myron, it tasted just how it smelled, or perhaps even better than that. The tea actually energized him, like a potent medicine filling his body. It was like all of Shara’s effort somehow went into the drink itself, empowering him.

He looked at Shara, and the girl actually had a small amount of sweat running down her neck. Just how? The girl could crush boulders with her bare, slender hands, but some simple, slow, whisking motions had somehow taken a lot of effort.

The two took turns taking sips, and Nick was sure to compliment it, as was custom.

“I’m really not a tea guy, but this is amazing. It smells fantastic, and despite being some kind of green tea, it has some kind of almost fruity, apricot flavor. You might make a tea guy outta me, Shara. I’d love some more.”

Her smile grew wide, and she bowed her head slightly in response as she added another ladleful to his bowl.

Myron nodded. “Yes, I love how the flavors turned out this time; I can feel the stress just easing away from me. Excellent work, my little treasure.”

She smiled and bowed her head once more, and Nick could feel that she had finally relaxed but beamed with pride. Nick never imagined so much effort could go into something so simple and for it to make such a significant difference somehow. He was sure magic was a bit to thank, but he was truly amazed.

Myron took another drink from his cup, then said, “I am glad that we were able to keep a few of our special trees in my bag.” He gestured behind him, and what appeared to be some kind of bonsai tree, about eight feet tall, sat. “The essence here was finally not so chaotic that I thought it pertinent to let it breathe a bit. Still, we need to find a better place for it and the rest.”

“Damn, you got trees in that sparkly sack of yours? Crazy. You know, the Garden of Reflection might be a perfect place to keep that, if you don’t mind sharing it. I’m sure we can even get someone to take care of it for you.”

Shara nodded. “Yes, I told Father that. It’d be nice to have something more private for some of our trees we would like to keep in the family, however.”

Nick smiled. “I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out something for you guys. I’m assuming your mother wants to be a climber, so we can always allot some essence for building out your residence. Now that we aren’t so starved for essence and DP, it’s no problem at all.”

Shara refilled their cups with her ladle, and so Nick decided to shift the conversation.

“So, this must be some kind of normal ceremony for the star oni?”

Myron chuckled. “It is. These meetings with the parents vary among our kin, depending on the circumstances. Often, those situations are based on the relative ages of the two parties, but this meeting is called among my people as the notification. It lets the man, or in rare cases, a woman, learn that the woman has identified the other as their Fated. How it is handled is then discussed among the two parties and usually the families. In this case, you are both adults, so my presence isn’t really required, but it’s still common.”

“So the star oni girl can know even from a young age? Crazy.”

Myron nodded. “Many are blessed with such luck, yes.”

Shara frowned. “I…was always a little worried, as I came of age and still hadn’t found my Fated. Mother and Father were sure that we would just meet him during our travels, or perhaps he simply wasn’t born yet. It wasn’t until the Fate Eaters had started their attack that Father did some divinations, which led us here.”

Nick had been told at least a piece of that before. He asked, “What do the star oni men usually do with this knowledge? Do some reject this merging of fates too? Where I’m from on Earth, tons of guys would probably run out of this room, wanting to bed a few other girls first or something at least. Not many are good with that level of commitment from a simple meeting.”

Shara seemed to pout at this–perhaps she was reminded that Nick more or less has already done this–but Myron laughed warmly. “I won’t say every star oni man is a pillar of virtue or that they are always faithful to their Fated like the women are–as you know, they have a very single-minded focus and devotion for their Fated; other men are like trash in their eyes as romantic partners.”

He chuckled and took another drink of his tea, then continued, “However, as for the men, it’s as I’ve already told you. Being Fated to a star oni woman is sacred among my people, and most would be ecstatic to learn that they found the one for them. As for non-star oni, that varies as much as the stars in the sky. Most are pleased with the arrangement, as if their fates had led them to value it in particular.” He cleared his throat and leaned forward to whisper to Nick as he hid his mouth behind his sleeve from Shara. “Of course, any resistance is often, um…beaten out of them quickly, it seems.”

Myron quickly snapped back from Nick as Shara coughed and gave Nick what looked like a sad, deprecating smile. “In some cases, they might merge their fates within this very meeting. Though, usually… only if… the parents aren’t present.” She blushed.

Nick was surprised at that, and now, he really felt sorry for Shara’s first ceremony with him and understood how that poor boulder got destroyed. Before he mentioned his other wives, perhaps it was on her mind to tell him and explain to him these things, and in her mind, they would have lived happily ever after, perhaps even marking him that day. But then the mention ruined it all.

He asked, “Really? Why is that? Is there some reason to rush it?”

Myron replied, “It is rare, but there have been instances where waiting too long to mark their Fated has also ended in tragedy. As you know, the star oni women following our path cannot cultivate, and while strong for their cultivation, this limits them greatly and increases their risk. As warriors, it is not good to be weak. Then, because their fate wasn’t enhanced by merging their fates, their fate can come to its natural end, in a sense.”

“What happens to the woman in that case, where their Fated died before they were marked?”

Myron grimaced. “They live a life of terrible regret, and no, they never find a new Fated, and nor can they mark another–it’s like a part of them is lost forever. Some seek a new method of cultivation outside our people’s path. Others…they fall into despair, their hearts crumbling.”

Shara gripped her robes, her face contorted in pain.

“Damn. That’s rough.” Nick decided to change the topic. “So anyway, Elyra isn’t here. Shouldn’t we have waited for her for this… notification?”

Shara’s eyes widened, and she shook her head fervently, and Myron cleared his throat. “I won’t say she won’t be a little…let down that she wasn’t here for this. However, I think it’s for the best. She can be a bit…overprotective.”

That was a bit alarming for Nick. “So I already know I’m Shara’s Fated. You still invited me to this tea ceremony, though. How would this usually go? Lay it on me, Myron and Shara. I want the star oni experience. This way, Shara won’t feel like she missed out compared to her friends and others, too.”

Myron chuckled and looked at Shara with a smile. “You’re right. Very well. It’s time to show my fatherly side.” He cleared his throat and took on an air of seriousness as he flicked his sleeve, straightening it.

“Thank you for coming at our invitation, Lord Noblefrost. I invited you to tea with my daughter to inform you that Shara has identified you as her Fated. Your pairing is written in the stars themselves, and your success and happiness as partners is destiny.”

He gestured to Shara, and Nick could see how proud he was by his smile as he spoke of her skills. “While waiting for her Fated, like most star oni women needing a place to direct their…energetic devotion, she has been trained in the several skills of a homemaker in addition to that of a warrior walking the Fatestrider path. She is an accomplished chef, a master of the Zen tea ceremony, as you’ve seen, and is skilled in the art of the dance, knowing several of our traditional dances, in addition to one that I, personally, have never seen and is only meant for her Fated. Shara is an outstanding young woman that is full of love and patience, usually, and any man would thank their lucky stars they had her by their side, and I am sure of it–even though I’m biased as her father.”

Shara was blushing with her hands folded calmly in her lap, but she puffed out her chest a bit at the proclamation.

Nick was suitably impressed. “You never told me that. You know some kind of special dance? Now this I have to see.”

Myron smiled. “It’ll only be for the one she merges her fate with. To see it, she must choose you to bear her mark. If you’re lucky, you’ll earn her favor.”

Nick nodded. “Now I gotta try extra hard. I wouldn’t wanna miss out on that. I’m sold that Shara is an amazing partner.”

Shara beamed at him with a wide smile, and Nick had meant what he said. The focused chaos that was the star oni’s hearts was special. He had learned that a large part of their berserking was unleashing this chaotic energy within them. This had an impact on their psyche, and the way they directed this energy was through their Fated. As they grew, their ability to focus their anger and chaos required incredible focus and determination, and Shara excelled in this even among her peers.

It wasn’t merely that the star oni were special–Shara herself was. To be so calm and reserved while holding on to such a chaotic energy and staying focused for so long to become talented at many things was a testament to her hard work and determination.

And soon, if they merged their fates, this single-minded effort would all be for him and his future children. Of course, this stirred his desire for her, as he could never have too many girls with that kind of devotion.

They talked a little while longer, making small talk about their plans for the date and the coming weeks. Nick had a lot to do tomorrow in preparation for their battles in the Heritage for their special structure rewards.

He also had a lot of people to Judge in their prison, from the people of Shadowvale to the people of Silverbrook. Then, he also wanted to do at least one session in his Soul Forge, and then it was preparing for the eventual assault on the final wing of the mines, and then a war with the underground demons, and the Monster Kingdom. Things were going to get busy once again.

Eventually, he looked at the door. “Shall we go, Shara? If we don’t head out soon, we’ll have to rush since it’ll get dark out.”

“Oh! Yeah, we should get going. Goodbye, Father.” She gave Myron a warm hug and leaned down to kiss him on the cheek. Myron smiled at this, emotionally moved.

When she separated, Nick grabbed her hand, earning him a big smile from her as they started to walk out.

But Myron grabbed Nick’s shoulder suddenly, stopping him. “One moment, Young Lord. Go on and wait for Nick in the lobby, my little treasure. I need to speak with Nicholas for just a moment alone.”

Shara hesitated, looking a little worried, but seeing how serious he was, she nodded and let go of Nick’s hand, leaving as he asked.

Nick turned and arched his brow at him. “What is it?

Myron cleared his throat. “This…is a bit awkward for me, but you’re not familiar with our people. I needed to… warn you.”

“Ah, there it is. Finally. I thought it was way too weird how you were pushing us together, trying to set us up. Is this that shovel talk?”

“What? Oh, no, in fact, you’re very lucky that Elyra wasn’t here, or she would have done that. It’s just imperative that you know… that when a star oni woman marks their Fated… they can be very… amorous.”

“Oh.” Nick snorted. “Heh, if this is a ‘birds and the bees’ talk, I got that covered, old man. I might not have any little receipts running around just yet, but my wives and I often sleep in the same bed, you know. And clothes are optional.”

Myron chuckled and shook his head. “If it were only that, I wouldn’t bother to warn you. No, what I mean is…” He hesitated and looked a bit embarrassed. He sighed. “When star oni women go berserk, they become much stronger. And…when they mark their Fated, they can… go berserk and become very amorous and not want to stop. Too amorous. You understand?”

Nick’s eyes widened. “Damn. Thanks for the warning, old man. Not to worry though, I’ll take care of it. Good thing I’m that much stronger than her.” He frowned. “How the hell do star oni men handle it? You guys tie them up or something?”

Myron chuckled darkly, shaking his head. “The chaos in them usually tears most bindings apart and sends them into a terrible rage if you go that route, trust me. We only handle it by bracing ourselves and… well… enduring. While they do hate the idea of hurting their beloved, some pain tends to be slow and insidious. Be careful.”

“Still, don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself? She is still pretty jealous and broken up about my wives; I’m not so sure she’s ready for that.”

Myron shook his head and gave Nick a small smile. “I see how she looks at you now, and I know you do too. If it doesn’t happen today, then I’ll know you really screwed something up.” He narrowed his eyes at him. “Don’t screw things up. You might have saved us from that bandit warlord, but if you screw this up and don’t seduce my daughter properly, it will have all been for nothing.” He grinned, and Nick knew he was making a bit of a joke.

Nick chuckled. “Never thought I’d get this kind of warning from a girl’s dad. You’re a pretty great father-in-law, Myron, and I’m glad to have you. I guess I better be getting going, or she’ll probably grill me about what we talked about.”

Myron grimaced but nodded. Nick was about to open the door, but then Myron said, “One more thing. Please… take care of her. I know with you being her Fated it’ll probably be fine, but… she’s always been my wife's and my little treasure. Still… a father worries. Surely, you can understand.”

“Don’t worry, Myron. If she becomes my wife, I’ll always treasure her, I promise you that. And I’ll promise her that, too. That’s a big thing for my people.”

“I know. And… thanks. For everything you’ve done for my people… and me.”

“There’s a whole lot more where that came from, old man. My people and I… we’ll all rise together.”

Nick walked out of the room and headed down the hallway to the lobby. He found Shara looking a little restless, but she looked up with a large smile.

He reached out to offer her his hand once more. “Shall we go?”

She took it, her smile beaming. They started to walk toward the exit, and she said, “What did my dad want?”

Nick tried to keep it nonchalant a little, but he definitely couldn’t lie. “Huh? Oh, we talked about the star oni and how they endure, and your mother a little. Don’t worry about it.”

Shara frowned in confusion. “Endure?”

Nick knew he needed a distraction, and this was as good a time as any, as they stepped out the lobby doors and into the mall. The warm light of the almost atrium-like environment filled their view, and the elevator and the ornate fountain were not far away.

He pulled her in that direction and said, “I got you a gift.”

“A gift?”

Bringing her in front of the fountain, he retrieved the box from his manly storage device–inlaid in his chest pocket.

Opening the jewelry box, it revealed two simple silver bracelets. There were star shapes intertwined in the center of the bracelets.

Shara’s face lit up. “They’re very pretty! Why are there two?”

“They’re a pair, and I just got them down here in the mall. I thought it was fitting for me and you. A couple’s jewelry, and I thought it represented us being Fated well. You like it?”

“I love it! Thank you so much…” She leaned down and kissed Nick on the cheek. She put hers on as Nick put his on, and then she seemed to be inspecting his other wrist and fingers.

Nick chuckled. “What, looking for other jewelry on me? I just have this ring, paired with Rebecca granted by the goddess, and a necklace that is from her too–a reward for completing her quests. I certainly got the other girls their own jewelry, but none of them are paired except for Rebecca’s ring.”

This appeared to make her even happier, and she gripped his hand tightly with a large smile. They walked to the elevator and took it, and when they stepped out, they found the utility vehicle waiting–and Jasmine.

Shara’s lips curled, and she frowned as she whispered to Nick, “What…is she doing here? I thought…it was going to be a date with just us two.”

Before Nick could reply, Jasmine nodded fervently. “This is your date, just for the two of you! I’m Master’s humble servant and just your driver, coming along to help out. Nick will be able to focus on you more if I’m here. That said, the choice is yours. Nick will be happy to drive you two instead. As a girl, I see the appeal in that too.”

Shara looked a little mortified that she was overheard but relented. “I see. I guess… it’d be nice to enjoy the scenery with him a bit more…”

Nick nodded. “Yup. And we will be out in the wilderness, even if it’s pretty firmly within the first ring of my city’s influence and pretty safe with our watchtowers. In a way, it’s dangerous to let our guard down and enjoy ourselves completely. With Jasmine there, it’s no problem at all. But if you’re really against it, I can call Birdy to watch over the area instead.”

Shara hesitated before nodding. “Okay. Thanks for watching over us so we can enjoy ourselves, Jasmine. I…appreciate it. Really.”

Jasmine smiled, knowing that she really meant it. “No problem! I hope you enjoy it. Master just wanted to make sure you have the best time.” She got into the driver’s seat and appeared to be making sure everything was in order.

Shara stopped him for a moment, sighing. “I’m sorry I’m so…difficult, Nicholas.”

“Don’t worry about it. I told you, I get it, and I mean that. And you’re doing great. My hand’s not even broken.”

Shara looked at his hand, chuckling. “Thank you. Thanks for being… patient with me.”

The two got in and sat in the back, holding hands. She looked over the bracelets, touching them with a smile, and she leaned into Nick happily. Her head a little bit on top of his was a bit odd for him, but they enjoyed the ride out of the city together.

The lake had grown as a result of the merger, Nick could tell. It was now several miles across, and even the river inlet and outlet had thickened. A few boats on the lake were fishing, and Nick saw the rescued mermaid among others working. Sand, gravel, and clay were being collected up for construction materials, the lake providing numerous important resources for his city.

Wagons pulled by oxen carried stone from the quarry, and farmers worked the land surrounding the city. From what Nick could see and what he had heard in town, the land seemed quite fertile. The stalks of wheat grew higher than what he thought was normal, and the wide variety of crops seemed to almost shimmer green in his view. It was the essence, both from the land and from the farmer’s actions.

“Your city sure is lively, and the people all seem happy to be here. I feel that the essence is different from the wilderness…clearly better for cultivation, even if poor overall.”

“Definitely. Most of the people here came from a place where the essence of the city was sparse and they couldn’t progress at all. Here, they can all cultivate through their professions, usually by completing quests and challenging themselves to do better.”

“I can see how that would be a big deal and how they would be grateful. It was a surprise that nearly everyone can cultivate here on Orion. Our realms usually have mortals who could never absorb the energy of the heavens.”

The ride continued for a time, and they separated from the road. Jasmine drove them around the lake, the two talking as they enjoyed the scenic view. Many of the trees near the city had been cleared out both for farming and for viewing areas for the watchtowers for threats, but on the other side of the lake they were numerous, as the terrain had recently shifted.

They arrived at an opening next to a copse of trees, a nice little grassy hill on nearly the opposite end of the lake. Seeing his kingdom in the distance on its hill with all its splendor reflected on the lake filled him with pride, its high towers piercing the sky.

“Your city is really pretty, especially for a city not even a year old.”

“When I first saw it, it was nothing but boarded-up ruins and crumbling homes. We’re making something special, I can feel it.”

Jasmine got out and quickly laid out a thick quilt as Nick and Shara got out of the utility vehicle. Nick grabbed the picnic basket and laid it out on the quilt.

Jasmine smiled at them. “You two have fun. I’ll be on the lookout and totally out of the way! Pretend I’m not here, but just call me if you need anything.” She shot a web into a tree with her hand like a certain spider-themed superhero and then sped off in a blur, her spider legs on her back having pulled the webbing tightly.

Shara just tilted her head questioningly, then shook her head as Nick motioned for her to sit down near him. She sat down in the seiza position, with her legs and feet underneath her knees and butt.

Nick copied her and opened the basket and started to place everything out on the picnic blanket. He had a tray of sandwiches of various kinds with some toppings and dressings on the side, cut fruit including some essence fruit and other Orion staples, and a pie from a local bakery.

“I made a few types of sandwiches because I didn’t know what you’d like. I got some fried chicken breast, some ham and cheese, and a few roast beef. Then I got some lettuce, cucumber, shredded onion, and tomato on the side, and a few choices for sauces.”

“Which of your wives…made all this?”

“None of them. I made all of this myself, though I bought the pie.”

“You did?!” Shara was shocked.

Nick held his chest with one hand, giving her a wounded look. “What, you think I can’t make a sandwich and cut fruit? I’m hurt. I’ll have you know I can operate a knife and a stovetop.”

Shara blushed and looked away. “It’s just a surprise. You almost made it look like you were allergic to work… when it has nothing to do with fighting, at least.”

Nick chuckled as he poured two cups of iced tea from a thermos. “I play it up a bit. I’m totally fine roughing it–my life on Earth wasn’t exactly glamorous, you know. Most of my girls, especially Jasmine, just love to pamper me. So I let them and show them that I enjoy and appreciate it. That’s why every chance I get, I try to pamper them right back, usually with the fur brush, but each of the girls likes something different. That’s why I made all this for you. What would you like on yours?” He got the bread ready, along with his tongs in hand. Of course, he gave them two experimental clacks together.

Shara smiled at this. “Okay. I think… I want some fried chicken. And I guess… I think I’d like some of that lettuce and tomato on mine. And…that sauce smells good.”

After arranging her sandwich for her, he handed it to her. She took a bite, and she smiled as she chewed. Nick made himself a roast beef with all the toppings and mayo and started eating his.

Shara said, “Now… I feel bad. I didn’t get to show my charm and make something, too.”

“I got to have your tea again, and it was pretty damn good! I hope this iced tea isn’t too bad. But how about the next picnic, we’ll both make stuff. I wanted to do some barbecue, but I didn’t want to spend too much time cookin’ on the date itself. I figured it’d take long enough just to get here.”

“Next picnic…” Shara blushed and had a small smile on her face as she looked away.

Nick teased, “Damn, was the sandwich so bad you don’t want to come again? Or was it the tea? Is iced tea sacrilege to you or something?”

Shara’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. “No, everything’s good! I like it. It’s just… I’m finding that I’m excited about the next time. It…feels great.”

Nick chuckled at how easy it was to tease her. “I might not always have time for dates, but I will always try to make time for you. And I’m enjoying myself too.”

She smiled at that, and they continued to eat their picnic meal, and Shara seemed to enjoy the simple fare. The cut essence fruit was delicious, though it seemed Shara couldn’t eat much of it because it contained too much essence inside. She switched over to the lower-essence fruits, which were still good and easy to enjoy, as Nick had cut them up and removed the skins.

The breeze was nice and the ambiance enjoyable, the calming sounds of nature filling their ears as they talked and ate. The idyllic scenery was a charming choice of his, as he had spotted the location while they were returning to Frosthaven from the mountains, heading into the city.

“So, what do you think of my sandwiches now that you've had a few?”

“They were simple, but they were good–I’m a fan of them. The pie was good too. But now I’m really excited about the barbecue idea, so I can cook some things up and show my abilities.”

“It’s a date. We’ll find some time and either head back here or find another location. Let’s enjoy this for a bit more before it gets dark.”

Nick moved the plates back into the basket and closed it up. Then he yawned and turned around and bowled into her a bit backwards, causing her to giggle. It caused her to need to shift herself to let him sit in her lap.

“There, now that is comfy. Now did you see that crazy, super huge duck over there? It’d be almost scary if I didn’t know it still probably isn’t more than maybe fifty pounds.”

Shara laughed. “I saw it, and you’re right. It will most likely be quite aggressive.”

“If Kaya were here, she’d be trying to cook and eat it. She did that on our date, with a big ol’ deer.”

Shara chuckled, and to his surprise, it didn’t seem to bother her. Instead, she seemed to enjoy having him in her lap, an arm around his waist. His neck and the bottom of his head actually ended up between her large breasts, which made it rather comfortable.

Suddenly, she said, “You…don’t mind it? That I’m the one…bigger than you? It’s one of the reasons that…we often end up with star oni men more often than not–they’re used to or expecting it. At least, that’s what many of us speculate…”

“It’s different, but it’s very comfy. You’re big and plenty huggable.”

“Huggable…” She muttered, seemingly proud of this.

“And kissable.”

He shifted in her arms, and he had to tilt his head up, but he met her lips. Her lips were both big and incredibly soft, and only a bit of starlight burst out when they touched. She moaned into his mouth as the kiss deepened, and she began grasping his arms and running her hands along his body. Her hands eventually ended up on his butt, gripping it tightly as her breathing picked up.

Nick ended up on top of her, the kissing continuing, and wet smacks filled the air as they explored each other’s mouths. The girl’ large lips were extra soft to his touch and felt great on his. Shara was extra responsive to his touch, and he could tell she was getting worked up.

Eventually, she pulled back and settled in for a hug with a smile. They lay there for a minute, a blush on her face as she looked conflicted.

She eventually sat up and held his head to her chest and said, “That…was wonderful. I…know I am falling for you… I just… still worry. Those girls never fight over your time? There are already so many, and I know there’ll be so many more…”

Nick thought about his answer for a moment. “Those girls are all very giving, both to me and each other. I’m not going to lie to you and say everything always goes perfectly between us, though–I can’t. When we’re home, everyone’s often busy with their own things, and the girls kinda work out their own schedule to find time with me, I guess. I also seek them out, of course. But in the Ordeal, we do get time in the Safe Zones together. We just never know how much we’ll have until it happens. With all the other girls seeking my time, it means it’s difficult to be fair about who gets private time with me. We had a small… I would barely call it an argument about that, with Rebecca feeling a bit left out.”

“Oh. I can see how that could be…difficult. What happened?”

Nick more or less explained what happened, that essentially, Rebecca was kind of alone in how she wanted her time with Nick to be private and alone. The rest were all ready to throw their clothes off and get a piece of their husband the moment they were safe. But he also mentioned how all the girls were willing for her to have her time first, to accommodate her.

Shara was thoughtful, taking in the story. “I see. I sense that it’s as you’ve said. They give me the feeling they will all be good friends and kind to me. It helps that they are the way that they are and that you care about our ability to get along. That reassures me that you won’t add tons of girls I dislike, or worse, hate.”

Nick nodded. “The truth is, there might be more girls in my life in the future, but the talented warriors who join my Ordeal party are likely to spend more time with me than the rest. With how our fates are merged and because you’re a warrior, I would think that means you joining my group would be very fitting, but you will likely need to work hard in order to catch up.”

“Kaya said that once I initiate…then I just might be able to reach the Second Stratum pretty fast. You have those challenges underground in the mall, and if I do well in several of them, I should get a fair amount of essence. Then in a single Path of the Samurai run, I could move forward quite a bit, maybe even reach the Second Stratum.”

“It might be possible. The only reason why that might work for you is that you should have good foundations. Myron said while you ladies prepare for meeting your Fated, you are polishing your meridians and training with weapons at the very least, as well as pondering the dao. I dunno how much that will help you on Orion, though.”

Shara smiled. “There’s something else that will help me catch up, but don’t worry about that.” She let out a shaky breath, and her heart started to beat harder, which was easy to hear through her chest. She then said, “I think… I’m ready.”

“Ready? For round two?” Nick feigned being a little worried, pulling away from her grip and then grabbing his butt protectively. “I dunno if my butt can take more groping. I think I might have some bruises already.”

Shara giggled, knowing he was joking. “No, silly. For us to merge our fates. I’m sure that… you’re the one for me. Even if my jealousy is painful sometimes, you’ll bring me big smiles and plenty of joy. Plus…you can promise me that you’ll try your best, can’t you?”

“You aren’t so bad yourself. Strong, and very huggable and kissable. Ten outta ten, would definitely cuddle and make out with you again. And yes, I’ll do what it takes to reassure you.”

She smiled, shaking her head at his silliness, and thumbed her bracelet, then looked to the sky. The sun was setting, and some stars were already starting to peek out and become visible. Some were probably actually planets or Shards, as some were in a line, matching the belt-like orbit they took on Orion. But there were certainly others starting to twinkle in the night sky.

“We can even see some stars. It’s perfect,” she said, before standing up. Nick looked around, then way up at her. The girl was tall as hell.

“Should I stand too? It’s kinda awkward, with you towering over me and me sitting.”

She reached out her hands with a smile and helped him stand. Still, he had to look up at her, with her being a couple of feet taller than him. The essence in the area stirred, and Nick could even feel his essence being drawn in suddenly. Within him, he felt a stirring within his Soul Core. If he wanted, he could reject this magic she was about to use; Archaen Law more than capable of rejecting it. Instead, he stirred his Soul Magic, preparing to make her his.

A burst of essence shot out of her, of the prismatic, multicolored light. It was a rainbow of sparkling color that reminded Nick of Eirwen’s starlight and wish magic or the odd devotion essence his wives seemed to fill him with.

The energy expanded outward in a sphere, and as Nick looked up, he could see even more stars twinkling, a cloudy nebula, and more. Constellations formed, lines running between the countless patterns above them. Millions of stars could be seen, the most epic night sky he had ever seen.

A halo-like aura surrounded Shara, and she smiled at him with pride. The skin-colored horns now took on that same prismatic glow, and it seemed she was waiting for him.

Nick’s eyes grew white as soul essence ignited. He read the desires within her soul and then spoke the words of his oath: “Shara Fatestrider, I offer you a Soul Pact to be my wife. If you accept, I swear to love and cherish you, to protect you and empower you as a Lord of Orion, and to help make your dreams come true. No matter how many wives I have in the future, I will do what it takes to make you feel loved and treasured as we walk our paths together. Into Eternity.”

He had read her soul, and he knew that Shara was worried about her mother and father and her people’s future. Carrying the bloodline of the Fatestrider Matriarch, it was her responsibility to ensure that her people could continue walking their path. After seeing her people suffer at the hands of the Fate Eaters, she wished for her people’s success from the bottom of her heart.

“If you accept this pact, I swear to you that I will do everything in my power to ensure the Fatestrider Clan can find and walk their Path on Orion, putting control of their fates and success into their own hands, and without fully giving up on their heritage.”

Shara was moved by his promise, a small smile touching on her lips as she had sucked in a surprised breath at his proclamation. “Nicholas Noblefrost, you and I are Fated. It is the will of the heavens that you and I are together, our partnership written within the stars themselves. I place my mark on you. A symbol of my devotion and my love. I vow to love you and fight by your side, to be your partner in life and in the dao. As we become linked, destined to die on the same day and at the same time, or never at all, together for all Eternity: I accept your Pact.”

Her horns lit up even brighter before shooting out like lightning, straight at his chest. And then, it was like too many things began to occur at once for him to keep track of them all, both to Nick and to Shara.

Searing his Soul Core with prismatic light, a pattern of starlight scattered throughout his Soul Core, producing an odd, marbling or fractal-like effect. And as this occurred, he felt something within him shift. A vibration, a thrumming of his Soul Core. Something about him became more, and he had a hard time putting a finger on precisely what it was. It was almost like his Concept had become stronger, but it was something different entirely.

A heritage quest had been completed when she accepted his pact, and it seemed his connections to most of his Followers shifted. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it felt a lot like Soul Fortress. However, golden light had also begun to cascade around Shara as she suddenly cried out in pain, and she fell to her knees.

The essence of Orion rushed into her, and he only barely understood what was happening, since he could see her Soul Core forming. She was being initiated into Orion as she became his Archaen Wife, her Dantians altered into the cores of this world, it appeared.

Eventually, the essence and golden lights stopped, and Shara was just breathing heavily, visibly, no worse for wear. It seemed she had become an Archaen version of the star oni, just like the rest of his wives.

Her sparkling, starlight aura still shimmered around her, along with the bright energy contained within her horns. Then, the stars in her eyes only increased in their brightness as she looked at the ground in front of her. Otherwise, there was very little change that he could visibly see.

Nick was a bit out of it too, thanks to the change within his connections. “Are you alright? I had…no idea that was going to happen.”

Shara was a bit out of it. “I’m…mostly fine. I just feel like… so much was shoved into me. I see Orion’s Menu now, so I must have joined it. It’s asking me to select a class.”

“That’s kind of important; you may want to do that right now, before anything else.”

She nodded, and she seemed to take a look, so Nick decided to take a look at his prompts.

[Heritage Quest Complete. You have an Outlander Follower and Wife.]

[Trait Earned: Outlander Heritage]

[Through your Soul Pact, Outlander Followers who initiate to Orion should better retain their traits and specialties, your Soul acting as a shield and bridge to the essence of Orion as their spiritual roots are altered. Wives will automatically be integrated into Orion as their Soul Core is formed.]

Nick groaned. “It’s great that it gave us that, but it would have saved us some headache if I knew that was what was going to happen, huh?”

Next, he looked at how Orion interpreted his promise.

[Soul Pact: Shara Fatestrider]

[You promised Shara Fatestrider that you would find a viable Path on Orion for the Fatestrider Clan to walk that matched their ancestors. On Orion, there are many ways to accomplish this, and your Quest will be deemed complete when Shara herself feels you have been successful in this.]

She seemed to select her class, a smile on her lips. “There was only one Epic Class, and its name was fitting enough, so I picked it. Archaen Fatestrider.”

“Damn, Epic? It’s good that you’re okay. Here, let’s sit down and rest for a bit to recover from…that.” Nick sat down next to her to hug her on the quilt.

When he touched her with his arms around her, it was like a jolt of electricity ran through her. Her eyes snapped up to his, and a smile bloomed on her face. Her eyes lit up, the stars within her iris glimmering in the light.

Shara’s voice was gentle but full of emotion. “There you are, my love. Finally, I feel like I can truly see you.”

Nick chuckled. “Yeah, I’m right here. A lot happened, but I didn’t go anywhere, you know.”

She hugged him tenderly, a satisfied smile on her lips. The girl stayed on her knees and was thus kind of towering over him as he sat.

“I’m so happy that I found you, my fated, my destined. Now that I’ve found you, I’ll never want to let you go. My heart is full to bursting.” She leaned down and kissed his lips, and starlight exploded again, her kiss starting soft and chaste at first. He returned the kiss, hugging her back and conveying the feelings he had for her.

What he had for her was far from love in such a short period, but he wanted and desired her for everything that she was and would be and knew that love would certainly build in time. Just by becoming his wife, she was his forever. And that was enough for him to go to the ends of the world for her.

Moaning into his mouth as they kissed, Shara’s tender kisses became more daring, more fervent. She quested for his tongue as she attempted to part his lips, as if she wanted to drink and eat Nick up.

Her breathing was picking up, and starlight was gathering in her chest. It was as if her heart were producing the starlight energy, and some of it was being drawn into her Soul Core. Likely, some of it was also heading into her mind, causing her to go berserk.

“Nicholas.”

Shara’s eyes started to take on a fervent gleam, and it was a little freaky if Nick was honest.

“What is it?”

“I…want you so much. And I feel like… I won’t be able to hold myself back. It’s like…when we fight…but different.”

“It’s alright. I want you too–”

She bowled him over, her lips crashing against his as she kissed him fiercely. From on top of him, she began to kiss down his throat and neck, moaning all the while. Untying the belt of his robes, she started to undress him, but Nick grabbed her hand and stopped her.

“Er–wait a minute. Jasmine had set up the portable cottage over there. Let’s head where it’s more priv–oof.” Nick grunted as Shara got up and lifted him over her shoulders mid-sentence, then began carrying him over to the cottage like a sack of potatoes at a full sprint and in a steely grip.

Nick was confident in his strength before, but how was she suddenly so strong? As it turned out, he just might have to…endure.


Chapter 7 - ♥♥♥ - The Intense Giantess



When they arrived inside the little cottage, Shara was like a force of nature. Her eyes and horns were already sparkling starlight, and she kissed him fiercely as she closed the door and brought him to the futon on the floor.

She deposited him and straddled him with her larger body immediately, kisses being rained down on his face and lips, and her hands roamed his body. She found the belt of his robes and tugged on it, allowing the center to part and reveal his chest.

The star oni was possessed as she kissed him between words and continued to remove his robes, kissing whatever flesh appeared. “Mmm…my Fated, I’ve waited for you for so long. I want you; no, I need you.”

She pulled the tie on the sash of her kimono, and the silk robes parted to reveal a lace bra holding her large, firm breasts. She eased her arms out of the sides of the robe quickly as she continued her barrage of kisses and groping caresses.

He reached out and grabbed onto her huge chest, not wanting to just be a receiver of her attack. Because her body was much larger, that meant their volume matched her frame quite well.

“Ah!”

She froze, and that was all Nick needed to sit up and be the one kissing her neck, and he continued fondling her chest.

“Mmm… My Fated is a little naughty.” The starlight that filled her horns and her eyes brightened, her pupils and whites of her eyes filled with stars. She began kissing him more fervently, her body pressing against him and bowling him over onto the bed. Shara straddled him, and her ass began to grind on his crotch area as she kissed. Her thick ass could be felt through the fabric, and he was starting to grow hard.

She gave him a small smile. “I can feel you.” She continued her efforts, grinding against his hardness. “Mmm… I want you in me. I’ve been waiting for you so long. I’m sorry, my love. We like to be the ones…on top. I want to be the one to make you feel good.”

Nick shrugged. “I’m going to feel good whether you’re on top or I am. There’s no need–”

Starlight pulsed, her horn brightening further. “No! I want to be the one!” Shara got upset, then her eyes widened. “Sorry. I’m starting to lose…control. Please? Just…at least this time?”

He realized that, like so much about the star oni women regarding their Fated, she probably imagined or pictured this special moment going a certain way. He reached his hand out and grabbed her pleading face and pulled her into a tender kiss, his hand brushing against her elfin ear. Her eyes and the stars within them were already starting to go a little wild, watching him as they kissed, which was a bit unnerving.

So he pulled back quickly and said, “If it’s that important to you, it’s not that big of a deal to me. In time, we’ll try everything.”

Shara’s breathing picked up as she nodded fervently, and she shrugged what was left of the dark blue and black kimono as it fell to the bed. Contrary to his expectations, she did not take off her bra and panties that were underneath. Starlight pulsed, and the thin fabric was just shredded away into small pieces of fabric, and she reached up and removed three of the pins that held up her elaborately done pink hair. It cascaded down, her long straight hair like a giant mane.

Breathing heavily, she spread what remained of his robes that covered him aside, then pulled off his boxers in one go. She moved quickly and with amazing grace yet strength, and Nick barely had time to react as her hand reached out for his hard cock.

Shara stroked his hardness with her large, yet slender hands. “Wow. So big, and you’re already so ready for me.” She bit her lip as she continued and her breathing picked up, and Nick marveled at his beautiful new wife.

The light purple hue to her skin felt exotic, and despite her being excessively strong, her arms looked no more muscular than a fit woman’s. The place that appeared to hold all the muscle was actually her thighs–she was like a woman who skipped arm day but never ever skipped leg day.

While he wasn’t sure he loved Shara yet exactly, he was certain that he would–and not just because of some magical pact. In a way, he was already in love with her loving, giving, and strong soul.

She had the makings of a hero and likely a leader, just like her mother and father. She was a woman who strived to be the best she could be, whether for her clan or for her Fated whom she had never met until now. And she had contained her rage with strict self-control and discipline–until now.

And her legs were long, making up a large portion of just why she was so much taller than Nick. She was still taller when they sat, Nick knew, but it wasn’t too much where it was super awkward. Standing, she was more than two heads taller than Nick, but when sitting, it was only about one or less than one.

Shara straddled him in a squat position, and she began to angle him toward her entrance. Her pussy lips were still pink, her clit already parting from its hood. He noted absently that even her clit seemed to sparkle a little as she started to lower herself onto him.

As his cock parted her folds, he groaned at the tightness and the pressure as she fell slowly onto it. “Ah!” She moaned, “Yesss…”

Her weight was like an inevitable press, and she did not slow even as her mouth opened until she reached the base. “Oh yes, hnng so big.”

She didn’t really wait to start moving, immediately riding him and grinding, seemingly trying to find what felt best for her. “You fit perfectly inside me. Ah! And reach…so deep.” She moaned, “Ohhh yes, I want more!” Her horns pulsed and became brighter.

Shara continued to move, and Nick groaned at her tightness. Her pussy was going wild even as she bounced, and something else started to happen–starlight essence started rushing inside of him through his cock.

But he had no control over this essence. It appeared to rush toward the mark in his soul core, mix, and then start heading back to her. As it arrived at their connection, she froze for a brief moment, and a shiver ran through her. Her pussy gripped his cock tightly, pulsing and nearly vibrating–or maybe that was him.

She went wild, moaning as she sped up. It felt like she was off to the races now, bouncing on his cock. “Stars, yes! Mmmm…. Yes!”

Nick grunted as he thrust up into her, matching her movements. With each rapid movement, he bottomed out, touching her cervix. Despite pounding against it, her face only lit up further, her starlight sparkling all around her. Her gaze was intense as she focused on fucking herself into him, her lust increasing. For Nick, the feeling was incredible, her inner muscles and the odd vibration improving the sensations.

For a moment she slowed down and grinded rather than bouncing, swirling her hips as she showed some gentle concern in her eyes. “How is it, my love? Am I making you feel good?”

Nick breathed, “You feel fantastic. This is…special in its own way.”

She smiled wide, like he just gave her the biggest present of all. Her movements sped up, but it wasn’t long before she leaned forward in an odd way and spread his legs apart as he lifted his lower body. The big girl was heavy and strong and moved far too quickly for him to realize or protest against her actions.

Then, rather than bouncing, it became more like she was thrusting herself into him. The angle changed, altering the sensation entirely. With how her pussy gripped his cock as tight as a fist, he was being brought quickly to his peak.

Her pupils became glassy and unfocused, the stars within her eyes actually moving. Shara’s body trembled and shook as she continued to hump herself into Nick, her mouth open as she moaned, “Yes! Mmm, right there! Oh yes, I’m going to cum! Ahn, ahn!”

As her body shook, her pussy clenched and convulsed all along his length. His balls boiled, and a shiver went through him as he climaxed. His soul core vibrated in his chest, sending out even more starlight as he filled her pussy.

Shara’s smile was wide again as she continued thrusting, fucking herself through his and her climax. And as usual, Nick didn’t soften after he came, nor did he become overly sensitive–but this didn’t seem to surprise her one bit.

She had slowed her movements as she climaxed too, but then she sped back up again, continuing to fuck herself hard on his cock. He reasoned that perhaps the starlight essence kept the male hard, allowing the female to continue, or maybe, since he didn’t protest, she didn’t stop.

It was then that Nick got a little bit of clarity about what was going on–she was cultivating the starlight that she had built within her. Like the essence of Orion, she had a giant pool stored within her meridians and just throughout her oni body.

And it was a lot. She was already increased to level two since they began, and he didn’t think she was even done with half of it. Nick attempted to grab at her and change things up, but she only thrust harder and fucked herself on his cock harder. He wasn’t being hurt, and it was quite enjoyable, so he decided he would have to follow her father’s advice and just endure for a time.

He did draw up some body essence into his thighs and pelvis as hers kept crashing into him hard, but it was like the starlight mixed in and was ultimately stolen and weakened by her. Perhaps the weirdest part for Nick was that she started dirty talking and cutely grunting.

“Unh, oh yeah, fuck that pussy. I’ll make sure you only want mine!”

“Unh, unh, oh yes. You like that, you dirty slut!”

“Mmm, yes, you like that pussy don’t you? Unh. Ohhh yeah, I bet you want more!”

Her climaxes came and went, and Nick ended up filling her two more times before she was nearly running out of her stored starlight. What Nick was amazed about was that she never really slowed down, her berserking lust rising.

It was common for Orion girls to have supernatural bodies that didn’t quit even if they were on top. He remembered his Earth girlfriends, how their time on top was often rather short–even with him doing much of the work underneath. That was not an issue for any of his wives.

But Shara’s lust only grew with each climax, her eyes going wild and her body becoming more frantic in her movements and more aggressive as she moaned.

Thankfully, his cock appeared to be protected well from the starlight running through him, or he’d think he would be sore by now from how rough she was being.

As she and he came a final time, the starlight surrounding her lessened, and she seemed to get a little bit of clarity for a moment, catching her breath.

“Wow. That was–”

Nick took this opportunity to push himself up with a burst of strength even from his odd position, nearly causing her to fall in surprise. But he caught her easily, staying mostly connected. She wrapped her huge legs around him in balance, her eyes searching his in shock.

“W-What? Oh, I’m so sorry! I…went a little wild there.” She blanched. “I may have…said some weird things.”

Nick snorted. “You’re far from the only person out there to have said something strange they regretted while having sex; we call that pillow talk, and it’s meaningless–’less you shout out an ex’s or crush’s name or something. I enjoyed it. But now it’s my turn.”

“Your turn, what–Ah!”

He started fucking her slowly while holding her upright. The girl was definitely heavier than all of his other wives, but Nick had plenty of strength, with or without essence infusing his muscles.

“I told you we’re going to try all the things, right? The night is young, and I want more of you.”

Shara blushed at this, and starlight started to sparkle around her again. “Oh, you sometimes say the sweetest things. Oh!” She moaned.

Nick picked up the pace a little, her weight putting a delightful pressure on his length as he fucked her. He realized that if someone was watching them, it probably looked absurd, with the smaller person holding a much larger person up.

“Mmm, yes, I do like this. Ah! Stars, yesss!”

Her pussy clamped down on his cock tightly, rippling all along its length. He fucked her harder now, lifting her up and down as he moved his hips.

“Ah, ah, ah! Yes! Just like that!”

She continued moaning as he fucked her, and she eventually cried out, shivering and trembling as she came.

He slowed down his movements and asked, “How was that?”

She giggled. “Ah, I think Kaya was right about some things. I really feel wanted and cared for…” She looked at him intensely, and he could really feel the love in her gaze. He was definitely fond of her, but she was ahead of him in their affection for each other.

“She said that? Let’s try some more.“ He set her down on the bed. “Get on your knees facing the other way.”

“Something like that! She said I wouldn’t forget it, and she was definitely right. Like this? I think the girls call this bitch style.” She got on all fours, her ass facing him.

But it was too high, her pussy and ass nearly at his chest level. While he could probably get himself in, it’d be at the wrong angle, and he’d be nearly on his tiptoes to get any amount of him in. Nick snorted as he tapped her legs. “Little wider. You’re too high.”

She spread her legs a little, getting her ass much closer to his waist height. “Like this?”

Rather than respond, he pushed himself into her welcoming pussy. Again the angle and pressure had changed, and he felt amazing as he entered. The view was also great, as her thick, huge, peach-shaped, and light purple ass took up much of his view.

She moaned. “Ohhh wow! It feels so…different.”

He began to fuck her from behind in earnest, grabbing her ass and picking up the pace. But after a moment of doing so, she didn’t seem to be enjoying it so much, her moans slowing and coming to a stop as she seemed to be trying to look at him over her shoulder.

“Something wrong?” Nick asked.

“It feels good, but I don’t think I like it.”

“Why not?”

She turned to try to look over her shoulder again. “I can’t see you very well. It’s awkward to look back.”

Nick chuckled–he realized how intensely she had always been watching him during sex, that this was probably significant for several reasons. “Damn, now I feel bad. Guess we’ll need to get a mirror for next time.”

“No, it’s okay, it’s just–”

Nick pushed her butt to the side, toppling her over and causing her to roll. He got on top of her and lifted her legs, absently noting just how huge they were before he kneeled–they were taller than he was.

This time, he met her eyes as he fucked her, able to play with her tits while his other hand held him up and he thrust into her tight pussy. He wasn’t able to reach her lips with his own, so he latched his mouth around her large pink nipple, sucking it.

Shara moaned. “Ahn! Ohh yes, fuck me! Stars, yes!”

He picked up the pace, starlight starting to go wild around her. He guessed that her love and chaotic essence within her were drawing in something from the stars above, and this was causing her to push up into his thrusts, her lust starting to go wild.

Her pussy once again convulsed on his cock, and that sent him over the edge. His soul core and her mark vibrated, sending waves of pleasure through him as he filled her pussy. The sensation went up his spine, causing his body to shake and tremble, just like hers.

Spent, he lowered his head into her bosom, relaxing his weight on the much larger woman.

She was smiling at him, and she had a pleased expression. Relieved and relaxed and with her halo of hair beneath her, she looked even more beautiful than before. Shara looked at him with starry eyes, and Nick truly felt loved by her.

“You liked that, I take it?” Nick asked.

“Oh yes, it was wonderful. I was really shocked. Most star oni men… don’t often want to continue after. You still wanting me after makes me truly blessed… or so I heard.”

Nick chuckled. “I gotta be able to go on for quite a while thanks to others, as you know. It felt good, but I told you–I want to explore you too.”

She smiled at that, and starlight started to sparkle in her horns and eyes again, with her breathing picking up, and he felt her pussy grip him tightly once again, which caused her to smirk. “And you’re still hard, even without the starlight. I really have an amazing Fated. S-Since you’re not exhausted…can we go again?” Shara blushed, and she leaned with him still inside her as she retrieved something from her kimono lying next to them.

“What is that?

Shara held it up. “A pill of starlight, from the treasury. I’m close to level 4 now, so I figured…”

Nick almost blanched, but he laughed instead. “Damn, back to it, huh? This time, I’m going to fight you for who gets to be on top.”

Shara grinned as she popped it in her mouth. “You’re on! This way, you get to see what it’s like after I’m done with battle and we need to cultivate.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, every time we fight, I’ll gain starlight and need to cultivate it. And that’s not including Orion’s essence reward, right? So… I’m going to get like this often.”

As starlight filled her horns and eyes, and her breaths started becoming heavier as she was empowered by starlight and she grabbed his arms with surprising strength, he wondered if he’d made a huge mistake. This was going to be quite the challenge from now on.


Chapter 8 - The Plan



Nick woke up with a heavy weight on his chest and his hips and thighs feeling a bit worn out. It was a slightly pleasant sensation until he shifted and tried to move. Pain shot through his body, and he groaned as he pulled a bit of essence from Birdy for healing–just a trickle, and hopefully not too much to piss the creature off.

He was more than a little shocked with what he had gained from Shara becoming his wife. When they merged their fates, he could feel that something within him had shifted. It was almost like his Path had become stronger, his weight when brought against the world even greater. It was challenging to explain, but one way or another, he had become more.

As they made love, they had shared their essence. Using some pills, she cultivated for the very first time and had actually gained several levels worth of essence in one go. She was nearly level five, and since she had an Epic Class, he was excited to see what she would get soon.

And Nick could tell that he had gained something too. The prismatic, starlight colors within his core as a result of her mark had been woven deeper in, much like he was getting from his wives’ devotion cores. Not only that, but Shara had shared that most likely, he could utilize that same method of cultivation with his other wives, something called Dual Cultivation.

It was something he was interested in trying, but there was a simple fact that made it not that big of a deal for him.

Quantity of essence was never the thing that held him back from progressing. He could send his Soul Servants out to slay enemies and gather essence all day every day and just hang out back at Frosthaven as they leveled him up.

The truth was that the difficulty was surpassing himself and becoming one with the essence as far more important for his personal strength than mere extra layers within his core. Adding just a few Body and Soul Rating from a level up was nothing compared to his Concept reaching the next level of Mastery.

But he could use this method to boost any wives who fell behind, like Shara herself. At the same time, most of his wives would benefit from their own Ordeal runs, gaining experience and receiving rewards from it.

Even the priestesses and monsterfolk girls had plenty to gain from this, but perhaps the Dual Cultivation would make up for things like childbearing and similar things that would consume a lot of their time in the future.

Still, perhaps the method of passing essence between them might actually work well or accomplish something different entirely for the priestesses of Seraphara. He had a lot of darkness he needed to purify, and that didn’t just mean changing it over to light. There was a malicious evil lurking within from those he judged, and filtering it into pure darkness without evil was important for his soul’s health and strength.

Then, perhaps that is how he could get the most out of his wives’ devotion cores.

Shara had a dopey, happy smile on her face. He wasn’t sure how she could sleep with such a wide smile, but Nick had found that it was quite charming–the girl was usually quite reserved, only giving small smiles and usually quiet responses and thoughts to others. When she went berserk though, that completely changed.

Still, his groan had caused her to start to stir. “Mmm…” She hugged him tightly, his bones creaking and causing more pain to shoot through him.

“Ah–that hurts, please be careful.” Nick gasped as he tried to halt her movements.

Shara slowly moved onto the bed, getting her weight off of him then looked down to his waist. “Oh no! You’re all bruised here. Who hurt you?”

“You hurt me. Who could it be other than you?”

The girl paled, and her face recoiled. “What?! But–you seemed to be enjoying it!”

“I did enjoy it. But…it seems the bruising snuck up on me a bit. Might just have to use more… Essence next time, though, you kept taking it from me… Anyway, we should head back. As much as I enjoyed last night and I’m looking forward to the next, there are a lot of things I need to get done. And… I should probably stop by and see Becca or Winny to get some healing…”

“Okay! Let me carry you…though I guess you’ll need to call Jasmine anyway to take us back.”

“She’s already waiting outside. Let’s get some clothes on and head out.”

Shara got off him and helped him get dressed. Her loving smile as she tenderly took care of him was surprising, the intensity in her gaze still fervent–like she wanted to drink in every possible detail.

She then put on her robes slowly, flexing and showing off her body with a smile as she did. Nick couldn’t help but appreciate her long legs and her thick thighs, which made her smile even wider.

Eventually clothed, she picked him up in a princess carry this time and took a deep breath through her nose at his neck. “Mmm, I do like that smell. Are you sure we can’t…” Her eyes met his, her pupils growing larger, and the stars shimmering as she pleaded.

Nick snorted. “Until I get that healing, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I can receive some of your…affection and take turns giving it, I guess, but that’s about it.”

Shara lit up, and looked back to the bed. “Oh! Do you want that? I didn’t get to! I’m so sorry, I…got a little too…excited last night.” She licked her lips and looked back to his waist with undisguised desire.

Nick shook his head a little reluctantly. “I’d love that, but next time. Let’s head out for now.”

She awkwardly brought him through the door as she held him, where Jasmine was waiting.

“Everything’s packed besides the cottage, and we’re ready to go. Did you two have a good time?”

Shara tilted her head. “Don’t you kind of…already know? I thought…you had some kind of connection…”

“I cut off the connection for the most part when he’s with others on what is meant to be a date or…private time, unless he gives me permission.”

Shara narrowed her eyes. “If he does…what about me?”

Jasmine tilted her head and tapped her lips. “Um…that’s a little bit of a pointless question. Because Nick would never betray your trust like that, probably unless he knew you would enjoy it, or something. But… my loyalty is to him. If he told me to, I would do anything he asked or die trying.”

Shara’s eyes widened. “Oh. That…is both a little scary and also reassuring.” She paused, then cleared her throat. “And um, it was a wonderful date. I…hurt Nicholas a little, but…it um…wasn’t on purpose.” Jasmine had narrowed her eyes at this, but she relented at Nick’s look.

Nick smiled at Shara. “We had a great time, one that we’ll always remember. Thanks for watching over us, Jas.”

Jasmine turned and gestured to the waiting utility vehicle. “Of course. Go ahead and hop onto the back, and I will package up the portable cottage and drive us all back. That way, you can have just a little more time together.”

“Okay! Thanks again for your help. This was all…very convenient.”

“There’s no need for you to thank me. I live to serve Master, after all.”

She carried him into the vehicle and set him down in the seat. “Wow. She’s…really something else. I could feel how true her words were…but I could also see it in her eyes.”

“You got that right.”

The group headed home, and Nick and Shara talked about how things would be for them going forward. It seemed Shara did want to move into Nick’s home, though she wanted her own room, for when Nick and the others slept together, much like Rebecca.

While it did seem like she still had a bit of jealousy, as one might expect, there was a calm acceptance. Not only that, but she offered something surprising.

“There’s…something I need to tell you. I have a suspicion that…several of the star oni women might be your Fated as well.”

Nick let out a breath. “I figured.”

“You knew?!”

“Why’s it that surprising? First of all, only your elders and some of the stronger star oni managed to flee in the first place, and there’s a group of women that have never found their Fated. Who could it be, if not one of you? Then, I saw a few of them looking at me with literal stars in their eyes in that cave. They glowed in the dark. I would say it was creepy if not for it being pretty cool. And you weren’t hiding how you were watching me as well as you thought, by the way.”

Shara blushed and looked away. “I’m just surprised. You… didn’t seem to notice, or barely seemed to notice that I was into you.”

Nick snorted. “It’s not that I don’t notice; it’s that I’m patient and you sent mixed signals–are you forgetting the boulder and avoiding me already? I guess it’s a good thing they needed to touch me to confirm it, or they’d have shoved you aside, huh?”

“No? Well, maybe. I guess reason goes out of the window for many of us when we find our Fated. I was calm and…overthought things, but others might not be the same. The ones who lost their parents might not even care about the notification part, too.”

“I’m surprised you’re… okay with it.”

“I just…understand now. I feel a certain confidence in your love. Some of it is from your Oath, but the other part… I guess it’s because of how happy you make me!“

Nick wasn’t sure what to say about that. “Anyway, they’re gonna have to sort of get in line, so to speak. There are the priestesses, the monsterfolk girls, and then…the star oni will come last, I guess. And I don’t want to rush things with any of them. We’ll be together for a long time, possibly forever, so…”

Shara tilted her head. “Possibly?”

“They have to be able to reach immortality to reach forever. Then, we have to survive long enough for me to become an Eternal. And, if they decide to risk themselves at some point to become more, and they fail… I cannot protect them from that. Finally, there are enemies out there that might be able to obliterate a soul even through my protection. Nobody under the fourth or fifth stratum will be able to accomplish that, but it’s something to consider.”

Shara nodded. “Father did say he had some confidence in your protection. That truly destroying or capturing a Soul from the River of Samsara was something far above our realm, or Stratum. Like the Fate Eaters.”

“The thing that backs my ability is certainly something at least that powerful. Without it, my soul magic cannot accomplish all that much.”

“Anyway… I understand that…there are going to be many others. I guess I’ll just have to take solace in the fact that at least I’ll be with you a lot because I’ll be in your adventuring party and get the most of your time. Assuming I can catch up.”

Nick chuckled. “You’ll catch up eventually; that’s just how my essence sharing works. And you’ve got some time. I need to spend a month or two prepping before my next run to reach the Third Stratum. And once I get there, it’s not like I’m gonna go charging off in a sprint to the next one. It will take me years to get there.”
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Arriving at Frosthaven, Rebecca was waiting in front of the Path of Kings Ordeal–their home. She began to heal him right away as he sat in the utility vehicle, and her healing energy revitalized his flesh.

She frowned. “Wow. Even your bones were bruised a little.”

Shara looked mortified. “I’m sorry. I guess…things got a bit out of hand.”

“Hey, I told you it was alright, so it is. It’s not like you’ll go into a berserk rage every time, is it?”

Shara looked away, blushing. “It…probably won’t be as bad. That was…a part of releasing the chaotic starlight I stored within me for years while I waited for my Fated. But…if we go too long in between, I might actually have more energy and strength now that I can cultivate.”

Nick let out a breath. It sounded like if he didn’t take care of her frequently, she was like a charging bomb set to go off. “Well, that’s a problem for future Nick, I guess. What are the other girls up to, Becca?”

“Sable and Kaya knew you’d be busy, so they left yesterday and are taking their first run through the Path of the Shadow Predator with a few monsterfolk men and women. It’s for small parties of five, and they figured you might switch it, so they might as well check it out and earn some development points before you did.”

“Not a bad move. How long do they expect to be in there?”

“Turon said that Elrash would be in there for up to two weeks every other month and would go until the 19th Floor. If they exit on the fifteenth, then they should get out in just a few days, he said. Kaya and Sable had said, if they’re not back out by tomorrow morning, just go ahead without them.”

“Damn, alright. There are at least two challenges that I likely didn't need my A-team, but still. See, Shara? My girls are often busy. What are your plans now?”

“W-Well, I was hoping to get moved in, and…”

Rebecca said, “Winny and Luna are already getting things ready for you! Why don’t you and I go, and let Nick get his tasks done for now? And then you and I can get to know each other a little better.”

“Um…sure. I’d like that, thank you.” She looked over at Nick a bit reluctantly.

“Don’t worry, we’ll see each other later–we’ll live in the same home, won’t we? And we’ll definitely want to get some quality time in; don’t think I’ve had enough of you yet.” He hugged her tightly, and she hugged him even more tightly in return. He angled his head upward and, understanding what he wanted, she presented her cheek so he could give her a kiss on the cheek.

She giggled and gave him a shy smile. “Okay. I need to talk to my father again, anyway. You do take care, husband.” Her eyes brightened, and she nearly squealed. “Oh! I do love saying that. See you soon!”

Rebecca led her off, while Jasmine took the utility vehicle away to be parked. Nick had a lot to do to prepare for tomorrow, and the first of which was judging some prisoners.
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Nick started with his Ideal training in his room, wanting to make headway into becoming one with the essence. Only by having a strict regimen and adhering to it frequently would he experience the maximum effect, and so the sooner he mastered the Ideal to his satisfaction, the better.

Then he was off to the prison, needing to continue his judging of the bandits. Silverbrook had transferred numerous bandits captured within the city, and then his armies had captured many from Shadowvale as part of Seraphara’s Inquisition. There were over fifty people remaining in total, and he had to interrogate them to learn whatever he could about Blackthorne besides.

The prison was a dark place, hidden deep underneath the mall in his Heritage. It was designed by Lumos to keep the prisoner’s available essence low with special draining collars and rooms and guarded and maintained by a handful of trusted orcs and monsterfolk. The only exit was the elevator, which was made of what could be considered indestructible material for anyone who wasn’t one of Nick’s Followers.

Nick realized that even if the bandit managed to overpower a guard, they couldn’t really hold them hostage–anyone who died would just be revived. Finally, Vi had an override and could inform them of anything going on. It was really a powerful prison.

The prisoners would also spend a significant amount of time asleep since they were drained, allowing Nick to accomplish his dream interrogations and more.

During his sessions, Nick managed to learn something useful from one of the bandits in Shadowvale–a very good estimate of where Blackthorne’s home Ordeal was located. The man hadn’t seen it, but a few hundred miles away from Thresh’s Ordeal in Murkdeep Scar, further southwest from there, was the likely area it was located–a vast swamp that was known to be extremely dangerous.

It was because further in the West, Blackthorne had been trying to make inroads on dominating another place like Silverbrook. It was a frontier area that had frequent Conflicts against Monster Kingdoms and other Ordeals in the area. The chaos allowed him to swoop in and make incredible gains at opportune moments with his armies, bringing about the collapse of the city. But it seemed he could never catch any of the stronger Ordeal Owners in a weak enough state to increase his dominance of the area.

And the interrogated bandit had been involved in some of those raids in the West. Supplies always flowed to the bandits from an area to the east of there, along with the reinforcements of powerful climbers–Blackthorne’s closest subordinates. Nick was going to send the beetlefolk and wolfen to start probing the area, but there were several hundreds of miles of forest and swamp to search.

There were many methods to hide an Ordeal, and Nick imagined for a Dark Kingdom, this would be their top priority. Blackthorne had been at it for quite some time, so he might have some powerful methods. Nick likely would need to go himself to overcome whatever protections he might have.

Nick wanted to send scouts to Murkdeep Scar to learn what was happening there. The loss of Thresh surely would result in some shuffling and could potentially be a weakness that could be exploited. He hoped Bryndor, the mercenary captain, would arrive from his recruitment soon. With how long travel took, it could be a bit longer yet.

Confirming Blackthorne had somewhere around over a thousand miles to travel to Frosthaven improved Nick’s confidence in his available time. That even if the man got off his ass and left the moment Thresh died, he had a solid two months before the bandit warlord and his army could arrive.

He didn’t doubt the man could have some kind of higher-class mount or such. Or that he could be fast all on his own. And the same could be true of his top climbers; perhaps all they would need is a few weeks if they merely ran.

But if they arrived without an army, Nick knew he’d have no trouble dealing with them. The barrier would be purchased soon, and Seraphara’s Light of Wisdom defense, with hundreds of faithful channeling energy into it, was absolutely devastating.

Rebecca had tested it after it was placed, and it created a crater large enough to fit a school bus, even without charging it to the maximum. He knew it would kill Thresh or that crazy raptor he faced without issue, and others would be weakened enough from a single shot that they would think twice about their assault.

The barrier, once it was completed, was also rated to potentially last several days even from a peak elite in the Third Stratum, so that would be a lot of blasts of holy beams they would also need to withstand. Without an army, Frosthaven was not falling.

With his dream interrogations and judging completed for the day, Nick headed over to his throne, cultivating the energy stored within from the past week. It wasn’t a whole lot, but it helped purify the darkness he absorbed somewhat. As was often the case, Jasmine was his constant companion, watching over him as he did his tasks.

When he got off his throne, Nick felt a little woozy and stumbled. Jasmine caught him as he did. She set him back down, pouting at him. “Careful, Master. I know you wanted to do the Blade Soulforge next, but you definitely need a break first. There’s no reason to hurry; didn’t you just learn we have plenty of time?”

“There’s so much we don’t know about this Blackthorne. I’d much rather prepare for the worst and hope for the best. We know the asshole doesn’t have an airship or a fast vehicle, but maybe nobody’s pissed him off enough for him to be in a big hurry or something.”

Jasmine retrieved his energy whiskey and gave him a drink and set him up with a snack for him to recover. She also began massaging his shoulders, causing him to groan from her attentions. She was awkwardly leaning over the armrest, but it didn’t seem to bother her at all, and the strength contained within her hands and arms meant even from the weird angle, it still felt amazing.

Eventually, she responded, “It’s true. And until we get that barrier, a powerful assassin could be all he needs to send. Even the upgraded watchtowers cannot spot Sable. That’s why we need it, but also another thing: then you’ll have no reason to fear.”

Nick knew what she was thinking. “I know if we got your real body back, some assassin won’t be a concern. It’s already down to a few months to make your true body instead of years, right?”

Jasmine smiled. “That’s right. I’d imagine all it’ll take is defeating the twentieth floor in any of the Ordeals, and it should be down to a much more respectable three to four months at most. Upgrade another one or two, and it’ll be two to three. Having multiple Ordeals is quite the advantage, it seems.”

Nick snorted. “Yeah, the threat of Trials and Tribulations is going to get out of control, but I’ll take those over a bandit warlord any day. At least those are relatively fair fights, even if they are just as much of a surprise when they occur. Anyway, Ideal training, the Blade Soulforge, and Judging bad guys… I’m going to have to keep working hard so I can enter the Third Stratum as soon as possible. We've got that war against the demons underneath the mines and the Monster Kingdom to worry about too, even if we think we've got enough time to deal with Blackthorne.”

Jasmine sighed as she continued digging into his back. “I wish I could do more for you, Master. I don’t like you rushing this one–this might be the most important ascension for you. Even more critical than that last one. If it doesn’t meet Orion’s requirements, you’ll be unable to ascend to the Fourth Stratum.”

“I know. But what can we do? I wouldn’t want any of you to rush it, either. It’s just as important for the rest of the girls as it is for me. Sure, I can pick up the pieces of them if they fail and help them start over, but that won’t help us right now.”

“I hope you’ll at least take some time off and enjoy yourself, Master. I know you’re going to work hard for everyone’s safety, but one cannot train all day every day. You need to have fun and relax, too.”

Nick chuckled. “I enjoy our moments we find together plenty. But I will keep that in mind. I do have plans on taking the priestesses out next week or the week after, depending on the Heritage challenges, and I’m sure I’ll have some fun with the rest of the girls here and there. I need time for my soul to recover in between, after all.”

Jasmine gave him a relieved smile, patting his back as he finished his food, and she put the plate and drink away in her hidden bag. “I just don’t want you to overdo it, Master. The Path of Kings will be challenging on its own, but your party will be the strongest it has ever been. Everyone will pull their own weight and be much more confident in their paths. I hope your goal is at least two months.”

“That’s the plan. We’ll get the barrier as soon as possible, and we'll all work hard to reach the Third Stratum. And I’ll try to have a good time too, I promise.”


Chapter 9 - The Barrows Challenge



Jasmine dusted off Nick’s shoulder, his plastic-like armor still the best thing available for his under-armor. Her stonesilk robes covered them, providing ample protection when essence was supplied. Nick now stood in front of the large archway in the mall, facing his forces. Scripts in Orion common detailed small information about the challenge.

It was for twenty-five people, and the reward would be a special training area. They already had the Training Grounds as part of the Samurai Ordeal, but this should enhance or supplement it in some way. Given that it was located within the underground mall, it could have some other value to having it within this special location.

Jasmine was in her full Arachnea form, wearing her plate armor and holding her polearm. Kaya and Sable hadn’t made it back, but the rest of his wives were all decked out in their gear. They all stood next to him, a part of his family, while the remaining priestesses and Irene were gathered to the side, then the monsterfolk girls, then the many orcs from Nick’s left to his right in front of him.

Their forces included: Lothar and Agatha, Renzou, Andross, Sharon, Zarog, Eirwen, Fang, Luna, Rebecca, Jasmine, Shara, Marissa, Veronica, Chastity, Irene, and the rest of the slots filled with a few monsterfolk girls and a few extra orcs. They had a total of twenty-five participants, just as the challenge offered.

Birdy was… Nick wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing. When he probed the creature and checked on her, she appeared to just get angry for being bothered. She seemed to wonder where Jasper was, and he reassured her that it would be a week or so before the creature would be alive again.

From what he could tell, she was nesting near the mines and hunting demons. As much as he would like to have the creature for this battle, it appeared he would be without a viable Soul Servant.

Myron was interested in coming, but Nick thought it was better to only allow those who could benefit from the event to come. He would be reset to level 0 soon enough.

Lothar walked closer to Nick and looked over their people. “We have strong warriors with us, but this might be quite the challenging battle. Earning a structure that costs tens of thousands of DP will surely require great risk and effort.”

Nick nodded. “True, though the difficulty should be a little lower than a Trial because I’m merely earning something from my family back. Lumos has us all geared up, and we’re well-coordinated. We’re ready for just about anything.”

Lothar grinned. “You ready to lead this thing, Young Lord? It’s rare for us to be able to fight on the same battlefield.”

Nick smiled. “No problem. You and Renzou trained these people well, so I’ll take it from here.”

Andross frowned as he looked over their forces. “You know, Boss, things are getting a little out of hand here. Nearly half of our forces are these Maidens you keep collecting.”

Nick chuckled. “You might be right, but you just need to step your game up, Andross. These Maidens are tough, and I can’t blame ‘em if they all want me instead of your dirty green ass.”

Shara frowned and looked at the few extra girls in their force again with narrowed eyes. A few of the monsterfolk girls were preening a bit and trying to get his attention, and she stood in front of Nick, blocking their view.

Fang seemingly selected a couple of each monsterfolk women to come on this foray, and their roles were appropriately mixed. There was a scalefolk warrior and archer, a naga shaman and archer, and two new wolfen warriors with shields and spears, much like Fang.

Andross responded to her actions before Nick could, “Ha! Looks like you got a jealous Maiden there, Boss. She looks like she wants to smash the smaller ones.”

Shara hugged Nick a little possessively, causing him to grunt from her strong grip. “No, I don’t! It’s just… I want to…have him to myself for just a little longer.”

Nick chuckled and said in a whisper, “Nothing wrong with that, my little treasure.” Shara blushed from his use of her mother and father’s term of endearment, a small smile on her face. “Don’t worry, you’ll get plenty of my time going forward. I’m excited to see you fight today.”

Shara smiled. “And I’m thrilled to finally fight by your side. By the way, they’re not all related, right? Why do all those priestesses look like they could be Rebecca or Irene’s sisters, but without wings? It’s weird.” She nodded over to the priestesses of Seraphara.

Rebecca grimaced. “I’ll…tell you later. Let’s just say that Nick saved them all from a horrible fate, too.”

Shara had been loosely told that Nick saved Irene from the bishop, but it seemed she hadn’t learned the full story just yet. The girls had enjoyed setting up her room at their house while Nick was busy with his personal progression, and he wasn’t sure about all their topics. But she was slowly opening up to his girls as she spent time with Eirwen and Luna, having meals and enjoying their leisure time together. It seemed she thoroughly enjoyed their homemaking prowess, able to connect thanks to her wifely training.

After reassuring her some more, Nick separated from Shara and spoke to his forces. While a good percentage of them were his wives or friends, many of them were in fact trained soldiers in need of instruction and leadership.

“Listen up, everyone. We don’t know what kind of challenge is inside, but once we enter that archway, I will be fighting by your side. Enter in formation, and listen for your orders. Be ready for the enemy’s attack.”

He activated the glyph as he stood on it and then allowed the shield-and-polearm-wielding orcs and monsterfolk, including Fang and Jasmine, through first before he joined in the center of the formation. They were followed by the shamans and archers. The small force marched through the large archway, and lights filled the room as it changed.

The room became a nearly bowl-shaped, cavernous battlefield, with rocky footing that sprawled throughout the large chamber. Large rocks were scattered throughout, but the center was largely clear of obstructions.

[Test of Soldier’s Mettle. Stand up against the might and terror of the undead army, and defeat the Boss-level monster that spawns.]

Lights coalesced on the other side of the battlefield, several hundred figures forming across from them into what appeared to be skeletal soldiers.

It was a large enemy army, outnumbering Nick’s forces significantly. And the enemy did not appear to be weak. Some of the larger skeletons in the middle and back of the army were clearly at the level of his stronger people, like Lothar. Their plate armor looked thick and formidable, and their size was certainly comparable to the strong and tall orcs, or even Shara.

Simple skeleton warriors holding swords and shields stood in the front, followed by the larger armored knights and then archers and mages in the back. It was surprising the overall number of each, the enemy having over two hundred against their twenty-five. Not only that, but there were two wraith-looking creatures that might be banshees near the center.

Nick shouted and gestured, “We fight defensively. Form tight battle lines between those two boulders, and stay close to protect our backlines. Archers and shamans, target the enemy archers and mages and whittle them down.”

Shak’terra had been brought out previously by Eirwen, and she said to her, “Undead, is it? My Elemental magic works best, but the weaker ones can be banished. Target their Soul Cores with mana and essence in your weapons, or their bones will easily mend and reanimate. Their miasma can also be deadly on its own, without tight control of your aura.”

Luna and the naga girl’s totems pulsed, sending out protective energies as Nick’s Frost Aura covered his forces. Agatha and Eirwen buffed up some of their allies, drawing strength from the earth.

The undead mage’s staves brightened, and then a thick green miasma began to fill the cavern as the undead began their march. Arrows were fired from the enemy archers, which were slowed by Nick’s Aura and deflected by shields. The orc and monsterfolk shamans and human priestesses stood close enough to the front-line warriors that no arrows hit them, and they continued with preparing their spells.

As the army neared, the wraiths screeched loudly. The skeletons also groaned and wailed, their unholy sounds carrying essence and mana and washing over their minds as they echoed in the cavern.

With everyone close, Nick’s Soul Fortress stood up against the wails, enabling his people to stand strong against the terror. The warrior orcs met the enemies at a choke point, their weapons lashing out and blocking the undead’s swings.

Andross’ polearm stabbed out powerfully, filled with essence, sending a skeleton flying into another as it blocked with its shield. Fang howled as she blocked an attack with her ice-covered shield and then stabbed out in counter. Jasmine’s polearm cleaved diagonally from above, shattering an enemy in a single swing.

The Priestesses of Seraphara led by Irene and Rebecca, brought out their Light of Wisdom, the large orbs of light floating above their heads. Beams shot out at their backlines, targeting the enemy archers and casters. The light magic was devastating against these targets, targeting their soul cores and blasting them into shards of bone.

Enemy mages were still adding more miasma to the cavern, but a handful began sending unholy skulls covered in green flames at their army.

Veronica, the ex-priestess, now a paladin of Seraphara, was wearing her chainmail armor and fighting at the front of the formation with a shield and mace. Surprisingly, her Light of Wisdom was different, acting more like Nick’s Frost Aura. It rejected the miasma, and Nick felt a layer of protective essence wrap around his personal aura. She swung her mace and bashed her shield into the skeletons, fighting alongside the orcs and monsterfolk girls.

The flaming green skulls crashed into the front-line warriors, sending green energy into their bodies. However, Nick could tell Veronica’s protection had reduced this, combining with the warrior’s own personal essence protection. A quick flash of green or white light from a healer, and the sickly energy was removed.

Eirwen’s mana was utilized by Shak’terra, and a large fireball was shot across the cavern, crashing into a grouping of mages as she fired her arrows at others. Their robes and bones lit aflame, their bodies crumbling and falling to the ground.

The fighting had only been going on for a short time, but more than two dozen of the enemy had already been destroyed. The enemy knights were nearing their formation, and Nick knew he would need to alleviate some of that burden.

Nick’s Aura encompassed the melee but only barely slowed them because they were so numerous. His chains began wrapping around the legs of several of them, slowing them down as he began to control the battlefield. The orcs were quickly besting them, but the endless horde of skeletons continued their deadly march.

Shara followed Nick out, starlight starting to fill her body. “Let’s do this! Yahhh!” She shouted, and suddenly, she rushed out and leaped, then her tetsubo filled with essence and mana crashed down onto the back of a skeleton’s ribcage. The girl was already an Expert, having trained for years in preparation for battle.

The whole body crumbled from the force, and Nick couldn’t help but tilt his head at her sudden excitement and effectiveness. The girl had hit level five from…his reassurance yesterday evening, and she picked her specialization.

It earned her a Trait that improved her Fatestriding while fighting near her Fated. She said this was wonderful, and she was ecstatic about how Orion was going to make her stronger and closer to Nick, somehow.

Shrugging, Nick donned his Cloak of Twilight: Light, and spoke the first stanza of his created Ideal.

“Drawing upon the light, I fight with skill.”

Having a more innate understanding of how the Ideal worked since he created it, he didn’t have to follow the choreographed flow. Instead, he fell into the rhythm of the kata’s movements, the essence flowing through him and enhancing his power.

His speed increased, and he dashed through the melee, and his sword swings cleaved through the weak enemies, his body enhanced by the light’s power. He wove past their defenses with ease, his blade flicking faster than they could possibly react. Nick cleared his ally’s flanks, thinning the enemy forces with his blade as he focused on mastering the dark and light essence.

Shara followed him through the enemy’s formation with uncanny accuracy, covering his back and crushing enemies, sometimes with a single blow. She focused her starlight on her legs, sometimes standing still for a moment before rushing out and infusing it into her arms and club, smacking them powerfully.

While enemies tried to surround her, she moved with a strange precision, barely moving out of weapons’ reach, swaying like she were dancing to a tune only she could hear. And every so often, a nearby ally stopped a blow for her, but she had already swung to land a powerful counter as if she were certain of her safety.

It was like she had eyes on the back of her head or could see the future, but he knew that wasn’t right. Even Rebecca, with her focus on her aura, wouldn’t react that quickly to something coming from behind.

Fang also moved along with Nick and Shara, helping them as they fought off to the side. They killed over a dozen in their foray into the enemy lines and arrived at a large knight. Its blade flashed at Nick, and he parried the blow off to the side with his cloak successfully, controlling the light before countering with a powerful swing.

Despite his white blade of light being deadly sharp and heavy and knocking the enemy back, only a scratch was formed across its chest as his strike landed. Their armor was thick and dense, their dark essence protecting them.

He leaped into the air, and Shara’s horn glowed with starlight as she swung for the monster’s ankle with all her might and a roar. The knight stumbled as its bone was crunched, and Nick realized she had made a perfect opening to capitalize on.

Jumping higher with his Air Walk, he then flipped upside down and used it again as if jumping off an invisible ceiling to send him rocketing toward the ground with his blade stabbed out. He pierced through the opening in the monster’s helmet and into its core, and he hung onto the hilt to arrest his momentum. His flexible, stretching arms seemed to help him here, and his momentum spun him around, and then he kicked off the knight’s armor as the body crumbled.

Fang blocked a nearby skeleton’s swinging sword as he landed and then said, “Wow, that was neat, Boss and Shara! But we better back off; they’re surrounding us.”

They retreated from the horde of skeletons and took more down as a group and rejoined the line of fighters. He continued into the third stanza of his kata, his speed and power increasing as he cleaved and took more enemies down, his blade whipping out and cutting through limbs and ribcages. Following his Ideal, he guarded his ally’s flanks and controlled the area as he destroyed the undead enemies.

Through the flow of battle, he was finding the rhythm for his style of fighting, and he was starting to notice the flow of light and darkness in the room. Veronica’s light pushed against the miasma, and the obnoxious wails of the skeletons continued. But Nick’s army of light stood strong against the terror of the undead, the darkness.

The number of skeletal warriors eventually thinned, and the archers and mages had been mostly cleared out by the priestesses, shamans, and archers. So now the line of Noblefrost warriors pushed deeper into the undead formations. They were now ready to face the much more powerful undead knights.

Lothar’s axe and Renzou’s blade were both deadly, cleaving and taking out the skeletons in nearly single swings. They then met two other knights in combat, with five more knights moving forward. They would soon meet the front lines, but Nick’s Aura was really starting to slow enemies down, and they were ready.

Jasmine had destroyed one of the banshees with a powerful beam of light, and Agatha claimed the other with her devastating lightning bolt. Their wails were not all that effective against Nick’s protection, but they were releasing miasma and might have had more powerful attacks. Thankfully, they had taken them out before they could accomplish anything significant.

Shara, Fang, and Jasmine worked together to take down a knight, and Nick met one in single combat. Having reached the fourth stanza, his strength had increased enough that his blade of light now cut deeper through the knight’s armor.

The large knight’s swings were vicious and full of unholy might and skill, but Nick swayed under or around their attacks, countering with supernatural grace and speed. He dismantled the knight by attacking its joints until an arm was removed, and he pierced its chest and core.

He rejoined the girls, and with Fang’s howls covering them in frost along with his chains, the knights weren’t all that difficult to deal with. Lothar and Renzou led the other warriors, taking on the other knights with both numbers and brutal efficiency.

With the last knight defeated by their warriors, miasma, shards of bone, and dark essence were drawn in like a whirlpool and gathered in the center of the cavern with Orion’s lights. They formed into a large black bone knight in the center that stood a few heads taller than Shara herself.

The plate armor was as dark as night, like a black void that drew in the light. The boss emanated a malicious aura of death, which reminded Nick of the centaur he had faced. There were also swirling shards of bone surrounding it, as if the whirlpool had continued. Arrows were deflected by the swirling bone, and Nick’s many shamans sent bolts of lightning, flame, and ice at the monster. This caused the bone shield to decrease in volume, and attacks started to land on its black body.

The melee worked to surround the large boss, shields at the ready and polearms stabbing into its large body from all sides. Its greatsword sent warriors skidding back despite two shields meeting it, as its strength and weight behind its blows were immense. The amount of essence within the blackened knight was significant, and each stab only reduced its total by small amounts.

Its deathly aura, enhanced by a Concept of death, began to drain the warriors, even through Veronica’s protection. A barrier of death formed around its chestplate, and Nick could clearly see that those who had weaker control over their auras were drained more than others. Lothar and Renzou were hardly drained at all, while Zarog and the weaker monsterfolk girls cried out in pain as the Concept pulsed.

With a shout, Nick’s Encouraging Voice wrapped a small barrier around his allies, and he spoke the final stanza.

“With my wild and perfect blade, I’ll slay all that stand in my path.”

Nick’s attacks came much more furiously as he attacked from the large monster’s side. Each swing of his sword was with purpose and speed, each attack cutting deeply into the death barrier. Icy chains coiled and wrapped around the target, but the deathly Concept of the undead knight seemed to protect it from the cold and his frost aura.

Drawing from his Heroic Concept, the light and darkness caused his Soul Blade to vibrate with light and dark, a sharp and deadly enhancement to his blade.

Seraphara’s Compassion: Blessing arrived on Nick, the light essence blazing through him, and he saw another blessing arrive on Veronica as she blocked and struck the larger dark knight, causing it to stumble from her strength. Luna’s packmother Concept suddenly emboldened Nick, and Eirwen’s arrow covered in starlight increased his traits as well. Empowered with righteous might, his swings came faster and with deadly precision.

The death barrier was cut through in only a few swings, each blow with enough monstrous might to cause the death knight to stumble. It glowed green and swung at Nick with supernatural speed, but Nick’s body swayed under the horizontal blow easily, and his wicked counter dug furrows into the death knight’s black armor. Its bones were getting exposed, and the monster was running low on essence.

His allies all released their attacks, their Concepts added in. The storm of slashes and cuts washed over the dark knight, but its barrier of death protection was now gone. The defensive essence sagged as each warrior landed their blows, and Fang howled as ice shards blasted into the boss, and Jasmine’s beam of light pierced into the monster’s back. Shara had leaped high and smashed her club in the spot where Jasmine’s beam struck, shattering the boss’ shoulder.

With Nick’s arm bulging, he used Power Strike. His body moved with perfect synchronicity, and his vibrating sword of black and white light cleaved right through the monster’s armor and through the Soul Core in its chest. The light went out in the dark knight’s eyes as the bones crumbled to the ground.

[Heritage Challenge Complete. Reward: Enhanced Training Simulator. Either solo or as a five-person group, participants can challenge themselves in a life-protected, safe environment once per week per person. Essence and DP can be earned for their success, based on the difficulty.]

Essence was awarded, and Nick thought it was actually a fair amount. However, given that he was already largely at level 19, the maximum level before he ascended, he mostly shared what he earned with his wives, and primarily Shara.

The lights of the Orion shifted the room until five strange pods sat in the center, with the armor from the knights dumped off to the side–the loot. One pod opened up, and it revealed a chair with a harness that went on the head. A slate with instructions presented itself, and Nick realized it was some form of VR simulator.

In the battle, Nick hadn’t needed to use all of his power, as his team had carried their own. The death Concept of the dark knight was probably around the level of the centaur he faced, but his Aura combined with Veronica’s kept it from building into too powerful of a shield to overcome.

“Wooo, yeah, we did it!” Nick found himself lifted into the air by Shara, almost like some kind of doll, as she hugged his armored form to her, spinning him around.

Nick chuckled at that as he stowed away his Soul Blade in his hilt and hugged her back. “Shara, that was great how you fought, like you always knew exactly where to be. How did you do that?”

She put him down with a big smile on her face, picking up and shouldering her club again. “Hehe, that was just me walking the golden path! Fatestriding!”

“Huh. It seems crazy powerful. Any downsides?”

“My new trait reduced those downsides, as long as I’m near you! Normally, I cannot do it at that level for very long. To continue after a certain point would be to consume our own fate as fuel. Of course, for a fight like this, I wouldn’t do that!” She hesitated, “Um, probably.”

So the berserking could be dangerous. Nick was eager to know more, but a blue missile was heading toward him, eager for her victory celebration. He caught Fang and spun her around, the girl giggling as he did.

“We did it! Boss was awesome, but Shara was cool too! She even worked well with Jasmine!”

Nick gave her some head pats and ear scratches as he saw Luna and Eirwen approaching.

Eirwen smiled at Shara, “That was some really neat fighting there, Shara. I can tell the other star oni are going to be huge assets once they are all reborn and initiate.”

“Thanks, Eirwen. I’m not so sure they will be able to do it on the same level as me, but…“ She smiled at her. “You weren’t bad yourself! I could feel how you helped me somehow, your arrow that had all that starlight on it!”

“My shot helps improve people’s Traits and so does Luna’s Concept within her pack–including you now. Maybe it helped you even more than usual. I’m excited to see what else you can do when you get even stronger!”

Shara gave a small smile at that and looked proud as she stood straight. The girls had gathered around her a bit, and she returned their compliments with some of her own. She had seen how Fang’s howl had really created a large opening, and her fearless protection with her shield was respectable. And how Luna’s buffs had made her strong enough for her blows to actually matter.

As big as she was, she was still only level five. If not for these enhancements and her Fatestriding helping her blows be as effective as they could, she’d have difficulty damaging these enemies.

Rebecca said to Nick, “It looks like she’s really starting to open up.”

“Fighting together often does that. There has to be some level of trust earned with people that have your back.”

Lothar came up to Nick, grinning. “That went well, and that structure sounds quite useful. I think a couple of days for recovery is all we need to hit the next one. We had some injuries, but the priestesses and shamans have handled them. They just need a bit more time to recover.”

“Let’s plan on that. Kaya and Sable should be back, but maybe we won’t need them, and we can save their efforts for the two elite party challenges.”

Lothar left to congratulate Andross and Zarog, the leader happy that his son and most promising warrior were progressing rapidly.

It was a helpful experience once again fighting in a larger force than his usual ten. Even with their tactics, things were a bit chaotic. The large number of arrows, magic skulls, and miasma had still wounded numerous party members, and even if the skeletal warriors were not that strong, there were so many that injuries had mounted. If it weren’t for his stronger allies holding the line, things could have gone much worse.

Shara hugged Nick tightly, then whispered to him, “That was a lot of essence. Um, I think I’m going to need you again… um, quickly. Please?”

“Oh really? Well, I’m down, of course. After I eat a buncha demon cores.”

Shara frowned. “Huh?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you in a bit.”


Chapter 10 - The Noblefrost Maidens



With the first challenge defeated, they recovered for the next day and trained before attempting the second one. Nick continued his judging of criminals and practicing his Ideal and working on his Soul Forging in between, as well as eating his demon cores.

Shara was opening up to Nick’s other wives, and he was still spending plenty of time with her at every opportunity. She baked with Eirwen and Luna last night, and they had a small tea party where they enjoyed each other’s efforts. Shara made the tea and helped Eirwen and Luna as they both made desserts.

Nick wasn’t aware Eirwen could make a sort of rice pudding, but it was delicious. And Luna made some shortbread cookies with Eirwen and Jasmine’s help, not having many chances to bake.

Sable and Kaya were not out of their Ordeal run yet, putting them at close to four days inside. He wondered how deep they intended to go. The tower would pulse at each floor completion within, and watchers believed they were on the 18th already.

The party of twenty-five was ready again. The same people from two days ago gathered in front of another archway in the mall. This one was in another corner of the mall, and Nick was excited to get Lumos more resources with the reward seemingly designed for her.

Nick drew his Soul Blade, the metaphysical blade of light growing from the hilt as he examined it. It was now looking and feeling like his ideal bastard sword–a hand-and-a-half sword, which worked well wielding it with his shield or without. Sharp icicles looking like teeth lined the magic cross guard, and the two-sided blade started emanating an even deeper frost than before. His efforts were making a difference, and the spirit inside felt stronger.

Luna smiled at his blade. “The spirit within it is growing, I can feel it. And I don’t think just from your forging of it, but usage and battle.”

Nick thought about that and realized she was probably right. “The sword often drains essence into it, and it’s not as though it all arrives in me or powers its Essence Burst. From the beginning, since I used it against a bunch of rats in that cave, this Soul Blade’s focus was being forged.”

His people ready, they entered the archway in formation once more. The room shifted as lights began to coalesce in the distance, and this time, into much fewer forms. The room was larger, a mostly flat, stone corridor that was more than a quarter of a mile long.

[Test of Arms. Defeat the slow-marching metal golems, displaying your warrior and equipment’s prowess. The pairs of golems will speed up when attacked, but others still continue at their slow pace.]

A dozen humanoid golems appeared, large and strong. They were in a line, two by two as they began a slow march at Nick’s army. The distance between each pair of golems was significant, and they moved slowly down the massive room, several football fields in length.

It seemed clear what the best strategy was. “Warriors, prepare to receive the large enemies. Winny, pull those two to us quickly. Casters, do your best to pace yourselves for six battles. It seems this is an endurance and pace battle.”

Eirwen’s arrow struck one of the golems in the front, and essence filled them with a blue light. Their charge more than tripled in speed, and they came stomping toward Nick’s party with increased haste.

The buffs went out onto the frontlines, along with the totemic magic adding to the mix. The warriors with shields prepared their essence and stood near one another in the golems’ paths, ready to receive them.

The giant golems stopped and swung their fists seemingly as soon as they were in range. With a crash and a lightly dented shield, one of the orcs was sent a few feet into the air, but Jasmine received the other golem without issue as Fang took the orc’s place in the line.

Attacks rained onto the golems, and Nick could see the golems’ hardness. The arrows were largely ineffective unless they used high-essence piercing shots. His Aura washed over the golems, and they slowed, but the cold’s influence appeared marginal. The chains wrapped around the golems, but their strength overwhelmed the chains, even braided.

Nick, Shara, Lothar, and Renzou did the most damage to the golems, their swings cutting deeply into the construct’s essence. There was a core in its chest, but piercing into it was exceptionally challenging, as the enemy expended essence to boost their defense to insane levels. Only by wearing down their essence could they finally pierce the core, and they found the next set of golems slowly arriving not long after they killed the first.

They pulled the next set, and he pushed through his Ideal once again, his Cloak of Twilight: Light enhancing his strength. They only had about a minute before the next set of golems arrived, and he increased his own personal pace as he worked through the stanzas and caused as much damage to the golems as he could.

Shara’s tetsubo also struck hard, removing a fair amount of essence from the golems with every blow. Their attacks were slow, but they held a deadly weight behind them as they punched and attempted to crush them.

The threat of the orc’s weapons and armor breaking from damage was very real, but their skills with essence and their own Concepts or fragments aided them to strike harder and cause more damage to the golem’s metallic essence. It was an excellent challenge as Nick practiced his usage of the dark and light essence, trying to perfect his combination of control and power swordsmanship on the unmovable constructs.

The warriors also found their rhythm, their flow of taking blows and dealing them against the golems. They killed the second set of golems quicker than the first, but they had lost their slight head start they gained from pulling the first set of golems. Thankfully, he knew a few people were holding back, like Jasmine, Luna, and Shak’terra.

The third set of golems got a hex of brittleness from Shak’terra, and the metallic essence lost much of its strength. It seemed it took a fair amount of Eirwen’s mana, but Nick’s Soul Blade cut deep furrows into the golem he was slicing into, and it fell after only a few seconds. The same was true of the other golem, allowing Winny’s arrow to pull the next set of them.

Luna’s Concept buffed Nick’s pack next, Fang howling as she blasted them with much of the frost shards covering the corridor. Shara’s club struck even harder, filled with starlight, as she got deeper into her berserking, and Nick’s Monstrous Blow nearly sheared a golem’s arm straight off.

The last two sets went quickly as well, as Nick had reached the final stanza and pushed himself to his limits. The casters also dumped their remaining mana, having appropriately paced themselves just in case the final golems were a little harder or they needed to speed up.

Nick was feeling like he was on the precipice of understanding the light and dark essence a little better, how to utilize it. The Cloak of Twilight was a training tool, and eventually, he should be able to accomplish much of what the cloak did all on his own. As it was now, he needed the Cloak ability largely for its efficiency.

When he flooded himself with his Redemption Concept, he would become stronger, of course. But much of the energy would be wasted, running out of light and darkness in maybe thirty seconds. The Cloak allowed him to easily control the energy for several minutes instead, and the outcome was a bit better the whole time, besides.

[Heritage Challenge Complete. Reward: Crafter’s Consortium. The placeable structure provides an area for workshops and storefronts. Creates additional Quests with essence rewards for workers and merchants and supplies mana for workshops.]

[You have fifteen minutes to collect the loot before you will be transported out of the challenge room.]

It was a useful structure, one that he knew Lumos would love. It would also likely provide a significant discount for the Crafter’s Quarter he was interested in. Nick didn’t know that much about crafting professions on Orion, but he knew that thanks to the essence pearls, one of the most limiting factors for crafters and how much they could accomplish in a day was their mana.

Of course, their personal essence was used on some level too, but mana was usually what prevented them from using their skills repeatedly. It was why most were focused on the mind and soul in their progression, with only a few standing out as requiring a powerful body as well, such as blacksmiths.

Lothar laughed and clapped his hand onto Nick’s shoulder. “Not bad at all, Chief. Your assault was relentless. Enviable.”

Renzou chuckled and shook his head. “I’ve never seen swordsmanship like that. Unfortunately, I’m not sure how much I can learn from your style. It feels like it’d only work with that… odd body of yours.”

Lothar grinned. “You got that right. Still, that was a great experience for our warriors, to encounter such a durable enemy. Lesser arms would have shattered against the weight and become dull or cracked in no time. Lumos is such an important asset for your kingdom.”

Eirwen had been rushing around, triggering Loot on some of the golems. They became dense hunks of metal and quickly filled much of their storage units. It was a valuable take for Lumos to work with, no doubt, as they were at the peak of the Second Stratum materials.

Fang came over for her head pats and ear scratches, and Luna enjoyed some after she finished looting as well. Then, a slightly envious Shara offered her head, requesting her own head pats, which had him reaching up rather than down to accomplish.

Eventually, everyone was transported out of the room, and it shifted. A double door formed in place of the archway, with script in Orion Common indicating that it led to The Barrows proper.

They had found a few entrances into The Barrows in the past several months throughout the ruins and even closed a few of the entrances off, preventing people from entering. It was because Nick had discouraged exploring it. It was filled with traps, and his people simply were not strong enough yet–the place was too dangerous.

In Nick’s first and only foray, the area had resembled his challenge that unlocked the second floor of the Mall–the weird and dangerous obstacle course. He had dodged saw blades, destroyed a golem that burst through a wall, and then was forced to retreat when a late Second Stratum creature came out of a neighboring tunnel. The underneath of his city’s essence was chaotic enough to raise powerful monsters, and at the time, he was early in the Second Stratum.

Nick definitely didn’t want to be responsible for reviving people on a near-daily basis or recreating their bodies, wasting his kingdom’s resources, and all for some treasure. And he hadn’t, up to now, had time to explore it for himself.

The Barrows were long, dangerous, and maze-like, spanning several square miles worth of underground territory. And as far as Nick could tell, it might have even gotten bigger as he added Ordeals–he wasn’t certain, but he knew the mountain beneath his city had gotten larger. It was like his city was the tip of an iceberg, with a dangerous dungeon-like area under the water.

He took a look at the door again in thought. “I think it’s nearly time, don’t you think, Lothar? To explore.”

Lothar grinned. “The monsterfolk are well-equipped to explore these types of areas, and you can guarantee their lives. It can be a job for the Adventurer’s Guild, besides. Let them map it out for you so you can make the best use of your personal time.”

Nick grimaced. He certainly didn’t want people throwing their lives away permanently on the hunt for treasures and riches, especially when he did not really need the money. It was true that not all Adventurers were Followers, and some had actually died out in the nearby wilderness, attempting to complete the various quests of the guild. But Nick had discovered that for a person lacking certain skills or strength, The Barrows were nothing more than a death trap–figurative and literal, in some cases.

He wasn’t all that worried about anyone pilfering it for themselves. Anything truly valuable would be behind one of these locked vaults, much like the invincible doors of the Mall or the locked tomb he woke up in when he arrived on Orion, requiring someone with the Archaen Bloodline to access.

“Have a requirement that anyone going in has someone skilled in detecting and disarming traps, and then we can allow it. We have this entrance for Followers and the cave entrance for the Adventurers Guild. I know we watch it, but have some soldiers posted on the entrance. Let anyone know that if they find the Noblefrost Family Crest, they can provide the location for a fair bounty.”

Lothar nodded with a grin. “Good. Turon will draft up the Quests for you to approve, and then Orion will help be the judge of the value. I do think this is a good time for it, as we move closer to the Third Stratum. We’ll still fill all the climbing slots, but this can be their focus, and without really leaving home.”

Luna said, “Aren’t the beetlefolk good at this kind of thing too? They are at home underground. They may enjoy searching this.”

Nick nodded. “Sure. Let’s see if we can call them here to help out. They might even be able to explore in a more…unorthodox way, by digging.”

[image: ]

After a bit of rest and recovery back at home, Nick and his wives were now waiting outside of the Ordeal of the Shadow Predator. The lights had built up on it, and he had been called over as the Climbers were soon to come out.

A beam of darkness had shot out of the Ordeal of the Shadow Predator into the sky, the images of predators brightening as Kaya, Sable, Indrid, a scalefolk male, and a naga female appeared at the archway.

Nick smiled at them as he approached. “Good job, you guys. It looks like you finished the 18th floor?”

“That’s right! And we can continue where we left off if we don’t shift it to another Path. I think it’s great for Sable. The 15th Floor Boss actually gave us both something useful.”

“We both got a minor enlightenment. Mine was about the ambush, and hers was about speed, right?”

Kaya nodded. “I think it works well with my axe and what I’ve been learning from Renzou and my dancing Ideal.”

Nick grinned at that. “Nice, so what do you think about keeping it as is? It seems fitting for the monsterfolk people we have.”

Kaya hummed. “It’d depend on what options we have. I think it is fitting, but making it less about predators and more about hunting might be good. This had a more…bestial feel to it, which was great for Sable, but…” She looked over to Indrid, who nodded.

“I do feel like it was somewhat fitting for many of our scouts but misses the mark a bit. While hunting with ranged weapons is possible within, it’s almost like the challenges discourage it. Stalker versus stalker is a common theme, and even with my decent detection skills, it meant we’d always be far too close to our targets when we discovered them to use our bows meaningfully.”

Rebecca said, “Winny and I had checked it, and there was a Shadow Hunter option, but there are so many to look through and read the descriptions. We checked most where the name sounded obvious, and nothing jumped out at us as superior apart from that. It might work better to support our scouts and hunters. Changing it away from shadows might also be possible, but it’ll alienate some of your new people from Shadowvale.”

There were several races that preferred the darkness, from dark elves to dark dwarves that often lived underground to nocturnal beastfolk from Shadowvale. If he removed the shadow element altogether, not only would he lose access to the special shadow teleport building, but those people wouldn’t feel at home.

Nick thought the two paths he was missing and that he needed to improve his support of the most were the magical classes such as the shamans and star oni men, or any other powerful casters that might end up in his kingdom. The orc scouts and archers within the guard also lacked something fitting, but a Shadow Hunter Ordeal could cover that well.

The Shaman was a common class among those in Frosthaven, even among the monsterfolk who joined. If he could somehow cover them, along with the diviners and other casters, that would be a big win. He supposed that ultimately, these were more ‘supporter’ style casters, rather than true mages. It meant that he might actually have three archetypes of classes poorly represented in Frosthaven.

Ultimately, Nick was thinking about the future. Up to the Third Stratum, it probably didn’t matter that much. However, this was when it started to become significantly more important to climb an Ordeal that fit their actual one rather than just whatever was available. Part of it was a person’s talent or potential and the resources available to them.

Of course, the Path of Kings was a bit different. It was unique in that it was truly designed to challenge people of nearly all paths, and this was why it was known to be so challenging. It required a strongly balanced party to handle the threats, whether the lord was a part of the climb or not. This reduced the need for other path buildings, but if he wanted to maximize his people’s growth, he needed something more inclusive of the rest for them to get supplemental training.

They said goodbye to Indrid and to the two monsterfolk, congratulating them on their success, before heading back to their home. Eirwen, Rebecca, and Shara had some food ready to welcome them.

Kaya and Sable had swapped to their home clothes–shorts and camisoles. Eirwen and Luna were in their summer dresses of blue and yellow, and Fang was similarly in simple attire. Shara still favored her kimono-like cultivator robes, and Jasmine was, as always, in her maid attire.

Sable joined Nick on his lap, and Kaya next to him on the loveseat. Shara narrowed her eyes at this, but her expression softened quickly as she joined Eirwen and Rebecca on the couch. Nick couldn’t help but chuckle at how the cushions kind of collapsed, and it was like both girls were forced toward her indent.

Kaya smiled at all the food and started grabbing some meats to eat. “I’m not that hungry. The Ordeal had us killing stuff a lot, so we grilled plenty of things.”

Eirwen giggled. “Of course you’re not, Sis. That’s why you only grabbed a few pounds of meat, huh?”

Kaya blushed at that, and Nick began giving out his rewards for their hard work. Sable’s tail was wagging from his ear scratches, and Kaya shivered into his touch, freezing as she ate her grilled deer meat.

“That was some good work, girls. So, here’s what we got while you were gone.”

Rebecca went on to explain the two Heritage structures they received, and then Kaya said, “Oh! That’s exciting. I want to see this simulator. It’ll be like Nick’s VR thing he told us about, right? Then we can really go all out in a duel.”

Sable chuckled. “It does sound like fun. Holding back or worrying about a training accident is never good.”

“Here’s hoping we’ll get some interesting buildings from the other Heritage Challenges. Now that Kaya and Sable are back, we should be able to hit the two elite challenges whenever we feel that we’re ready. Probably tomorrow, after you’re well rested and rewarded?”

Shara seemed to pout at this a little, but Eirwen patted her lap with a smile, reassuring her. She offered her a fun slumber party to help take her mind off of the situation.

Rebecca cleared her throat. “The priestesses were also hoping to do one final run through Seraphara’s Ordeal before their time with you.”

“Oh, right.” Nick frowned in thought. “They’re not going to try to reach the Third Stratum right now, are they?”

Rebecca shook her head. “They want far more time to continue their research and to follow Seraphara’s Ideal much longer in preparation, as they build on her Compassion, Wisdom, and Purity. While they might reach level nineteen quickly, they won’t be ready to ascend for quite some time.”

She added, “And certain Heritage Quests and structures of yours might actually increase the knowledge available to them. It’s better if they wait and do what they can to…help you achieve that.”

Shara tilted her head. “What does she mean by that?”

Eirwen replied, “She’s talking about making heirs–having children. Not only might Nick get some special ability once he does it, but it will actually unlock knowledge within the Ancestral Archives.”

Shara frowned. “Um… I’m not sure how I feel about that. But why, though?”

Nick snorted. “Just the way my mom and dad structured my Heritage rewards, I guess. And I do think that making heirs is important and linked to my magic and bloodline in some way, besides.”

Rebecca added, “Orion’s goals for a stronger, prosperous people are fulfilled by healthy royal lines. It is a fact that a stable royal family leads to less chaos for kingdoms than those that crumble from a single loss. Ordeal Owners–the noble Lords of Orion, provide an important aspect to Orion–Order. And it supports that in numerous ways. This is one of them.”

Shara looked thoughtful. “I see. I suppose that is much like our bloodlines. It is important that we too continue the Fatestrider line, for the sake of my clan and people.”

Nick asked, “You’re not exactly ready for that, are you?”

Shara blushed. “Um… I might have been in a bit more of a rush if my mother were gone, since I’d be the last. But now that Nick was able to bring her back, I suppose it makes sense for me to take my time.”

Eirwen asked, “If not for your bloodline, when would you want to have children?”

Shara frowned in thought. “We cultivators often wait until we at least create our cores–in the Third Stratum. I guess that might not actually take that long here on Orion, but the increase in lifespan is important to find time to be a mother without it taking away that much from our future’s potential.”

Rebecca nodded. “It’s the same as us here on Orion, for us Priestesses of Seraphara. The most important thing is to establish our Concepts, which all of those interested in Nick have all done. It’s what’s necessary to ascend to the Third Stratum properly, and then later the fourth–and achieve immortality.”

Shara said, “That’s still a big surprise. To think my mother and father would have already been at that level, but that wouldn’t have stopped a Fate Eater from killing them, right?”

Luna nodded. “That’s right. Immortal is not the same as invincible or unkillable. It just means they will never die of old age. Eternals are supposedly unkillable, a part of Orion forever.”

Nick drank some medium-effort tea that Shara made, and Jasmine happily poured some more, refilling his cup. “Thanks, Jas.” He turned to Shara, “What do you think, Shara? Does it hurt for you to think about these other girls becoming my wives and having my children first?”

“I…” She gripped her robes by her knees tightly, a thoughtful frown on her expression. “I think… I can feel it. I know how critical it is you have children, and it’s not the best time for me to give them to you. I guess I don’t mind it too much, but it feels strange. Are all of these women going to move into our home? Will they be…um, treated the same way? I worry…that with so many girls around, I won’t have any time alone with Nicholas at all. It already feels like it’s not enough; I want more and more.”

Shara’s horns lit up with starlight, and the stars in her eyes brightened. Her gaze at Nick became more than a little intense at the end of her statement there, and it almost felt like she was going to grab him and bolt off to the bedroom right this instant. But she took a deep breath and sighed.

Eirwen put down her teacup. “It’s a fair concern, as we all value our time with Hubby, too. That’s why I think we need to make a change. We would like to establish a hierarchy among us wives. We’ll call them the Noblefrost Ladies and Maidens.”

Shara tilted her head. “Um, what’s this now?”

Nick frowned. Something tickled at the edge of his thoughts that, on Orion, this word didn’t exactly mean the same thing as it did on Earth. “Aren’t Maidens usually…unmarried girls? These girls we’re talking about are going to need to be my wives.”

Eirwen said, “Hehe, it’s just a name and not that important, but here on Orion, we also use that word to describe any desirable adult woman. Even Andross used it, right? And I know that Nick would probably rather not assign groups or factions among us, treating us all equal–when things started out, he wanted us all as his partners. But really though, I came up with this idea while thinking of you, Shara.”

Shara frowned. “For me? That doesn’t seem necessary then. I don’t want to be a bother. I feel like I’ve been trouble enough compared to the rest of you. While Nick probably cared about your input, he told me you girls encouraged him with every addition to his family, including me. Which I’m thankful for, but I’m not so sure that I’m ready to do the same.“

Luna smiled, her tail wagging. “You’re welcome, Shara.”

Eirwen nodded with a smile. “Yes, we’re happy to have you, Shara. And it’s not just for you. Your situation and concerns just led me to think more about others in the future. It’s for any of Nick’s wives and future wives, who might feel better or reassured about there being one–a hierarchy. It has its advantages in that it sets any of his current or future wives’ expectations. The monsterfolk girls are excellent examples of this, and no doubt any future monsterfolk or beastfolk girl will be happy about this existing.”

Sable chuckled. “That’s right. Look how serious and proud Fang just got.”

Fang’s arms were folded in front of her, her back straight as her tail wagged at a slow, controlled pace behind her. Her ears were ramrod straight up, and she had a proud smile on her expression. “Hmph. Of course, Boss is Boss, but we’re the Boss Ladies. Any new wolfen or other monsterfolk girls that want to be Nick’s mate should look up to me–er, I mean, us.”

Luna giggled. “And they already do. We’re certainly the strongest, but we’ve also entwined our paths with Boss and his family or pack, too. Still, we’re also a bit more talented, whether from Boss raising us up or from circumstances that led us to become more.”

Shara said, “I see. So the Ladies are…us, those that fight by Nick’s side, the strongest and most talented that join him in the Ordeals and Trials… and the Maidens will be…what? Those that don’t?”

Eirwen nodded. “Almost. For now, that is the case, but perhaps importance might play as much a role for future Ladies. For example, if we find some princess that marries into the family, uniting ours with another Lord of Orion’s family. Even if she doesn’t fight with us and has no talent of her own, she could still earn a place within his closest family, his inner circle, if you will. Another good example is even if you never fought Shara, the merging of your fate and the joining of the Star Oni Clan to the Noblefrost Kingdom might have been worthwhile enough for you to be a Lady. It was a unique thing you could offer him that others could not, which might improve the success and safety of him and our kingdom.”

Shara looked proud of that, smiling from where she sat. “I see, though, it should be fair to say that we owed that to him in a sense, as he was our hero and saved us all in the first place. Maybe my father wouldn’t have become his Follower without me becoming his Fated, but he would have definitely become Nick’s staunch ally at a minimum. So anyway, what about the Maidens?”

Eirwen nodded, “As for the Maidens, you can think of them like concubines if you like, women that are Nick’s only. But their talent, focus, and dedication to Nick, or overall importance, are just not at the level of the Ladies. The Maidens will just have to accept that they are not a part of his inner circle, and Nick’s time will come at a premium. Most likely, they might rarely ever spend any time with him alone. At the very least, we Ladies just won’t go out of our way to ensure that they get it. If it happens, it happens–especially if Hubby himself chooses to do so. But as I often do my best to ensure nobody is neglected and gets some of Hubby’s precious time, I won’t quite do the same for them.”

Nick was, of course, aware of the efforts Winny already took. He knew it was no coincidence that certain girls would come find him throughout the week almost the moment he became free, as if following some kind of schedule. It was because they were, in a sense–the other girls taking on tasks and giving them an opening to spend some quality time with him. Whether it was for a date or time in the bedroom, his wives had needs and desires, as one would expect.

He found his wives to spend time with them as he pleased, but Winny was often handling things in the background, ensuring that each of the girls got a relatively fair amount of attention and weren’t neglected.

He did his best too, but being a Lord of Orion who needed to focus on his kingdom and his personal progression was challenging enough on its own. It was a positive thing that he didn’t need to worry about this so much, though the truth was, Shara was his first wife, who was so…needy.

Jasmine could be ordered to stare at a corner of the room for a month, and she’d feel fulfilled just because he ordered her to do it. The other girls weren’t quite at that level, but they nonetheless had a significant amount of patience for his time, each very giving to one another.

In all, he understood the need for this, as his dance card was just about to get impossible to manage. Grouping the Maidens together made a sort of sense, even if something about it felt wrong to him. But he had to look at things with a long-lived lord who was re-establishing a royal family’s mindset. Even if he never reached immortality directly, he would live for hundreds of years in the Third Stratum. Would ten or twenty wives be too many then?

And Nick had to increase his personal and his family’s power. Through his Essence Sharing, having more wives was having more power. Supposedly, Nick’s Epic-Lord class took more essence to level up, and by a significant amount. But his ability had evened it all out, and it wasn’t even noticeable. Of course, that was also combined with his multiple-Ordeal situation and the Path of Kings Ordeal’s difficulty being completely cranked up.

Shara had been thoughtful after listening to Eirwen’s explanation of the Maidens. “I see. So, you’re kind of saying that… I shouldn’t really see these priestesses and monsterfolk, or even the few other star oni girls, as fifteen-plus wives or so, like they are, but rather…the two, maybe three or four in terms of how much Nicholas might divide his personal time among them. It’s…still a lot. But it’s easier for me to stomach, I guess.”

Kaya snorted. “Of course, Nick is going to enjoy his time with them girls, and he does want them, or he wouldn’t make them wives–his Maidens. But I think not only would he not rush adding so many girls, he wouldn’t do it knowing it takes away from our time in such a big way unless they did as Eirwen said–they increased our family and kingdom’s safety or his family’s overall power.”

Nick said, “I definitely won’t lie and say I don’t want any of these girls as my wives because they’re desirable in numerous ways–they are Maidens, after all. But Kaya’s right. If these girls are going to be mine forever, I do want to treat them right and make them happy. That includes you, Shara, and just grabbing a bunch of girls and bringing them home to plow, put babies in, and leave them to their own devices is not that appealing to me, especially when I know it hurts you even a little.”

Shara hesitated but gave a wry smile. “That…is reassuring, but I think I could have lived without the picture you just painted.”

Sable looked at Kaya, sniffing, and teased, “Kaya liked that picture for some reason, but let’s not forget that Nick is still going to spend time with these girls; it’s just not going to be one-to-one with his Ladies.”

Jasmine added, “As for whether they live here or not, we were thinking of adding another wing to this home for them. At the minimum, we’re definitely going to have a special nursery here.”

Eirwen smiled at Shara, “Would you like to help us design the shared nursery, or would you rather just assume your child will be kept in your own room? The choice is yours, of course, but we will value your input either way.”

“Oh, that sounds like fun! And, I don’t know. I don’t think it’ll feel right separating my child from their half-brothers and sisters. I’m assuming as far as Maidens and Ladies, their children can all be heirs? Is there any hierarchy there?”

Eirwen shook her head. “There won’t be. An heir is an heir, and we beastfolk and monsterfolk girls are all about the pack for children. We’re used to multiple women sharing a man, and we’ve always treated all the children as the pack’s children. Still, how you want to treat your child or ours can be your choice.”

Rebecca added, “We don’t fully understand the Archaen Race, as the texts have been somewhat limited–most likely, we’ll learn more about them once we unlock more in the Ancestral Archives. But as long as they are his Archaen Wife, they can create an heir. I know half-blooded heirs can be born instead, but there isn’t much information about when or why that comes about, if it’s just chance, or something else.”

Nick felt, when he was in the thick of things, that he could just create an heir by choice–even if he was in a shared dream with his wives. And it felt like the child was definitely going to be an heir. And it wasn’t that half-bloods came through making children with non-Archaen wives. He couldn’t even do it. It was like his body and mind only desired wives for anything sexual, period.

Perhaps it had something to do with Archaen Law and how he was bound, and he certainly saw value in only having children with those bound by it and unable to betray him or his kingdom, from a utilitarian perspective. No one-night stands for Nick; any girl he slept with needed to be his for the rest of their lives.

Shara suddenly became thoughtful. “Are the Maidens going to get a different Soul Pact? Or is it…”

Eirwen replied, “That’s up to Hubby, but I think it wouldn’t be a good idea to declare them as such in his Pact. Remember, this is mostly about setting expectations. His promise to them in his oath should reflect that, but it’s not as though we want to set these things in stone as they become his wife. Perhaps this can motivate some to become stronger or more important in hopes that they can move up in the hierarchy.”

Nick said, “I’ll think about it. So Shara…you good? Your mother will revive tomorrow, and in the next week or two, I’ll probably be getting with the priestesses. Unless you are hurting over it.”

Shara gave him a thankful-looking smile. “I think I’m okay. I’m not about to line up to watch, but it means a lot to me that you care, and I think I like this a lot more. When I saw the dozen monsterfolk girls shaking their tails at you, I really saw red.”

Nick thought it was a little strange that she was so okay with it, but he did remember that the Archaen Law, the Oath for wives included something about this. That getting in the way of establishing heirs was not something she could do. However, her acceptance, for the most part, felt natural.

Was this the oath at play, or was she coming to this realization completely on her own? It matched her cultivator mindset that a path to power should be taken as long as it wasn’t considered unorthodox. The lines were blurred on that among cultivators, usually meaning things involving sacrifice and torture, or things of that nature. Even eating someone’s Fates was an example of unorthodoxy. But this path to power was endorsed by Orion itself and thus should be something Nick should pursue.

Rebecca coughed, and then she blushed as she looked away, embarrassed. “I’m with you, Shara. Though, one of them is probably going to be my mother, so I think most can understand that!”

Shara’s eyes suddenly widened. “T-That is not like a thing with you, is it, Nick? My mother is taken!”

Nick snorted. “Nah, any woman who’s taken is not interesting to me, unless it’s a Maiden in need of some heroism, perhaps. Besides, that’d be a betrayal to Myron, and he’s my bro. If your mother came on to me, I gotta live up to the Bro Code and turn her down. The Bro Code is almost as important as Archaen Law, in my opinion.”

Kaya batted his face with one of her fluffy tails and snorted. “You’re so silly sometimes. How is that nonsense supposed to reassure her? She looked worried!”

Shara chuckled. “No, it’s fine, and that… did reassure me. Looking back, it was silly of me to be worried. Anyway, I’m interested in this nursery, but also some other things. Can we make a tearoom or anything else like that?”

Eirwen smiled at that. “We could. The kingdom now has essence to spare for less important things, so we can think about customizing the place a bit more. We also have plenty of footprint underneath the Ordeal that we’re not utilizing, and we can even shrink space over time to fit even more, especially once the twentieth floor is completed.”

The girls all got talkative, excited about adding more to their home. They left the room to enter the Crown Sanctum to play with it, leaving only Jasmine and Nick. He sighed and looked back at his Prince’s Chambers. “I guess, might as well get some Ideal time in. You’re not going with them, Jas? It’s your home, too.”

Jasmine shook her head. “Too many cooks. Besides, I’m here for you, Master. You’re always working hard, so I would like to be there for you.”

“It’s reassuring to always have you by my side. Let’s go.”

“Of course. Always.”


Chapter 11 - Shara - The Demon Mother



“I can’t believe we’re about to see Mother again.” Shara smiled, and her father’s smile and mood were rather jolly as they both stood within the Genesis Chamber.

Nick had already deposited her mother’s soul within, then left the room, and the water was now draining, revealing her giant, naked mother. Her mom was nearly an entire head taller than her and bigger, besides. She was usually even larger than that, but she had shrunk.

Myron couldn’t wait to see Elyra again too, his smile wide. And she could tell he had focused on his appearance and put on his best cologne, and he had even taken extra care with his hair to look well-kept.

The capsule opened, and her mother gasped for air as she woke up. She was already standing, blinking as she looked around, and eventually took tentative steps out of the large capsule.

Elyra stumbled a little, and Shara caught her.

She squinted her eyes as she looked around. “This place is strange. And why am I so small and weak, and why is it the same for my Myr-bear?”

“Small?” Shara muttered, shouldering her much larger mother. “It’s because this was the only way we could bring you back; we figured this was better than the alternatives.”

“Alternatives? Daughter! You’ve cultivated–where is he, your Fated? I must meet him!”

Shara blushed. “Don’t worry, mother–he’s here, but he waited outside since he knew you’d come out…naked. Here, we brought you your robes.” Her father was ready and handed them over.

Elyra chuckled as she put them on. “Oh, haha…how thoughtful.” She finished tying her obi–the special thick fabric belt that both decorated the outfit and held the robes together. “Tell me about him!”

Myron cleared his throat. “Nicholas Noblefrost is a noble of this world we’re on called Orion. He is the one who managed to reach out to you and grant you a Pact in order to rescue you and all of us. There are a few others that have been reborn already, but this place has strange rules.” He frowned in thought, perhaps about how he should explain this. “You should have some sort of Menu already now?”

“Oh, so he’s the one who saved us! Splendid. I do, but it says something about selecting a class?”

Myron said, “It might be best if we get that out of the way first, before anything else. One might see it as Orion is a sort of new heavens that makes the Realms called Shards under it follow a set of rules…”

The three of them discussed her options and talked about things for a while, and it seemed she had the same option for Fatestrider Warrior minus the Archaen part. It seemed this was the most fitting as well, and she selected it. It seemed she had an Epic-Lord option, but it was grayed out–she did not own an Ordeal.

Elyra smiled after her selection settled. “Well, what are we waiting for? I can’t wait to see him. Oh, and where’s my club? I need Bertha or I won’t ever feel right in this new body of mine.”

Shara hesitated. “Um…can we hold off on Bertha for now, maybe?”

Elyra narrowed her eyes on Shara. “What was that, little Shara? You dare deny me my weapon?”

Myron coughed. “We’re technically in their home at the moment. Must you be armed? Even Shara doesn’t have her weapon with her.”

Elyra’s eyes narrowed further, her gaze growing cold. “That so? Well, let’s get this over with, then.”

Shara was stricken by her mother’s shift in demeanor. “Mother, why are you so upset?”

Elyra scoffed. “I’m not the matriarch of our clan just because my hair is pink. I can spot manipulation like this from a mile away. You brought me my robes, but not Bertha? And you don’t have your weapon with you? Since when? You must not want to give it to me because I will likely use it if I have it. So what’s with this Nicholas? Is he a shithead or what?”

“Of course not! He–”

Myron groaned and got Elyra’s attention by grabbing her hands in front of her, entreating, “I’m sorry, my love. You know how your blood runs hot when you hold Bertha. Nicholas doesn’t need our help to protect him; he’s a strong hero on his own. He saved our people, and he’s been nothing but good to our Shara, and that is the truth. He does not deserve your ire, but I will allow him to introduce himself.” He sighed. “Still, I know it’ll make you feel better, so here.”

He retrieved the large club from his sparkly bag, his arms sagging as its weight entered his hands.

If not for his body being in the Fourth Stratum, he wouldn’t be able to hold it at all. Still, it thudded against the ground, probably harder than he intended when he set it down for her to grab.

Elyra’s face lit up, smiling at the sight of it. Shara couldn’t help but feel a little jealous. Why did she seem happier to see it than her?

Myron gave her the handle with its weight mostly on the ground.

“Well, why didn’t you say so? Little beat up, but I’m so glad you managed to keep Bertha in all that chaos against the Fate Eaters.” Elyra tried to lift it casually, but it didn’t budge. “Damn, it’s heavy. I guess… I really need to level up to use her properly again.” Her arms bulged, and she shouted, “Haaap!” as she lifted the heavy bat and rested it on her shoulder. She nearly fell over from the weight but was barely able to stabilize herself.

Catching her breath, she had her signature grin as she eventually sighed. “Ahhh, so much better! Let’s go!” She walked to the door, and it opened for her, revealing the sleek black and white hallways.

“Huh, this place is strange.”

“Over here, Mother. The living room is this way.” Shara led her mother and father out, and she couldn’t help but be a little worried about what was about to happen.

They arrived in the living room from the hallway, and Shara then stood next to her mother.

Nick and the rest of his wives were arranged on the sofa and chairs, with snacks on the table and a sofa free for Shara and her father and mother. Drinks were also present and available, and everyone was chatting.

Nick stood up and gave them a smile. “Welcome to the world of the living, and nice to meet you, mother-in-law. I’m Nicholas Noblefrost, Lord of Frosthaven and your dear Shara’s Fated. But you can call me Nick, if you like.”

Elyra was clearly surprised and tilted her head. Up to now, they were speaking in the star oni native language, but Nick had greeted them in Orion Common. Thankfully, Elyra was able to respond.

“Oh! That’s so strange, even though Shara told me I’d be able to. We’re not speaking my language. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nicholas. Thanks for taking care of my Shara. Who are all…these women? Your sisters? No… I see.” She narrowed her eyes on them, and Shara was sure that she had scanned them with her Divine Sense. Perhaps she might actually be able to see their connections in some way, too.

Nick cleared his throat. “These are all my wives, and we’re all happy to finally meet you. These are Eirwen, Kaya, Luna, Fang, Sable, Rebecca, and Jasmine.” He had pointed to each of them, and they gave their nods and small greetings of hello and nice to meet yous.

Elyra said, “Quite the family Shara has joined.” Then she turned around to look at Shara, her face a mask of disappointment. This time, she intentionally spoke in their native language. “So, you marked a man who collected a bunch of women before he even met you, I take it? You didn’t stand up to him, and you’re now stuck with a womanizing, trash husband? I can see why you didn’t want me to hold Bertha; this slut of a man would be squashed in a second if something else wasn’t stopping me.”

She turned, and her arm had bulged as if she wanted to bring her club down on Nick, and he must have intuited what she was talking about as he chuckled and folded his arms in front of him.

“Not sure what you’re saying, but bring it, mother-in-law. I can see you can barely hold that hunk of metal up in the first place.”

A small smile flashed on Elyra’s face before it went back to the cold sneer that focused on Shara–but Shara didn’t notice, too angry, her heart already building up some chaos, her horns shimmering with starlight.

It was always like this. Her mother always criticized everything she did. Perhaps it was out of love, but everything always felt like some kind of test, and one that she had failed. It was why she worked so hard to master things like her dance and tea ceremony, but she would always back down when her mother criticized her. But not this time; her rage was already boiling.

Shara said, “You take that back! He is not a slut, and he’s not a womanizing, trash husband! He cares about and treasures each and every one of them, including me! It was hard for me to accept at first, but…he swore an oath that I will always be treasured and loved, no matter how many wives he had. And so far, well, it’s only been a few days, but…”

Elyra interrupted, “Isn’t that all just platitudes and false promises? If he truly loved you, he wouldn’t split his love so thin. To pursue so many women, is there any room for the love of the dao left? If he’s going to strive to reach the peak with you as his dao partner, there is no room for others. You already know this.” She shook her head, looking at Shara sadly. “To think such a deadbeat was your Fated, and that you would actually mark him. You’ve failed your clan and your ancestors both.”

As always, her father stayed the hell out of their argument, like a coward. He was infuriatingly passive and pathetic when it came to her mother’s rage, though he would call it: ‘choosing his battles.’ If it weren’t for his valor in battle and his overall talent with his cultivation, she wouldn’t have much respect for her father at all.

“Nicholas is strong enough to carry all our fates, becoming stronger with his number of wives. Without him, we’d all have died, and he risked everything for us! He’s an incredible hero to so many, and I’ll…fight you if you don’t take what you said back and show him the respect he deserves–you and Father, and perhaps the rest of the star oni, wouldn’t even be alive if not for him, slaves of some bandit lord!”

Elyra smiled and looked over to Nick, speaking in Orion Common again. “Hold this for a sec, Son.” She squatted, then with a grunt, launched Bertha through the air. Stirring his essence with a laugh, Nick caught it like he was catching a sack of rice. He easily shifted it in his arms and swung it and brought it up to his shoulder like it was nothing.

Elyra let out a whistle. “Not bad at all! Now I’m starting to see how you wrangled my Shara so fast!”

Shara looked between them, confused. She was so shocked that she was kicked out of her rage that was building. “W-What? What is happening?”

Elyra hugged Shara tightly, her large form engulfing hers. “I take it all back, my little treasure–I’m sorry. It’s about time you stood up to me and let your berserker blood boil! You were always so…reserved, and I always pushed you to embrace your rage, at least find a healthy balance! You’re all grown up now, aren’t you? You must’ve been through a lot since I’ve been gone.”

Myron groaned, palming his face. “Elyra, you are not an easy person to stand up to, for anyone.” He muttered, “Even I must pick my battles.”

Shara teared up a little, thinking about what their reality was not that long ago, fighting through the wilderness. “It was hard, losing you, and knowing it wouldn’t be much longer before I lost Father too. If not for Nick…”

Elyra nodded. “Sacrifices were made, and I’m glad that everything ended up as well as it could have. I want to hear more about this as soon as we have time. I’m so happy I get to hold you in my arms again and see you with your Fated! This is so exciting.”

Elyra let go of Shara and turned to Nick and gave him a lower bow than Shara had ever seen her give. “Sorry about that, Son-in-law, and his ladies. I used you and Son-in-law to test my daughter a bit. Thank you for taking care of my little treasure and for saving my clan when I could not.”

Nick nodded at her. “It’s alright, Mother-in-law. It is my dao to help those in need, and Orion did reward me appropriately. You’ve all become my followers now, so let’s fight together and become more.”

Eirwen chuckled. “As for taking care of Shara, it’s only been a few days, and it’s no problem at all. Myron thought you would come around eventually, but we knew things might be a little… turbulent at first. Why don’t you sit, and then we can talk?”

Luna smiled. “We have snacks and tea. Might be good to get something into your stomach. A lot of those reborn need to get some food into them right away.”

Elyra frowned in thought for a moment, then was a bit surprised. “Ah! You’re right. It’s been so long since I’ve needed that. Sure, let us sit, and I’d love to get something in this tummy.”

Shara, Elyra, and Myron all sat on the same sofa after resting Bertha up against the wall. Jasmine wove in and poured them some tea and delivered them some plates.

Elyra ate quietly, and Eirwen brought up some small talk about the reviving star oni, and Myron talked about where they were all staying for the time being. Rebecca brought up future options for housing, and Elyra smiled at the details of how their people were doing.

It was sad that so many had fallen during their escape, but that so many had been rescued and had such great prospects was much better than having their fates consumed.

Nick had left to go get Jasper queued up to revive but was only gone for a few minutes, sitting back down at the table and continuing with the conversation. Myron eventually started to explain their battle with the Fate Eaters to better explain the happenings to their clan and what came after.

Her sacrifice had consumed some of Elyra and Myron’s fate, creating a powerful attack that damaged the fate eaters and gave Myron the opening to flee. He managed to guide her people away with their ship toward where they detected Shara’s Fated–a Shard of Orion, a strange realm that most cultivators knew little about. With how anyone who entered the realm never returned, many thought it was a highly dangerous realm. It was, but for reasons they hadn’t imagined.

Elyra finished eating and smiled as she had some of the tea finally. “This is good! This tastes like your tea, little Shara. Glad that I could enjoy this once again, even if I can tell this wasn’t your maximum effort.”

Shara gave her mother a small smile. “I made a big batch for everyone. Eirwen told me she would like to learn the ceremony too!”

Eirwen giggled. “It’s fine if you want to teach me. Hubby was very impressed and enjoyed the experience a lot. But it’s okay if you would like to keep it to yourself.”

Rebecca nodded. “I get that. A girl has to stand out around here, after all.”

Shara shook her head. “No, it’s fine! I have my dance, too. I haven’t had a chance to show Nicholas yet.”

Nick said to Elyra, “You seemed quick on the uptake about the several wives thing, Mother-in-law. Are you actually fine with this?”

Elyra chuckled. “I’ve been around a lot longer than Shara, so I’ve seen a lot more star oni as larger families. It’s rare, but it has happened. So it’s not as if I’m against it for my little treasure, but it was still a little surprising. I understand the truth, just as Myr-bear no doubt did. If she was Fated then that means her happiness is nearly written in the stars themselves. Why argue with happiness and destiny?”

Fang gasped. “Myr-bear! That’s cute and somehow fitting! I like it.”

Myron nodded at his wife, finishing sipping some tea. “That’s right. We also think there might be other star oni that are Fated with Nicholas.”

Elyra frowned, turning to Myron, surprised. “Think, don’t know? Can they not see?”

Myron said, “We don’t know for certain unless they touch him. We think it’s related to his magical protections, the ones that allowed him to bind us in this Soul Pact. It’s only been a handful of days, too. We’re observing them, but a few of them have already started showing an increased, perhaps unhealthy, amount of interest. Word has it that one of them made some lewd art of the young lord and was handing it out, almost proselytizing about it, and another spends way too much time at his statue–”

Shara’s eyes widened. “What! You didn’t tell me those things, Father!”

Myron coughed. “It’s a new development. You’ve been rather busy, have you not?”

Shara blushed and looked away. She was busy cultivating with Nick any chance she got, taking full advantage of her dual cultivation excuse.

Kaya laughed. “Those other star oni definitely looked interested. Is that really a sign that he might be? Can’t a star oni girl have a crush beside their Fated?”

Myron nodded. “They can, but they are rare and often short-lived. Most won’t even entertain a crush in their minds. What’s the point if they’re not Fated? Which is why we’re observing them.”

Shara frowned, looking over to Nicholas. She could see the shimmering sparkle around him, which brightened everything that he did. It was like the rest of the world was black and white, and Nicholas was like the thing that brought color into the world itself.

She remembered how after she first touched him, the shimmer kind of came and went. But as her feelings for him increased, it became much more persistent. Perhaps…that could be happening with the other star oni, even without ever touching him.

Elyra looked at Shara’s expression and laughed. “So this is actually pretty great! I’m not dead, and my Myr-bear and I get to get stronger again, just like when we were younger! My daughter found her Fated, and I have a son-in-law and so many daughter-in-laws that I get to spoil now. And soon enough, I’m sure I’ll have a bunch of grandchildren on the way to spoil too. Let’s see here.”

In one smooth and quick motion, Elyra snatched the clan’s bank from Myron’s waist, the sparkly bag holding all their treasure, and opened the cinch as she stood up and moved away from him.

Myron’s eyes widened, shocked. He stood and tried to reach out and grab it back. “No, wait! ”

Elyra held him back with one hand as she looked inside the sack. “Hehe, too slow, Myr-bear. You’re usually so crafty, predicting all my moves. But to think I could actually snatch it from you so easily this ti–wait, why’s all my treasure locked?”

Myron growled. “Your treasure? That bag represents all the efforts of our ancestors, our clan for hundreds, one might even say thousands of years! It’s important that we preserve–”

Elyra snorted and shifted his weight, then shoved him away even harder, nearly causing him to tumble to the ground–but he barely caught himself.

“We’re in a whole new world, and you want to be stingy still? The clan has never been weaker, and there was never a time this treasure held more value to the clan, a time more important to use them rather than having them gathering dust inside a bag. We lost our brethren, and we must be reborn anew. That means using our stockpile of resources to reclaim our strength.”

Nick chuckled. “I’m in agreement there, but you’ll need to learn about the world a bit first, Mother-in-law. You’ll find that the first ten levels, the First Stratum, or what you call the meridian cleansing realm, likely won’t take very long for your people with slots in the Ordeal thanks to their strength, experience, and talent.”

Rebecca nodded. “And the value of various pills or concoctions cultivators use may not be all that much, unless they are the kind that might produce a Trait of some kind–ones that modify one’s talent or alter their physique in some way. Essentially, only the greatest of Outlander treasures are well-known to hold a significant value, your Qi pills being nothing but a small convenience. This could have been the big reason Blackthorne wanted you, along with your many special techniques that go against Orion’s Will.”

Shara grimaced. “I do think Thresh or that Elrash guy did say something like that. It was clear they wanted the Clan’s Treasury.”

Myron sighed and rejoined Elyra–resigned to have the treasury in her hands, Shara supposed. “You’re right, I should be a little less stingy. Not to worry, I’ll be happy to explain everything to Elyra properly. Though, I should probably begin the rebirth process as soon as possible, no? Perhaps I’ll have to leave some of it to Shara.”

Elyra frowned. “What’s this now? You’re…leaving? I don’t like this!” She hugged Myron to her, as if she didn’t want him to go, and the sparkly sack was forgotten as Myron secretly snatched it back, hiding it in his robes.

Shara said, “It’s complicated to explain, but Father needs to go into that vat you came out of before he can cultivate again properly. Don’t worry, Mom. It’ll just take three days.”

“T-Three days without my Myr-bear?” Elyra took on a pitiful expression, a sad pout, as she hugged him even more tightly, Myron groaning as his bones creaked.

Rebecca shook her head. “That’s the lowest it can ever go, unfortunately. We have so many star oni in need of being reborn or revived.”

Elyra’s face was still a sad pout. “W-Well, if you must go…can we…you know, first? We haven’t seen each other for so long!”

Shara groaned, “Mooom! Don’t talk about that in front of everyone!”

Sable laughed. “Oh, please. We all know what we would want to do if we almost died and were away from Boss for a few weeks, let alone months. She’s just saying it almost out loud.”

Elyra smirked. “Hehe, we’re all family now, aren’t we? Anyway, I was not joking, and I asked, but… I think we both know that I was not really asking, right? Let’s go, Myr-bear. If you’re going to leave me for three days, I must have my fix first. We can just go out the front door here, right?” She started carrying Myron out over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and he didn’t bother struggling against her grip.

Myron was resigned already, letting out a large breath. “Yes, of course, my dear. I missed you so these last few months too, but actually, the elevator to our home is back the other way we came from.”

Elyra started walking over toward the other exit, but she paused near it. “Wait! We almost forgot Bertha!”

Myron groaned. “Please, let me walk, or at least just put it in the sack.”

Elyra looked at her waist. “Sack? Wait, where’d it go? You’re sneaky, Myr-bear.”

Nick laughed. “Here, I’ll help.”

Myron was facing over her shoulder and rolled his eyes as Nick put Bertha back into the sparkling sack. He said to Nick, “Well, that went…better than I had hoped. We’ll probably be back tomorrow, or–” He grimaced. “The day after, to see you in the Genesis Chamber.”

Shara could see tell-tale signs of her mother getting a little…excited, with her horns starting to sparkle with starlight.

Elyra said over her shoulder, “Is Bertha secured? Enough chit-chat, we need to move, Myr–bear!”

The girls all said goodbye as they went around the corner, and the two no doubt left in the elevator.

Nick let out a breath. “Myron was right. That went better than I thought it would, huh?”

Sable chuckled. “That Elyra is like a force of nature. I can’t wait to see her fight.”

Fang nodded. “She’s strong, I can tell!”

Jasmine poured Nick a little more tea. “She is. I do believe with the right resources, she and Myron had the talent to become true Noblefrost Followers before the kingdom fell.”

Rebecca smoothed her dress. “Miss Elyra seemed to care about Shara a lot, but also her people. Her sacrifice against the Fate Eaters sounded both difficult and terrifying.”

Nick drank some of the tea, enjoying its flavor. This one had a more plum flavor, still of the green tea variety. “Well anyway, we need to let out some more people from the Genesis Chamber and revive some more of your people next, Shara. We’ll get some food in them and help them understand what’s going on, then send them down to the hotel.”

Shara nodded and smiled at Nick. “That sounds good. It’ll be nice to see more star oni, and with good prospects again, even if some of them are starting completely over. Our retreat through that jungle was disheartening and terrible.”

Kaya said, “We’ll be sure to get them runs through the Samurai Ordeal for now. There are plenty of slots available to shuffle them around for now. Even the Path of Kings might be right for them to join some of the monsterfolk teams, the star oni males making great supporters and the women’s power beneficial to their teams. Challenging the Optional-Test on the first Floor will be valuable, too.”

Nick nodded. “True, we do want more to go through that if they can. Lothar had already been planning on saving slots for them next week.”

It was an interesting meeting, and Elyra was both a valuable asset and a fun addition to Nick’s growing family. Once Elyra and Myron got caught up, the power and safety of the Noblefrost Kingdom would increase.


Chapter 12 - The Heritage Challenges



Nick and his family were now standing in front of the first ten-person Heritage Challenge. This was meant for an elite team to take on, but the reward would be somewhat personalized for Nick based on his Path, so he was interested in what it might award him.

Party: [Nick, Eirwen, Kaya, Rebecca, Fang, Luna, Sable, Jasmine, Shara, Irene, Birdy]

Everyone was in their fighting equipment, ready for battle, even Birdy. The creature continued to change, and it was actually quite annoyed at Nick for bringing it to this challenge–it appeared the bird was quite busy with something. However, the challenge had indicated it was for an elite group, and the challenge was significant. He needed all the firepower he could get, so he told the bird to suck it up. He had intuited that the bird was more than a little lazy after a time.

Shara’s mother, Elyra, was busy moping around the mall, as Myron’s rebirth in the Genesis Chamber was still in progress. Nick had shown her the arcade, and for now, she was trying everything there. But it was like she was almost lifeless with Myron gone. His idea was for her to find fun things to do with him for when they got out, and that appeared to work a little to help her direct her focus.

She didn’t even want to do the weekly mall challenges that granted essence because of how they would go a little berserk after they gained essence.

Rebecca smiled at Irene. “Thanks for coming, Mother. I know you’ve been busy in the Archives.”

Irene was looking at her robes, an upgraded version of them from Jasmine, and Nick knew she had thick leather armor underneath much like Rebecca used. “Of course, anything for our dear hero. The last two challenges also unlocked plenty of knowledge, and I think it’s already quite exciting. Between these next two, there’s a lot to be motivated about.”

Nick asked, “Anything that is of interest?”

“For you and your family? Yes. There was a bit more information about monsterfolk and demonfolk and some Ideals or cultivation methods that might work well specifically for them, and that includes some information about how to better use racial or monstrous magical affinities. There was also a decent compendium of glyphs, which you may find useful for your Soul Blade. The rest, which is of import, was a considerable batch of information on professions and crafting, late Second Stratum recipes, and techniques. I’ve already supplied what I found to Lumos, and she’s quite excited, like usual.”

Sable and Fang were both a little excited about this. The dark-skinned Wolfen said, “That’s good news. I did get some help with my iceshadows in the Ordeal of the Shadow Predator and then that Path of Kings stage, but I could use some book knowledge to go along with it.”

Nick was also interested in adding some magic to his repertoire, even if just to squeeze a little more capability out of his Aura.

The glyphs were also of great interest to Nick. While it was accurate to say that Blade Wave was a glyph, it was more of a series or formation of them, which established a skill. It wasn’t usually as easy as him just copying a glyph and putting it onto his sword, unless he wanted a simple effect. That was why the reward was so significant and useful to him and why he hadn’t been able to add anything else despite having access to several glyphs from his study.

Of course, Nick wasn’t knocking simple effects. There was a power in simplicity, and perhaps it was more useful for him to inscribe something like ‘sharpness’ or ‘heaviness’ or something like this, enhancing all of his attacks instead of a situational skill. He would have to look at the options and see if there was anything that jumped out at him.

“Those do sound helpful; I’ll have to take a look at what glyphs are available. Do you think Lumos would be able to formulate a more elaborate one, like a skill out of what is in there, for me?”

Irene hummed. “Probably! If not, then we priestesses would be happy to research and do that for you. Lumos is really busy already, after all.”

Eirwen chuckled, “Thank goodness she never needs to sleep, huh? I suppose that’ll be us in the Third Stratum too, though.”

Luna added, “And that the crafters are willing to do anything she asks. If there was a person as venerated as Nick here in Frosthaven, it might be her.”

With the party ready, Nick stepped on the Noblefrost emblem, and it lit up, and they got teleported inside the room this time. It was a simple stone room, a small arena to fight in, and little else.

[Test of Power. The Essence Wraith drains essence and becomes harder to kill and more deadly as the fight continues. Defeat this creature quickly, or your party will surely fall.]

Lights coalesced in the distance, forming into the creature. The monster was like a crystalline humanoid ghost, with long arms ending in large, sharp, and deadly black claws. Its lower body ended in a smoky haze rather than feet, and it floated a few feet off the ground.

Nick felt a powerful drain effect immediately, a strong Concept at or even above Middle Mastery. Body and Soul Essence was drawn into it from his whole family, wrapping around it like a powerful cloak as it wailed a high-pitched shriek that Soul Fortress barely kept from invading their minds.

Reflexively protecting himself with a denser aura, he also pushed his Frost Aura Concept for just a moment.

He called out, “Tighten your auras, Jasmine and Fang, keep it busy! Everyone else, either buff me up or prepare to unleash your biggest attacks! Let’s take it down fast.”

Jasmine and Fang dashed toward the monster, which was already charging toward their party at a rapid pace from the other side of the plain stone room. Birdy chirped and squawked angrily, taking to the air and seemingly seeking to get out of the monster’s drain range.

He put on his Cloak of Twilight: Light and shouted with his Encouraging Voice as Compassion: Blessing landed on him from both Rebecca and Irene, and Luna’s totems pulsed. Her special totem created its thin layer of frost across their bodies, reducing the effect of the enemy’s drain.

Kaya started using her Charged Strike, preparing to unleash her most powerful attack as a weave of stonelight silk wrapped around the monster. Even still, its first swing actually sent Jasmine stumbling, almost sheering through her shield as essence began to be drawn from the party.

Realizing it might help, Nick spoke in Archaen while drawing from his Soul Magic, “None shall steal from us.”

His magic wrapped around their Soul Cores, which helped protect them from the monster’s soul essence theft. Combined with Luna’s protection, the essence drain had decreased substantially. He charged toward the enemy and took to the air with his Air Walk and landed a cut into its side with a dash, as Fang stabbed into it with her Frost Stab ability. Both attacks did very little, its crystalline structure chock-full of drained essence empowering it.

Luna’s Soulfrost totem pulsed, the apparition of the stag cat appearing, and Eirwen’s Wish combined with her Strength of the Earth also landed on Nick, just before sending out an arrow of Starlight at the enemy. The effect washed over the family as Sable prepared her powerful ambush, falling into the shadows, and the orbs of the Light of Wisdom rose up above Irene and Rebecca, the two preparing their powerful attacks.

Nick’s empowered slashes came at a furious pace, and he found his Soul Blade actually draining a lot more than it usually did, the creature getting bursts of white light covering it. In a way, hitting this creature was a lot like hitting the metallic golems they faced. It had an endless amount of essence, but he was able to steal back some of what was lost, keeping it from becoming too strong too quickly. He also remembered how difficult the bishop was to wound, with such an ample amount of essence filling him.

He could scarcely understand how this monster could properly drain them and use their essence so easily and reasoned that this creature had an advantage over cultivators in this way. It was its concept, reaching a higher level of homogeneity in its being that most cultivators could reach until the Fourth Stratum or higher. Jasmine was similar in her original body to this creature, and he could understand why it was so special and so dangerous.

Its swings came more powerfully and almost frenzied as it was enhanced by the essence it drew, but Jasmine and Fang held on together, influenced both by Eirwen and Luna’s buffs and also their ability to boost their traits. Jasmina’s stonelight webbing was properly inhibiting the monster, and Nick and Fang’s frost was accumulating, slowing it down.

Birdy’s attacks also began to land on it from above, dozens of frost feathers piercing deeply into its form, and frost spreading. The Concept Birdy was using was a powerful one with intense cold, and the wraith almost looked like it wanted to take to the air to take the creature on.

Nick was draining it significantly, so instead it focused its candle-light flaming eyes at Nick, and he felt a pull against his Soul Blade. Holding on to it with his Heroic Concept, he drew up the light and dark essence and filled it, causing it to vibrate in place as he swung it at the creature, shredding some of its crystalline flesh away. His wives pounded onto it from all sides with their deadly attacks, but they were preparing to all hit it at the same time with their most powerful skills.

His allies eventually ready, they all unleashed their most powerful Concepts at once. Kaya slashed into its side with everything she had, unleashing a deadly, downward swing into its side with Charged Strike. Shara had leaped into the air, bringing her heavy club down with all her might and a growl, her weapon glimmering in starlight.

Fang howled, blasting the creature with all the frost that had accumulated just after Birdy’s giant spear of ice crashed into it. The howl shredded its crystalline flesh and the essence contained within, rocking the creature back from the effect. Shak’terra unleashed a blast of powerful lightning, disturbing its essence and shocking it. Irene, Rebecca, and Jasmine all fired beams of deadly light, and Nick unleashed Essence Burst: Blade Wave, his swing targeting the creature’s core.

The beams struck its shoulders and neck, but Nick’s wave was blocked with its claws crossed in front of it. However, it had expended most of its essence defending from the attacks, and Nick’s powerful wave cut through the two arms, shattering them, and then scratching the monster’s body with the remaining energy.

It was Sable’s deadly hunt that landed next, leaping from the shadows beneath the monster and plunging her spear deeply into it, the iceshadows seeking the creature’s Core. Her Concept struck after all the effects wore off, and the monstrous shadow took a considerable chunk out of the boss, emboldened by the various Pack and Trait boosts the party focused on. In all, the attack was shockingly powerful, and he thought it was at the level of Kaya’s fully built-up Charged Strike or Nick’s Essence Burst.

The attacks had all landed on the enlarged creature at nearly the same time, and after, the monster shook and crumbled. In all, it was almost a little anticlimactic at how the fight came to an end so suddenly.

Each of its swings of its deadly claws was dangerous, but Fang and Jasmine had properly contained it. And Nick had kept it from growing too far in strength too rapidly with him draining much of the energy it gained with his Soul Blade.

The core of the Third Stratum monster fell to the ground, and Eirwen collected it using the Loot skill.

Still, Nick let out a breath, relieved. “Damn. That was a good job, everyone. You girls have really all gotten strong. And now, I’m really glad we waited until now because that looked kinda close.”

Jasmine chuckled and shook her head. “I think we could have been a lot weaker, and it’d have been fine. While it would have grown in strength if we didn’t finish it quickly, enough damage, and it wouldn’t have been able to recover. Sturdy or strong, it can’t do much with one arm.”

Birdy squawked angrily, as if to say, I’m leaving now, before flying out the arches and leaving.

Kaya tilted her head, her ear flicking. “What’s wrong with Birdy now? Can that bird really use the elevator on her own?”

Nick shrugged. “I think so. I get the feeling she is nesting, preparing for something. Maybe she is getting close to finishing her transformation and doesn’t want to be disturbed. But we've got one more important battle; I wouldn’t want to take it on without her.”

Rebecca looked over to Irene. “Mother, your light of wisdom was noticeably stronger. Is that from the Ancestral Archives?”

Irene smiled. “It is. I reached Middle Mastery, and I can feel I’ll go much further. I am betting the new knowledge from these two challenges will help substantially.”

Because Eirwen handled looting the boss so quickly, they were transported outside of the room with no prompt. Once again, a new door appeared, leading to another area of The Barrows.

Nick went over their Heritage Reward Prompt.

[Heritage Challenge Complete. Placeable Reward: Defensive Keep. A Path of Kings structure, this fortification provides protection, communication, and additional Control Area to your kingdom. Must be placed within the second ring of your Control Radius and will change geography slightly to aid in creating a proper choke point. Unlocks structure blueprint, and additional Defensive Keeps can be placed for 25,000 DP]

It was a useful boon, but as Nick thought about it, it was difficult to decide on its placement. He had wanted something to help protect his people against the potential Monster Kingdom threat, but he also thought there might be a great place to put it, where the bandit warlord and his army might attack from. And if there wasn’t, the beetlefolk might be able to transform an area enough for it to be.

Nick had already sent his scouts out and was waiting to get additional information on both possible threats. His orc and some of his monsterfolk scouts were near the peak of the Second Stratum already and much more trustworthy than the star oni who had been lacking essence and stuck in the first.

It was amusing to imagine a team of scouts peddling bikes across the wilderness toward the monster kingdom and Blackthorne’s potential lands, but he understood that it was far better than a horse for the superhuman riders. Only Birdy might be a better scout, and the creature hated the idea of long-range travel until Jasper came out, defeating the purpose of using the bird in the first place.

“That just leaves the other challenge. We’ll come back in a couple of days, once we’re all well rested.”

Eirwen smiled as the wolfen girls’ tails started to take off, wagging. “Well, I know how a few of us imagine the best way to relax. That was a quick battle, but using our Concepts does wear out the spirit.”

Shara had a small smile, looking at them. “I’m a little jealous for a different reason now–those girls seem to enjoy that brush far too much.”

Rebecca said, “You’re not alone in that, but I do like to see them enjoy it. They work hard to earn their Boss’ approval.”

Kaya chuckled. “I like it too, but you’re right. You liked that massage instead, though, didn’t you, Shara?”

Shara got a dreamy look, and the stars in her eyes brightened as her horn lit up further. The girl had a bunch of essence flooding her from the Orion reward, and she was actually close to level seven as a result of their dual cultivation and just the Heritage Challenges. She was waiting a little longer for her mother and father to be ready to cultivate again to start entering the Ordeals and enjoying their honeymoon period for now.

“That’s right! Nick, can we…?”

Nick chuckled and shook his head. “Lotta rewards I gotta give out for a minute of work, huh? Well, you girls all deserve it. Let’s go.” He turned to leave, and the girls started to walk out with him, wide smiles on their faces and with their tails wagging.

Irene pouted from in front of Nick. “Awww, what about me? Can Mother-in-laws also get a massage? I worked hard too!”

Shara narrowed her eyes at her, and Nick looked over, curious about her response. She blushed and looked away. “You’re…going to be one of Nick’s Maidens, so I guess… I don’t mind. You helped a lot today, too.”

Irene smiled at her. “Thanks, Shara. Let’s all have a good time together.”

Luna smiled up at Shara. “You’re feeling better about things now, aren’t you? That was even with a bit of chaos from the battle in you! Maybe we can do a bit of a massage chain this time. Some group bonding for us all.”

“That sounds kinda nice. There’s a lot of demand for our Nicholas, huh?”

The party entered the elevator, heading up to the home.

[image: ]

The massage chain was a success, and Nick now once again stood with his wives and Irene in front of the final Heritage Challenge. His party was the same as it was, having spent the previous day recovering and continuing with their routines. Each of his girls had their own Ideals, cultivation in their own upgraded Ascension Chambers, and tasks or training they liked to accomplish within the city.

Kaya, Fang, and Sable all liked to help out the group of monsterfolk girls, aiding in their training and guidance. Kaya, Shara, and Fang also spent plenty of time in the Samurai-themed Training Grounds for their personal training, while Luna and Eirwen continued with Agatha and the orc shamans in their magical training.

Meanwhile, Rebecca would either join Irene in the Ancestral Archives or the other priestesses at the cathedral itself. Rebecca had been working hard on fighting with a staff but hadn’t slouched at all on her other fighting capabilities. She was fine with taking on a caster or healer role in many of their battles, along with her mother or other priestesses.

As for Jasmine, she was satisfied with where her light Concept was for now, unable to connect the rest of her spirit to this different body to bring out her full potential. She could ascend to the Third Stratum right now with the right materials if she wanted, but it turned out that this might actually be her limit for this body. Forming what was called their Pathstone would influence the soul, and right now, it was like her path wasn’t fully shown or compatible with this body.

Nick wanted to get to creating her true body once more, but the time was simply too long still. Once they cleared the twentieth floor of the Path of Kings Ordeal, he was sure it would be much more reasonable.

Aside from following Nick around as he did his tasks, Jasmine focused on making more bolts of petrasilk cloth and weaving clothes for the family. Though he wondered where it was all going. She was constantly making it, and it seemed she got faster and faster with it.

Birdy was back, still grouchy at being called for this battle. Nick sighed as he tossed her a few more demon cores, which the bird quickly ate. It gave him a haughty look once more, its feathers fluttering. He got the feeling she was saying, I’ll forgive you now.

They entered through the arch, and the large room transformed as the golden lights of Orion changed the landscape. It became a marble room with pillars running along the right and left walls, the room nearly as large as a football field.

[Test of Lords. A Lord of Orion should stand strong on their own, but they are ultimately only as powerful as their best subordinates. The enemies that spawn can only be damaged and destroyed by members of Nicholas Noblefrost’s Party.]

Lights gathered into an assortment of monsters, all at the peak of the Second Stratum. They outnumbered Nick’s party at twenty to ten, and they immediately began to charge toward his party.

The enemies were almost crystalline in nature, similar to the essence wraith they faced. Many had a unique essence within them; the ones standing out were a flaming wolf and an ice tiger, some kind of bird shimmering with lightning, and a spider that emanated darkness, its fangs dripping with a deadly poison.

There were numerous other animals mixed in, from a boar and a bear to a scaled moose and some other kind of bird of prey, looking like they were difficult to kill with their crystalline bodies.

Nick drew his shield from his back, knowing that if he couldn’t kill or damage them, he would have to focus on attempting to control them. He lamented not having Jasper here, as the extra body would help against the superior numbers they faced.

“Becca, Luna, and Sable: fight up front with us. We’ll hold the line while Winny and Irene support us at the rear.”

They took on a fighting formation, with Sable and Luna forming up next to him directly on his sides with their spears and Fang with her shield and frost armor out to his right. Rebecca fought next to her, then Kaya. On his left was Shara, with Jasmine on the other side of her.

As the herd of enemies entered Nick’s Frost Aura, they slowed down, and frost began climbing their legs. Noticing that he could still impact them, he realized that there was some more that he could do to control these enemies as his chains rose from around him, and he sent them in to restrict the many foes.

The eight of them charged in to meet the enemy, Winny’s arrows firing over the party and glimmering with starlight. Irene brought out her Light of Wisdom orb, preparing it for launching her devastating attacks.

Birdy squawked at the other birds with hatred, immediately taking flight and sending shards and feathers of ice at them as it took to the air with powerful flaps of its wings.

The ice tiger arrived first, barely inhibited by Nick’s Frost Aura and running faster than most. It was after Nick for sure, but he and Fang met it with their shields at the same time, and Kaya, Shara, and Jasmine had positioned themselves to strike down into it powerfully. Nick and the wolfen girls all stabbed out in sync, their strength piercing into the monster’s chest and spreading frost into it.

Nick’s attack didn’t even scratch it; his attack was completely ineffectual against the creature through some special magic. However, their coordination in their Pack-fighting trait was much more important, their strikes hitting far harder than their size would normally allow. The ice tiger died from their coordinated assault, but three more enemies were about to arrive. The flaming wolf was met by Jasmine, and Rebecca and Kaya met a new enemy together as Nick’s shield met an angry, crystalline bear.

It was about to get chaotic, so Nick pushed his Dominion of Frost and Fealty with his will. His mana and frost essence within his core drained as he infused it with the power of his Path, the chains becoming stronger and more numerous as they rose up and began to wrap around the many targets.

The loyalty and reverence the Noblefrost Kingdom held for Nick was infused into his Concept, the frost beginning to spread rapidly despite just how many strong enemies had entered his aura.

With his soul blade and shield, he helped control the enemies, deflecting attacks and knocking them off balance. Using his Encouraging Voice he shouted as each of his wives used their own attacks and Concepts and quickly took down several of the targets.

Thankfully, Birdy could actually hurt targets, and she rained her feathers down onto one of the birds, which had actually fallen out of the sky covered in frost from Nick’s Aura and her efforts.

Jasmine added her special stonelight webbing to several of the monsters, completely locking them in place. Irene’s beam of light was devastating, enhanced by Seraphara’s Light of Wisdom Concept–it pierced through one of the crystalline monster’s cores, rivaling Nick’s Essence Burst.

Shak’terra added a blizzard with Eirwen’s mana, and Fang and Luna both focused on releasing blasts of frost. With the enemies slowed so significantly and actually getting locked down by Nick’s chains or eventually covered in frost from his Aura, the fight became trivial. As Nick had pushed the power of his Path as a Lord of Orion, his will completely controlled the battlefield when combined with his wives’ efforts.

And Rebecca helped control the enemies and strike them hard with her staff. Whether defending or attacking, she was a whirlwind of powerful, well-placed blows filled with Seraphara’s Light of Wisdom. He knew it wouldn’t be long before she unlocked the equivalent of a monk or paladin option from her capabilities, and he was excited to see what that might look like.

They easily cleaned up the enemies one by one and two by two, and some of them were completely unable to even fight back. The final enemy destroyed, Eirwen and Luna went off to Loot the numerous crystalline corpses.

Fang’s tail was wagging, the girl’s smile wide after they received the victory prompt. “Wow, Boss! I could feel your…bosslyness there! That was great.”

Sable chuckled. “You got that right. That went even easier than the last one; it wasn’t even close. All that work on your Heroic Concept and yet, your Dominion of Frost might be the strongest of the two.”

Nick was a bit shocked at how powerful his Dominion of Frost was. “That’s strange, isn’t it? I’ve probably spent twice as much effort trying to master my Heroic Redemption Concept.”

Rebecca frowned in thought. “It could be, but you’ve got the Path of Kings marked as the primary for Frosthaven. The weight of your Path as an Ordeal Owner is simply going to be higher.”

Nick wasn’t sure what he should do about that, if anything. The truth was that the Heroic Concept had more potential in his mind, and Orion appeared to agree by how it granted a larger amount of attributes as the essence became a part of him. However, controlling and mastering both the darkness and the light was challenging–most cultivators would simply choose one or the other.

Without hardly trying, his Dominion of Frost Concept had gotten ahead, both from his Soul Forging and sitting on his throne and cultivating–though he was still a way off from Middle Mastery. Of course, it also helped that his city had grown, and the loyalty and respect his people had for him, and thus the weight of his Path as an Ordeal Owner had increased.

Irene smiled at Nick. “Worry not, for I do believe you should get some help on that front soon. Our tithes shall increase at our cathedral, and we priestesses should be able to help you in a more significant way once we’ve all delved deeper.” She waggled her brows at Nick with a smile.

Shara narrowed her eyes at that, bringing up her tetsubo to rest back on her shoulder. “What do you mean by that?”

Irene chuckled. “What do you think I mean? Do you really want to hear it right now? Asking confrontational questions like that when you already know the answer only leads us down one path, and my daughter may not enjoy hearing about this. I’d be happy to speak with you in depth about my plans to increase his control of light and dark essence in private if you like; I have nothing to hide. Suffice it to say that we follow Seraphara’s teachings and the purpose she’s prescribed for us, but we also wish to serve Nicholas in every way possible as well, as we have a deep gratitude in our hearts for everything that he has done for us. Is that enough, or would you like to hear more about the specifics?” She arched her brow in question.

Shara blushed and looked away. Of course, Irene’s words rang true to her Soul Sense. “N-Nevermind. I get it. I suppose I should see it as a positive thing that you priestesses will help my Fated in more ways than one.”

Jasmine smiled and clapped a small applause. “How splendid, Irene. I am so happy when Nick finds more devoted Maidens to add into his life, especially those who understand service so. He’s certainly gathered some wonderful wives and potential wives around him, like any Noblefrost should.”

Rebecca had also been blushing a bit at the topic, and she grabbed Nick’s sleeve on his martial robes. “I will try to help more, too. Whenever we Connect, maybe if I focus a bit more…”

Nick chuckled. “Of course. I look forward to it, Becca.”

Fang pouted. “I wish we could help Boss more, too.”

Eirwen and Luna returned from using Loot on all the monsters. Luna smiled at Fang, her tail wagging slowly. “We’ll find something, don’t worry, Fang. Besides, our Devotion Cores do seem to help him and aid us in helping him, even if it’s in subtle ways. It helps him get that extra oomf when it matters.”

Sable chuckled. “Just focus on what you can do, Fang. You held that big wraith thing back wonderfully the other day, and you did a great job of fighting alongside Boss today too.”

Fang looked over at Nick, and he chuckled and confirmed she did a wonderful job. She barreled her way into some ear scratches and head pats, beaming with a smile–her inability to somehow boost Nick’s cultivation forgotten.

Nick reviewed the reward prompt as they were transported out of the room and back into the mall area. It completely sealed this section off, with no door this time.

[Heritage Challenge Complete. Reward: Omni-Path Nexus. This Path of Kings structure enables a fusion of a person’s Path into an Ordeal, allowing for customization to make the individual Tower Climb more personalized. The base Path of the Ordeal still has the most weight, the Omni-Path Nexus shifting the Path towards the other moderately. It has a 30% cost to all climbers during the individual climb, but the structure can be improved to reduce this cost to nearly zero. It can also be used to fuse a climb for two Ordeals within the same city for no cost. Has limitations on what Paths can be combined–the two must be compatible.]

It was an interesting structure, enabling anyone’s Ordeal runs to become more personalized. In a way, this might have just solved Nick’s concern about the star oni and having a path that matched their starlight situation, at least temporarily. A thirty percent cost was, in fact, significant, but it was a good stopgap measure for them.

Not only that, but hopefully Nick could combine his Path of Kings and Path of Heroes run into one, and at no cost. It was a very useful structure for his future, and he thought it might help him control the crazy Trials and Quests that it might give out by using it. However, that thought made him realize that perhaps the Hero’s Path might not be one that he can combine, the line about compatibility having him worried.

He realized they were near a place he could quickly ask, and get the answer. “Vi, can the Hero’s Path and Path of Kings be combined with this Omni-Path Nexus?”

“They cannot. In fact, nearly none of your personal Paths can be combined, Milord, and the Hero’s Path is special in that it cannot be combined at all. The others are too dissimilar. Incompatible. However, it appears that for you, the Path of Seraphara’s Faithful and the Path of Kings can be combined because you are an Ordained Lord of Seraphara. The Path of the Shadow Predator and Samurai can also be combined in either direction.”

It was a shame, but Nick understood. Perhaps changing it to Path of the Shadow Hunter might make it a little more compatible than others, but he wouldn’t hold his breath. Something related to Starlight just became even more inviting because it likely would be compatible with many of the other options.

Nick dusted off his hands and let out a breath. “There, that’s all the Heritage Challenges done. I guess to find the Third Stratum stuff, we’ll likely have to explore The Barrows more. But before then, we have some other things to prepare for and take care of.”

Eirwen nodded. “The Frostspire mines are a challenge, but we have a few more months for that. At the very least, it feels like we can totally focus our preparations for the Third Stratum now.”

Irene smiled. “It’s nearly time for us to reach the peak of the Second Stratum in the Seraphara’s Faithful Ordeal. Will you be ready to enter soon, Becca?”

“Sure. We can go as early as tomorrow if you like. Though, I do want, um… to connect first.” She looked at Nick, blushing.

He chuckled as he put his arm around her. He was reminded that once again, while her nun outfit looked soft, beneath the soft exterior was legitimate protective armor underneath. Still, he kissed her forehead. “Sure thing, my Becca. I’ll miss you when you’re gone too, no doubt.”

Shara blushed, and she was playing with her kimono as starlight gathered around her horn, and the stars in her eyes brightened as she looked at Nick. “M-Me first. After fights, we star oni, we get…you know.”

Kaya groaned. “This going to be a thing, every time? You also ran away with him after your massage the other night. I don’t mind too much, but I worry about when we’re fighting within the Ordeal. We might not have a safe place for you to break the bed after every big fight. Orion doesn’t always give us a Safe Zone. There must be some other means you girls have to get by or rough it? There’s no way you star oni girls become defenseless after every single big battle, or I don’t think you’d have lived very long, star divining scouts available or not.”

Shara pouted. “You’re right. I’ve been taking advantage a little. I can contain it, but it’s just such a great feeling to let go. And I’m making up for lost time!”

Kaya smiled at her. “It’s okay, Shara. We know you’re still in that honeymoon period. I just wanted to make sure we had the right expectations.”

Luna laughed. “I think it’s cute. We may need to have Lumos reinforce and enlarge the futon and the portable cottage. Shara’s hips are already a bit dangerous, and I can tell she’s getting bigger even though she’s not even in the Second Stratum yet.”

Shara blushed and looked away. She spoke in a small voice, “I am getting bigger; we star oni do as we get stronger. And… I’m sorry about the other night. I can work harder to…discipline myself.”

Sable chuckled at that. “I’m sure Nick would be happy to help with that.”

Nick snorted. “It’s alright, Shara. We’ll figure it out. Ah, let’s try this.” He spoke in Archaen, “Be calm, and find peace.”

His magic washed over all of the girls, not just Shara. They immediately took calming breaths, and most of the tension washed out of their postures and demeanors, like a switch was flipped. Most significantly, the starlight gathering on Shara’s horn receded, her heart no longer building chaos.

Nick almost chuckled as he had a thought–he may be the only one who could tell someone to calm down and have it work.

Fang’s smile was small, and her tail was wagging lazily behind her. “I liked that! It was like you somehow brushed my tail, but inside me.”

Eirwen giggled. “That’s a funny way to put it, but you might be right. It’ll be easier to relax now, but let’s get this armor off first.”

Irene smiled. “That did feel wonderful. Our hero sure has a unique set of tools, huh? I think I’ll sleep even better tonight, after that.”

The party headed home, another success under their belts. Their family would continue to make their Third Stratum preparations, getting stronger to defend their kingdom from the numerous threats that faced it.


Chapter 13 - The Frosthaven Tour



The next two weeks after the Heritage Challenges were more of the same, with Nick and the girls focused and working hard on their training and cultivation.

More star oni awakened each week, and finally, Jasper had been reborn. Birdy was happy to rejoin her mount, the Alpha Frostwarg, and when Nick saw Birdy again, he was shocked.

She was very much looking like a demon frost phoenix, and she gave Nick a haughty look as its feathers fluttered when he saw her. It looked like he wouldn’t need the Genesis Chamber to rebirth her after all. Demons were truly strange creatures on Orion. To think that Irene and now Rebecca were like the reverse of that creature somehow made him start to wonder more about it.

Nick had alternated between his Ideal, using his Soul Forge to temper his Soul Blade’s focus, and his Soul, eating demon cores and spending time on his throne, cultivating as he improved the essence within him toward his two Paths. Lastly, he had finished dream interrogating and judging the last of the captives from Silverbrook and Shadowvale.

He had a busy schedule, but he had also spent plenty of time with each of his wives, especially Shara and, lately, Rebecca.

Shara had made her run through the Path of Kings Ordeal, along with her father and mother, with some of the monsterfolk girls helping. She had already ascended to the Second Stratum quickly after obtaining her Frost-associated Trait and core formation material. She had the equivalent of Concept Fragments before she came to Orion, or perhaps a higher understanding from her constant focus on different aspects of cultivation throughout her lifetime.

Shara had focused on pondering the dao in addition to tempering and polishing her meridians for all this time, several years since she would have been able to cultivate. So when she spent time here on Orion able to cultivate through battle, her Fragments actually formed rapidly. The pondering of the dao outside of Orion had slowly but surely increased her spirituality–her strength of spirit and soul. In some way, it was a lot like those reborn from a higher stratum.

Orion had even identified the meridian polishing as a positive trait, though the bonus wasn’t all that significant, simply quantifying it as a half of a Body and Soul Rating. He thought it was more than that in truth, as her personal base stats were quite significant. Nick’s were only slightly higher than hers in total, and her Body Rating was actually higher than his was when he started on Orion. Perhaps it was just that her mother and father were so strong, much like how it worked on Orion.

Shara had established a unique Core, too. It was a starlight-devotion core, somehow merging the two thanks to her connection to Fate and Nick. She had also earned a minor enlightenment from facing the difficult wrath lava elemental, pushing her even closer to Early Mastery with her starlight berserking and Fatestriding.

And now, Rebecca and the four Priestesses of Seraphara had returned from their Ordeal run, having reached the 19th Floor. Rebecca had gained a lot from their efforts and unlocked her own Epic Class of Seraphara’s Archaen Fighting Sister. It was like a mixture of a monk and a priestess in terms of its skills and traits boosting her performance, allowing for flexibility in combat.

During their run, they even found a blueprint for a special structure, a unique space for meditation. Nick was somewhat reminded of the mirror of truth he had gotten to use, in that it aided them with their cultivation mantras and usage of essence. It was described to him as a room of mirrors, and he was excited to visit it–they had managed to place it with what they earned from their run and what they had saved easily.

A lot had happened, but now it was time for his first date with his potential Maidens, the four Priestesses. Nick was dressed in his kingly blue robes, and as always, his Soul Blade hilt was in the holster on his shoulder.

Eirwen and Jasmine were prepping him, making sure he was ready for his date and special time.

“You ready to become a father, Hubby? It’s going to be a big evening for you.”

Jasmine rubbed some cologne between her hands and rubbed it along his neck and chest before grabbing his robes and putting them on.

Nick spread his arms to make it easier for her to put them on. He snorted. “Ready or not, it needs to happen, and soon. Say the word, and it can be you instead if you like, Winny.”

“You know us beastfolk and wolfen girls are all excited to have your children, but none of us want to fall behind you. We are the ones who chose the Devotion Cores too, and we understood the implications when we did. If you could slow down and take your time, we’d all do it in a heartbeat.”

Nick was a little miffed when he learned of the implications of the Devotion Cores–that essentially, his wives would die and children would all become orphans if he fell. Of course, that was the reality often, especially inside the Ordeals, but that it would happen even if they would have otherwise survived really sucked.

Over the coming months, they would be facing a desperate challenge to enter the Third Stratum and then this Monster Kingdom, the demon threat in the Frostspire Mines, and Blackthorne. It felt like a terrible time for those fighting by his side to be pregnant or worried about their children back at home.

And his wives were certainly his best shot at winning any battle or overcoming any challenge or Trial. While Lothar, Agatha, and Renzou were all fairly strong as combatants, they simply were not quite at the level of any of his wives in terms of what they brought to both his team and also to his own strength. Nearly every single one of his wives was also stronger while fighting near him besides, or increased his strength to higher levels.

Perhaps Elyra and Myron, once they caught up, might be pretty close to his wives’ capabilities. But half of the reason Shara was moving so quickly was thanks to Nick’s Essence Sharing and Dual Cultivation with a higher-level partner, benefits they did not have. Still, he didn’t think they would be that far behind him, thanks to their mastery of the dao accelerating them.

And Nick needed to create heirs for the good of his kingdom. He had several Heritage Quests pending, which would not only potentially increase his personal strength but also provide structures and valuable knowledge within the Ancestral Archives. There may even be new Quests unlocked, which could have incredible value on their own. To not have children would go against his duty as a Lord of Orion, but also his ancestors and bloodline.

Still, there was more. Nick could feel it. Every time he slept with one of his wives, there was a deep-seated desire to create one. It was as if it were an important aspect of his race and bloodline, and he, up to now, was forcing himself to ignore this desire or to shove it down within his heart. The last time he did that with his monstrosity attribute, he had missed out on valuable strength.

Finally, there was the dangerous threat of the Ravagers. His race was likely the only one that could actually combat this terrible danger to all of Orion, and spreading his progeny far and wide may be required to completely snuff it out.

It was again his duty as a hero to raise many warrior children, even if his sensibilities from his time on Earth made him feel strange about it. Any heir would have the expectation that they would fight and become strong enough to become Lords of Orion, whether on this Shard or another. Just as it was Nick’s duty, it would be theirs.

In truth, the Priestesses of Seraphara were perfect to raise his first set of heirs. Averse to conflict, yet strong as a community against it. They gained strength through meditation and study rather than fighting only. Even while pregnant, they could be reading their books and granting people their compassion, able to progress in their Concepts and more.

And of course, wonderful, loving mothers and excellent wives. Nick had not met a priestess of Seraphara he didn’t like. Each was giving and beautiful, somehow a reflection of their pure and loving souls inside of them, which was something that stirred his desire as an Archaen and as a man from Florida.

Jasmine finished straightening his outfit and ran a hand through his hair. “There–you look dashing, Master. Ready for your date, and I do believe they are here.”

Vi confirmed, “They are standing outside, Milord.”

Eirwen kissed his cheek. “Go get ‘em, Hubby, and have a good time. I know they want to make you happy and are very pleased to be the ones to do this duty for you.”

The four potential Maidens had met out front of his house, and they had decided to take him on a walk through Frosthaven for their date. It was Veronica, Marissa, Chastity, and Irene this time, but he knew there were several more interested. However, this group was one he himself had more feelings directly for, as he had spent much more time with each one of them in his Ordeal climb with Rebecca to earn Seraphara’s approval and also her pilgrimage.

They were all wearing outfits much like what Rebecca wore on her first date–poodle skirts with cute white and black or blue button-up blouses. And they wore long, white, thigh-high socks. The outfits were tight against their skin, which showed off their attractive curves. Seeing them outside their baggy habits was surprising, though he had gotten used to it thanks to Rebecca.

Strangely, it was almost like the three human priestesses were dressed up as triplets. Marissa, Chastity, and Veronica all had their blonde hair done up the same way: with half done up in a braided ponytail near the top, and then their long, usually hidden hair cascaded down their backs. In truth, they looked so much like Rebecca, just with another hairstyle.

Rebecca also had wings, and they did not, making this one of the only other obvious differences. And Veronica had toned legs from her efforts to become a paladin, making her stand out from the other two, besides.

He had learned that there was a reason for this. The bishop’s plans to defile these women and break their spirit, and thus, Irene’s spirit as she was forced to witness it, led him to seek women who resembled Irene and Rebecca in some way. Among other reasons, perhaps.

The man had even gone so far as to find orphans or potential adherents who did, and Chastity and Veronica seemed aware that this might be the only reason they were brought to Zura in the first place.

Nick smiled at them. “Looking fantastic, ladies. You didn’t have to pick me up, you know–I’d have been happy to be the gentleman and pick you girls up instead.”

Marissa’s smile grew wider. “You do so much for us already, Nicholas, and we know you are both a hero and a gentleman. You’re giving us some of your precious time, so we wanted you to relax and enjoy. That’s why we planned this outing, so you can focus on cherishing it instead.”

“I can roll with that. Shall we?” He walked forward and offered his elbows. Veronica and Chastity took them with smiles, and Marissa and Irene walked in front of them, leading them to their destination.

Nick swore they walked with an extra sway to their hips to attract his gaze. Irene’s wings were closed, and her thin waist allowed her wide hips to stand out even further. And Chastity and Veronica were not merely holding on to his arms with their hands chastely. They pressed their bountiful chests against his arms, keeping up with him closely at a sedate pace, their feet flowing across the pavement smoothly.

They made some small talk as they walked across the cobblestone-paved road, asking him about how his cultivation had been going. In all, he was pleased with his progress, and he thought he was not that far off from being ready to use the spark.

He’d tweaked his Ideal some as he went, and he thought his mastery of his control of light and darkness was growing well. So was the density of light and dark within his soul and body from both spending quality time with Rebecca, judging the bandits, and eating the demon cores.

A few more of the special pacts were also obtained from the bandits, where a few flipped over to fully be redeemed.

Nick summarized his success, omitting the bandits part, and the girls were happy to hear it.

Irene said, “I can feel it, my hero. The density of the essence within you is reaching levels of true elites, even outside Frontier Shards. If you can achieve your goal of becoming a Master Swordsman before you reach the Third Stratum, few could possibly be your match–I’m certain of it.”

He asked, “How about you ladies? Your success must have you excited about a few things too.”

Veronica nodded, smiling. “Reaching the 19th Floor was a big deal. Now, we’ll have numerous more slots for our trainees in the Ordeal, and we can grow our Second Stratum clergy more rapidly, along with the numerous additional paladins we’ve added.”

Veronica added, “The essence within the Cathedral is denser than ever, and we can truly feel Seraphara’s presence and guidance in a larger way than ever before–even before the Bishop’s treachery began. We are extremely proud of how every adherent that worships will benefit from our efforts.”

Irene said from ahead of them, “And I loved to see my little Becca performing so well within the Tower. Even though she’s spent a lot of time within your party, Hero, she has not fallen behind in her studies. Her conviction and resolve in Seraphara’s teachings have only increased. I do think you are the one to thank for that, hero.”

Nick was a little confused by that. “Why’s that thanks to me?”

Irene stopped and turned to face him and walked toward him, causing him and the girls to stop. Her gaze was full of affection as she smiled at him and spoke softly. “Because you have shown your respect and admiration for her path at every step of the way. I think with how everything happened and how the bishop had driven her to despair for all of his sins, you could have created additional doubts in her beliefs and driven her to a new path entirely. Instead, you helped prop her up and protected her in her darkest moments, granting her the power she needed to stand up to those bullies in Silverbrook. You ignite the strength and hope of all of us with your light.”

Nick wasn’t used to the fervor. All four girls looked up at him with their loving smiles, nodding and agreeing that they felt the same way. He was a bit shocked at the strength of their feelings, the essence in the air even stirring nearby. This was going to be a long walk.

He cleared his throat, which had nearly run dry at their intense gazes. “I do my best.”

Irene laughed, “And your best is truly wonderful! Let’s continue, or we’ll never make it to our destinations!” She turned and started their walk once more, and Irene added, “All that said, Hero, my little Becca’s sacrificial Concept may be the one falling behind instead.”

Nick frowned in thought, though he was happy about the change in topic. “That’s true. Thankfully, she hasn’t had too much need for sacrifice in our many battles. It does seem something difficult to repeat.”

Chastity said, “She could practice it more, and I know that she does. But there are many truths of sacrifice, and they don’t all involve removing an effect or controlling a foreign essence. She could simply take on other adjacent aspects into her Concept, that will help her to understand the original one further and get more usage out of it. I’m sure she has the way of it, and now that she’s a Fighting Sister, she’ll have many more options open up to her.”

During their walk, they passed by the cathedral, and they waved at many adherents as they passed by. Nick’s city was bustling, and the girls were happy to point out a lot of the efforts as they went through the city. He saw bikes nearly everywhere, but he was also surprised to see some strong horses. A few of them were nearing the Second Stratum, which Nick was told was rather rare on this shard.

Irene smiled as Nick watched a horse pulling a heavy cart that several horses may have been necessary for normally. “The density of essence in Frosthaven’s first ring is actually higher than most third-stratum cities on this Shard because our population density is still far lower, and the fact that we have multiple Ordeals. The horses and other farm animals are already much stronger than those in most other cities, and this has numerous effects on their value as both beasts of burden and also as food.”

Eventually, they arrived at a busy city square. Much like Silverbrook, there were a lot of areas for stands and even a sales podium for special events, much like they had witnessed. It was currently being used for selling bikes and other tools of Lumos’ and her consortium of crafters. A decent-sized crowd had built, perusing the different contraptions.

A common thing he was seeing a lot of was the addition of a carriage with a wheel on the side of the bike–a tricycle, among several other towing options.

The small carriage could carry either people or goods, and people were using it to great effect everywhere they went. The profession classes, like farmer or merchant, did not improve someone’s Body Rating by a lot, but by the time someone neared the tenth level, they could likely compete with Olympians on Earth, especially if they worked out at all.

Cultivators would find themselves reaching their physical peaks far easier than the people of Earth; essence was a truly magical thing that improved people in numerous ways based on their desires. If you desired to become stronger as you cultivated, then you would.

The many stands were filled with various sellers, from grocers to prepared food stalls. Materials from Adventurers and shipments from Silverbrook, along with crafted goods, were being sold, and Nick was happy to see that people from every corner of Frosthaven were present.

From dark elves and beast folk from Shadowvale, Orcs from Nagduros, adherents of Seraphara, humans from Havendale, and the various peoples, the immigrants and ex-slaves from Silverbrook. Everyone was represented, and he was proud to see them all both buying and selling goods.

The Adventurer’s Guild was just a bit away, and he knew that a lot of what helped stock the stores was both Lumos’ crafters and also what the many Adventurers obtained. The number was growing frequently, and he knew that Renzou and Lothar had taken to giving some training to these people looking to get into the profession.

Marissa and Irene turned to face Nick, and Chastity waved her free hand at the square. “What do you think, Nicholas? Our market square has really evolved. We had liked what we saw in Silverbrook and saw no reason why we couldn’t reproduce at least the spirit of it here in Frosthaven. Marissa worked really hard on it with the Councilor, and the people of Zura and all the others love it.”

Nick smiled. “I like it a lot. I often take walks on different routes through the city on my way to the different Ordeals and their associated buildings. I’d noticed this as it was being formed, and I was already impressed. Now I just know that Marissa was one of the masterminds behind it. Good work.”

Marissa looked extra proud as she puffed out her chest and took a look for herself at their surroundings. “The Councilor helped a lot to organize, of course. But I do it for this city. It has only been my home for a short time, but I love it so much. So many people here have a new lease on life, working hard and grateful for these opportunities. Thankful to you, Nicholas, for granting us all the resources for all our projects. I had worked hard for Zura too, but never have I felt my efforts so worthwhile.”

Veronica sighed. “Of course, we had something much more sinister working against us, right under our noses. Anyway, enough about that. We have a lot more happy and exciting things to show you!”

Chastity shook her head, smiling at Nick with more than a little bit of reverence and fervor in her eyes. “It is easy to make that a happy moment instead. We just have to remember that it was our hero that saved us from those evils. That we had suffered so we could understand what a great gift our Lord and Hero has given us.”

They changed places, and now Irene and Marissa took his arms as they headed to the next location. And now, Nick was certain they were swaying their hips with purpose, as he had seen these girls walk many times before. They went to another slice of the city, where there was no Ordeal located currently. The party arrived at a whole new area that looked well organized.

Throughout the city, there was quite an eclectic mixture of homes and shops of various styles, people getting their plots and having what they wanted built in a loosely organized fashion. He could tell that there was at least some mindfulness as to where they were placed, at the very least.

This area held larger buildings, and there was plenty of open space for expansion for more, some currently in progress by some very busy-looking builders. It was clear that this area was meant for residents, and it was designed with the future in mind.

Marissa noted, “This is where many of the new people from Silverbrook settled. After our few stonewrights and foremen had gained enough experience and levels from their works throughout the city, they managed to follow a blueprint of Lumos’ and build these structures rapidly with their work crews.”

The faces of the buildings were lined with brick, making them look like modern apartments or condominiums, and were four stories high. Each unit couldn’t have been that big inside, but they were efficiently placed. They each had simple patios, and there was a proper fire escape going down the side. There appeared to be chimneys with smoke coming up from them at the top of the unit. Nick assumed each unit had a fireplace, likely for cooking and heating.

Tons of people hung around outside either on their balconies or at the ground level in a nice community area that very much resembled a simple park, complete with a playground, field, trees, manicured bushes, and more. The parents were hanging around on benches, watching kids play, or having conversations with one another. It had an excellent neighborhood feel, very different from any he had seen on Earth in the 21st century.

Overall, Nick was shocked that such a thing could be built so quickly. “These look great; I’m surprised they could complete something so nice and so fast.”

Marissa smiled. “They worked hard, but it helped that there were a lot of nearby materials from the ruins, so many workers with mana and essence, and decent crafters. We even lent our Helping Hands from the Zura community, and Veronica worked hard over here too. The homes are a little cozy, but the communal spaces encourage people to spend time together outside, only having family or private time and a place to sleep inside. It allowed us to get them built quickly and with proper plumbing and chimneys!”

Chastity added, “We chose this because while these people are not adherents of Seraphara, we loved our community very much and wanted them to experience that aspect of it. If we had more time, we’d have wanted to give them all their own individual land and freestanding homes, but this might be for the best within your city. Space will always be at a premium, so it’s important for us to keep this in mind going into the future.”

“Nice, I like that. This place has a great community, or neighborhood feel in spite off all that you just said. Er, wait. What’s that?”

At the back of the park from where they were standing, there was what looked like a statue in a raised stone area. They began to walk toward it, but their arrival in the park didn’t go unnoticed.

A child shouted, “Hey, look, it’s the guy from the statue! It’s Noblefrost!”

Several other children agreed, and many of the parents’ attention caused them to look over. A swarm of kids stormed over, and they all seemed excited to meet him. They were familiar with the statue and asked him all sorts of questions, like who the girls were or if they could see his sword.

The girls mostly just watched with smiles as Nick got crowded with the many kids and somehow separated from them. There were dozens of the kids of various races, showing Nick just how much of a melting pot Frosthaven had become.

Nick wasn’t used to it, but seeing so many smiling faces and pure souls, it was easy for him to embrace it. The kids had already gathered around and seemed so excited to see him, so he took a few minutes to talk to them and show off to make the kids feel special. Drawing his Soul Blade, the kids oo’d and aww’d at the weapon, and they brought out their own sword-like sticks to challenge him.

Using one of their sticks, he dueled several of the kids. He was surprised that they had actually practiced so much and had some kind of training and realized it was certainly a popular pastime in a world where fighting for one’s life against monsters or bandits might be commonplace.

The kids clearly had opinions about Nick already, and he could see by the many parents’ smiles and attention to his actions that this was where they had gotten it. That the kids saw Nick as a hero and benevolent lord was merely a reflection of how their parents saw him, and he could feel it in the very essence in the air.

A few of the kids even asked for autographs, which he was surprised was something common here on Orion. Without photographs, most had wanted him to sign their clothing or sword-like sticks.

He eventually made it to the statue to give it a look. It was the same as the one on top of his Hero’s Path Ordeal, the one with his Soul Blade and his Cloak of Twilight billowing around him.

Chastity was practically swooning with a blush on her face and her smile wide. It seemed she really liked his showing. “You did great with those kids, Nicholas. I’m sure they’ll remember that moment for a long time!” She muttered, “I know I will…”

Nick chuckled. “That was a bit of a surprise. I didn’t really know that even the kids would know who I was.” He thought about it for another moment. “They look healthy and happy.”

Chastity nodded with a smile. “Few ever go hungry here in Frosthaven. We see to that through the soup kitchen but also a few other efforts.” She smiled and pointed at a few adherents and a single priestess on bikes that they saw in the distance. “We started your door-to-door idea here, too.”

Nick laughed. “You started that here, too? Aw man, now I almost feel bad for introducing it.”

Veronica frowned. “Why ever would you feel bad?”

Nick frowned in thought. “Oh. It’s just that… I had gotten the idea from a group that, let’s just say, wasn’t well-liked for this practice. People get annoyed that their private time is interrupted to be preached to, and they can be pushy too, I guess. I suppose your people wouldn’t be like that, at least.”

Veronica chuckled. “I can see that, and we understood from our time in Silverbrook. I think this practice is well liked! We often bring gifts, and we check on people and learn about issues in the community–areas that are lacking. Sure, we do mention Seraphara and invite them to seek her wisdom, but few are going to make a sour face at some free fruit and an invitation for dinner, as well as some Helping Hands! We offer to help them with just about anything they need help with.”

Nick was impressed. “Damn, when you put it like that, I’d listen to the good word with a smile if they would help me with some chore or give me a meal besides. I can see how all of that can build a stronger, more tight-knit community.”

Marissa smiled. “That’s right. We used to only offer it to other adherents, but we realized that we’re not in Zura anymore. We’re a part of your great city of Frosthaven now. It was decided that we wanted to foster a feeling of togetherness, a community that matched our heroic lord.”

“Matches me?”

Irene replied, “You’re a lord of Orion who does not discriminate. You aid and save others and treat them all equally. You even gave the former slaves a path to citizenship, and only to make it feel earned on their part, after you paid for their freedom with your own personal funds.”

Veronica added, “And that’s on top of the fact that you rescued so many from evil plots. Everyone here is aware of your heroism and the leadership you still give. You invest in your people but still protect and carry us all with your strength.”

Nick could feel the reverence they held for him in their words and in their voices and understood what they were trying to say. Lord Silver of Silverbrook had similar intentions with his city, in that he did invest in his people and cared about them. It was easy to like and respect the man for Nick, as he fought hard to make his people’s lives better.

However, he fell a little short in his personal capabilities. He was not strong on his own, and his subordinates were lacking and thus had fallen prey to Blackthorne and the other threats involving his city.

The truth was, Lord Silver and his city were positioned in an excellent location and had numerous advantages, yet he had come up short in his ability to protect his people and truly succeed. He lacked the talent and strength to go with his ideals and values, and his people had suffered for it.

Unfortunately, the same could be said of Lothar. He had also come up short when it came to both preventing and defeating the bishop’s evil.

Nick looked over the tenements, or apartments, once more, seeing so many people living and being happy in his city. All too often, Nick’s time was focused on his personal cultivation or on an individual initiative, such as viewing an individual structure. But for a Lord of Orion, his people were the lifeblood of every action and activity and were his duty and his strength.

He was proud of how far Frosthaven had already come but knew this was the beginning. Only once everyone was housed and found true stability in their lives could they truly achieve their dreams.

“Thanks for showing this all to me, ladies. I’m blessed to have you girls looking out for me and my people. I thank you, and I’m always going to do my best to meet your expectations. People deserve some level of safety, and I’ll do everything in my power to continue to grant that to them.”

The four girls all had beautiful smiles as they looked at him, filled with admiration once more. The essence within him stirred, and he realized that they truly saw him as their personal hero, in addition to their respected lord. As a Lord of Orion who walked the Hero’s Path, this mere admiration built into something tangible within him and the essence of Orion itself.

Irene said, “Let’s continue to the next place, if you don’t mind. We wanted to show you just a little more of the city, so we’ll pass through the Shadowvale area.”


Chapter 14 - The First Maidens



He took two girls’ arms once more, and they began walking to the next location. As they walked across the city again, the girls cycled who held his arms. Nick enjoyed just being near any priestess of Seraphara because of their pure souls. They provided a warm, familiar, and reassuring presence to him.

Because not every soul was so clean and pure. Most people’s souls were invaded by small amounts of darkness, from hatred and greed to other negative emotions, their souls tainted by their many actions in life. Each person he met had some level of it. And it was a reminder that underneath any happy smile could be someone truly wicked, a ball of hatred and evil tainted by their many terrible actions.

Souls like that made his stomach churn, and he felt nauseous just getting near them, even when they were not quite so bad and simply a shade of gray. Many people were merely opportunists; their greed, lust, and hatred were only acted on if the right moment presented itself, when they could get away with it. Their sins or capacity to sin could be felt from further away than ever now, with the power of his soul and his Trait’s enhancements.

So his wives and the Priestesses of Seraphara, adherents and children, were often a reminder that there were plenty of people full of good in them. They were people who wouldn’t turn to commit horrible acts, even at a great detriment to themselves. People who would rather die than harm a child, or people who would work hard or stand up for another and did. People who were worth protecting and fighting for. Just being in their presence helped him relax but also drove him to be stronger and better as an Ordeal Owner.

It was during the day, but as they walked through the Shadowvale district, the sky darkened, and it was as if the sun had shifted into a bright full moon instead. It was a strange effect, but interesting. There were not many people in the streets, but Nick could feel the many people within their homes.

There were numerous ramshackle homes, the street filled with housing not all that different from how bad some areas of Silverbrook were. But there were some new homes being worked on, and it did appear many of the people of Shadowvale were chipping in and working together. There were hundreds of them.

He knew that most of them were either hunters or people that barely got by, few having true trades or professions. Perhaps now they’d have a better chance at making something of themselves, no longer limited by Elrash or Blackthorne.

Marissa pointed over to some larger constructions in the distance, having scaffolding on sections on the outside and materials gathered for remodeling. “Elrash had a few brothels and drug dens, but we’ve converted them into inns and bars. For now, they’re also temporary housing. Then we have plenty of buildings in need of being rebuilt, only barely less effort than starting from scratch. Given that extracting resources for so many of our efforts in Frosthaven is a bottleneck of its own, we have decided to rebuild and upgrade where we could.”

Veronica added, “A lot of these homes were empty from the Conquest, so now some people from Silverbrook have moved in temporarily. We now have everyone housed, although those working on the roads to Silverbrook would be without one if they came home suddenly. With just a few more of those apartments built, we’ll be ready for them.”

That was good news for Nick. For a while, many of the people from Silverbrook had been staying out in tents, much like those who worked on the roads. “How are the people of Shadowvale actually doing?”

Marissa replied, “Some are doing great! Many are finding work and finding their place here. The Adventurers Guild has many hunters finding work, and Turon granted the best of them Climbing Slots, filling in spots of your Town Guard and monsterfolk parties so they work together. Many of the people join us at the soup kitchen or are enjoying the assistance of our Helping Hands! Veronica has spent much of her spare time here since they arrived, but she’s been busy in Frosthaven doing the same from the beginning.”

He turned to look at her. “Veronica, really? I didn’t know that.”

Veronica blushed, nodding. “Yes, it seems I’m a bit of a handywoman. Good with a hammer and wrench! I have a knack for it, and I’ve always been strong, for a girl. It’s why I felt like I should be the one to protect the other girls and became a Paladin. Do you…mind it?” She looked at him worriedly before looking away, embarrassed.

Nick smiled at her. “Nothin’ wrong with being a little bit of a tomboy, Veronica. You have a gift, and I think it’s great that you can help people in other ways from your many Sisters at the church. Being skilled at those things doesn’t take away from your appeal as a woman for me at all; it enhances it. Course, it doesn’t hurt that you’re so pretty, just like the other gals.”

Veronica blushed further, but her smile beamed at his response. It seemed she really had been concerned that he might not like a woman who did things known to be masculine, let alone the extra tone she had on her body. Perhaps she just hadn’t seen Fang with her shirt off to realize she had nothing to worry about.

They continued their walk once more, and it seemed they were heading back to Seraphara’s Cathedral. However, he realized something as Irene was hugging his arm once again.

“I notice you’ve been quiet much of this time, Irene. You don’t have much to share about what you’ve done here?”

Irene chuckled. “Noticed that, huh? Unfortunately, I have not spent much time outside the archives or the cathedral since I returned to the land of the living. My work there has just been too important and all-consuming. I love everything our people are doing, and I have kept mostly up to date with it–we girls love to gossip, even us scholars. I’m proud of what they’ve all accomplished.”

“You liked doing charity work, didn’t you? Surely, you could find at least a little bit of time. I know you hardly need sleep anymore.”

“Of course–you’re right. I do miss it, and perhaps I hadn’t realized just how much. This walk has been enjoyable for several reasons, as it helped me discover I’ve been avoiding an important aspect of my life, in addition to showing our people’s hard work. I was hoping to take a break once we’ve added another archivist, but maybe there’s no need to wait. I can slow things down a little to enjoy.” She smiled at him. “I can always use the baby excuse to take a break, too.”

Nick thought that was almost the opposite, as doing charity was work, but figured it was different when she enjoyed it so much. As for having a child, he was sure this topic would come up again soon.

Marissa said, “I remember when Irene was younger, she was no different from us. I had always admired her dedication, and it’s part of what drove me to want to do more, too.”

The other girls nodded, and Irene smiled at them. “You’ve become wonderful priestesses of Seraphara, you three. I’m so proud of all of you.”

They were nearing the cathedral now. “We also didn’t go over by the ex-Nagduros area, I see. Or the ex-Zura area. ”

Marissa asked, “Did you want to? We assumed you’d be most apprised of the orc’s situation–such a large percentage of their people are climbers or raiders that there’s not much to see there. Those that support those professions were never that numerous, and they have instead blended in with the other groups. I have heard that a few smaller groups of raiders have left, but no doubt Lothar has kept you up to date on that.”

Nick nodded at that. He had heard that information, the groups leaving under twenty men and women each to carry out their Honorable Raids near Silverbrook. But Lothar was still waiting to hear back from the scouts and perhaps the mercenaries to arrive before going on a much more major expedition of his own.

Veronica added, “As for the ex-Zura area, it’s also more of the same. There was plenty of wood from clearing out the road to Silverbrook, so we’ve continued our same constructions and focus. Outside the larger attempt to be more inclusive of the other citizens of Frosthaven, little has changed in our community.”

Nick had compared the people of Zura to the Amish before, and their style of construction, religious focus, and simple clothing were the primary reasons for this. Stepping into their area was a lot like entering an Amish village, with simple homes and tradesman’s shops. The many farms and town homes were more on the outside of the main walled-in city, with the adherents often walking up the hill to come to church to study or worship.

They arrived at the cathedral, and Nick was impressed that all three of the main buildings of it had grown. The clinic area, the orphanage, and the cathedral itself. The wings had grown especially, as that was where the gendered dorms were located. The number of priests, priestesses, and paladins now rivaled and exceeded their original numbers, and it was the same for the adherents among the refugees and migrants from Silverbrook.

The orphanage and soup kitchen had nearly doubled in size, the building enhanced through their efforts and now having its own entrance entirely. There was even outdoor seating now, and Nick noticed an area for a much longer line available. As they walked inside the soup kitchen, he could see the difference immediately.

A lot of it was built with sleek efficiency in mind, with the many small tables and seats to enjoy soup as a small group and in a hurry before moving on. However, there were a few new sections for more cozy seating with booths and more on the outskirts, and even an area that swept around the side of the kitchen.

The children were busy with cooking, cleaning, and fulfilling orders, and even the kitchen in the back looked much larger. A few priestesses and adherents could be seen aiding the children in their efforts.

A group of teens came out to thank him and greeted him. Once again, he was surprised at how thankful they were and how happy they were to see him. After they walked away, Irene must have read his look because she responded to it.

“They’re thankful to you, Nicholas. Even if it is us who runs this place, they know that the infusion of essence and our ability to provide for them is largely thanks to you. It may also be related to …the other upgrades you’ve done.”

She was talking about the Heroic Path enhancement, which helped provide advantages that might inspire these children to become better people, more heroic. After greeting the ones he’s met and learning more about how things were going for them, they said their goodbyes to the many kids and adherents they saw.

Chastity smiled as they entered the reception area. “They all work so hard, and they’re growing so well. We have new children joining us from Shadowvale now, so it’s taken some adjustment for them to cook another meal overnight.”

Nick asked her, “You spend a lot of time there, right, Chastity?”

Chastity nodded. “The most! I spend most of my time in the orphanage and clinic. I love children very much and helping those in need.”

Veronica added, “Marissa is similar in that, but she spends much more time teaching the kids and anyone else eager to learn.”

“That food smelled great. We have eating on our schedule, ladies?”

Veronica said, “We have a special meal we’ve been preparing for you, Nicholas. We’re ready to head there now, but I wanted to let you know the clinic has been expanded to include a larger wing for people’s mental health.”

“Really? I can see how that could be valuable, but are there that many in need of it?”

Chastity gave him a sad look. “Unfortunately. You see, we saved a lot of poor girls from those brothels, and there are many ex-slaves who have suffered. Those who need a little more help stay there in a safe place while they are seen by people trained to be therapists and counselors, happy to help people find their way. Then, Seraphara’s Compassion helps them slowly heal from their mental wounds.”

Nick had already seen the worst of them when he provided his Soul Mending. He just hadn’t realized that a building would need to be enhanced by the sheer number of them.

“I see. Those girls, along with children, are truly vulnerable and in need of compassion the most.”

They nodded at that and then headed back through the cathedral and then inside the female dorm area–where no men were usually allowed.

Inside, it almost looked like a hotel hallway, with many doors for rooms. “Where are we going now? I won’t get smote here, right?”

Irene chuckled. “I don’t think Mother would do more than weigh down on anyone who wandered in with ill intent. Just imagine a man frozen in the hallway here, and that would allow us to deal with them safely. As for you, you are her ordained guest.”

Many of the doors to the rooms were open, likely to let the air flow and allow visitation among each other. The rooms were very modest, barely much bigger than jail cells. Nearly every room looked the same, with a bookshelf, a comfortable reading spot containing a recliner or small sofa, and their simple cot for sleeping. They really focused on the communal living and minimalist lifestyle.

At the end of the hallway was a closed door, which led to a large area. There were actually many tables and a bar-like area, almost like he was standing within a restaurant. Nick frowned as he took it all in. The tables were more like booths, but the padding and carved wood used were more lavish or luxurious than what he would expect anything adherents of Seraphara would be using.

There were a few women he recognized as priestesses sitting in the room, reading to themselves as they had a drink. They coquettishly waved at him, giggling to themselves. But the oddest thing was they were not wearing their habits. They were wearing cocktail or party dresses, which made them look rather fetching.

With that, he took in the place with a new light. “What’s this? It’s like a…cabaret club?”

Irene grinned. “Ah, you understood right away. Have you ever been, Hero?”

Nick chuckled. “Nah, but they are depicted in media and stories often enough.”

Marissa said, “We call it the Hero’s Sanctum. We were tearing down those brothels and releasing all those poor, forced girls inside. Terrible places. We tore out many of the fixtures as we converted them to the inns and housing, but we figured…why not make use of some of it in a different way? So we refurbished some of their bar or club furniture and made this place…for you.”

Veronica added, “We figured…you needed a place where you could meet with us priestesses where it was more…freeing, less stifling, and more private. We girls can come here, let our hair down, and read a book…and if you show up, we can attend to you and help you relax. Then, you can get to know us a little better. See if you want to make one of us…one of your Maidens. Only girls interested and ready to become yours will come here. And, since it’s past all our rooms…if we see you enter, we can get ready and then come join you.” She smiled.

Nick thought about it and understood this was a much better icebreaker. He did not really like how it would be challenging to find more girls interested–it was like he would need to ask around before he approached them, because there were numerous requirements from Seraphara’s perspective.

It wasn’t like all the priestesses wanted to, or were ready to, become his wives. But now, it was like they gave him his own hunting ground, as he would know each girl in here had met the prerequisite of at least forming their Faith Cores or Concept Fragments, making them valid marriage targets with Seraphara’s lessened requirements.

“My own private cabaret club, then? I like it–it sounds fun.”

Marissa nodded. “That’s right. For now, we’ll be your dates, but next time you come, you can call any girl you see over, and they’ll attend to you.”

Nick looked at the other girls around the room and realized he liked that idea very much. The five of them loaded into the semi-circular booth, with Nick in the center with two girls on his right and left. Plates and cutlery were already set out, with napkin tents on top.

The two girls reading had set down their books and came over to pour some wine for them with smiles. “We’ll have your food right out, Milord. We’ve been waiting for you.”

Nick felt the girls’ soft bodies pressed up against him. “Cozy. I like it.”

Irene said, “We were hoping in addition to the food, we could enjoy each other for a bit first.”

It was Chastity and Veronica who flanked his immediate sides, with Irene and Marissa on the other sides of them. Chastity had grabbed his hand and placed it on her thigh, and Veronica did the same for his other hand and leaned closer to him.

Nick chuckled. “Oh? I think I like the sound of that. You girls have been swishing your hips in front of me for a while now. I never thought you girls would be teasing me like that.”

Marissa pouted. “It’s not teasing when you can touch whenever and wherever you like.”

Chastity added, “You know we’re already yours, Hero.”

His soul core thrummed at that, hearing the truth in their words and knowing it deep within him. He leaned in and kissed Chastity first. She melted into the kiss, her body leaning back into his, and her hands began to roam his firm body. He could feel her need, her desire, through the pace she tried to seek his tongue. Veronica’s hands were roaming his body too, and he could see how eager she was to have her own moment with him.

Chastity was rather wild, rubbing her body against his as the kiss deepened. He could feel she was already getting riled up in their private area, so he pulled back before some clothes came off–they still needed to eat, after all. Switching to Veronica, Chastity gave a pitying whine as he left her.

Veronica was much more chaste, but it didn’t take long for her kiss to deepen. The girl was more than a little excited, even if inexperienced. It was easy to feel the depths of her emotions in the pleading of her expression as they kissed. His hands roamed her firm body, enjoying the differences. She still had a large chest and soft rear, but he could certainly feel her more muscular undertones in her thighs or stomach.

Marissa and Irene then swapped places with Veronica and Chastity, and Nick continued with Marissa first. The woman was older, and somehow, even needier. She had been watching the other girls, it appeared, and she kissed him with nearly as much fervor as Chastity. Melting into his arms, she seemed to have an almost thankful look on her smiling face.

Still, it was a little eerie how much they all looked alike. Especially with their faces so close and their lips pressed against his, their blue eyes having similar yet different intensities.

Irene was the most chaste of the bunch, but she too had a strange intensity. Each kiss was slow and full of tenderness, as if every one was meant to transmit her gratitude to him.

Their soft hands even rubbed and groped his erection, his desire for these girls reaching the maximum. He knew the only reason his body responded at all was because these girls were already his, his very soul knowing that creating that pact was merely a formality. A formality that he would have to complete to truly continue, but one he had full intentions of doing.

Nick noted, “You girls seem to be getting pretty worked up.”

Irene smirked. “You too, Hero. Are you surprised? I know your wives all get worked up rather easily around you.”

Nick snorted. “That might be true, but it feels a little…off. I’d expect you nuns to be much more…chaste.” He looked at Chastity, especially. That girl felt like she was about to mount him in the booth.

Chastity blushed and looked away. “You’re right. You see, Hero, we’ve been a little…naughty.”

Nick chuckled. “Oh yeah? What’d you girls do? Did you forgo filing your forms, or maybe you delayed paying your tithes?” Nick picked up his drink and took a swig of the wine.

Chastity frowned. “Huh? No, never. We’ve been practicing. Imagining when we finally became yours and playing with our kitties.”

Nick choked on his drink. “What?”

Irene chuckled. “That was cute, the shock on your face! You heard correctly. But as to why, it was in part because we wanted to make things even more enjoyable for you. Also, to build a small amount of darkness within us.”

Nick frowned and searched their soul cores. Certainly, they were very pure, like any of the priestesses at the cathedral. But there was in fact an undercurrent of perhaps unhealthy levels of…darkness building. Irene’s purity was perhaps the worst, making him give her another look.

Nevertheless, it was actually something rather small in the big scheme of things. He could tell there was a part of it grounded in their love, a part of it that was pure. Having come to understand the darkness a lot better recently, he understood that just this amount was rather normal and hadn’t really seeped into their core to make it gray yet.

Their efforts could eventually build into something bad and unhealthy and perhaps even malicious in time, but it was still early and hadn’t blended.

“I thought…you girls were all about your purity–your purity is part of Seraphara’s strength. Why would you do this?”

Irene smiled. “These girls did enjoy it very much while waiting for you, you know. But it’s largely so that you could benefit. As we become yours, you will draw this into you, and it will be purified by our coupling. It should help you both during the act and also into the future with your control. Actually, this is part of the reason that my Becca drains you so. Because she is so pure, her body itself draws out the darkness within you. Ah, our food is here.”

The girls moved off his lap just in time for the two girls to set down the plates. The food was delivered, and the smells of cooked steak filled his nose. It was a medium-rare sirloin steak with a mushroom and onion gravy off to the side. There was also a pasta with a thick white sauce on it with mushrooms. Then, some char-roasted broccoli, salted and seasoned to perfection.

A shocking thing was the plate was large and full to the brim with large servings, and yet each of the girls was given the same thing as him. “I’m surprised you girls aren’t having some kind of salad or similar. This is a lot of food for you girls, besides.”

Veronica smiled. “Oh, no, this is normal for me anyway. But we need our essence, our energy, for later. Making a child requires us to have as much as we can have, so each of these foods and the wine were planned to give us what we need for later.”

Irene chuckled. “Eirwen and Lumos helped make sure we had everything we’d need. You have your work cut out for you tonight, Hero.” She grinned at that and happily began cutting a slice of her steak.

Nick arched his brow at that and took a bite of the meat as the other girls started to dig in. It melted in his mouth, the tender juices and herbs providing an excellent flavor to it. The essence in the meat was dense and full of vitality, and Nick felt it suffusing his body rapidly.

“Damn, that’s great. Was it the kids from the soup kitchen who cooked this?”

Chastity said, “It was another priestess. There are many more that would love your attention besides us. I’ll point her out for you later.”

The girls dug in with a gusto, somehow eating rapidly yet also full of poise and grace. He could tell they enjoyed all the food from their pleased sounds, and they also drank plenty of the essence-infused wine. Nick tried some steak with the supplied gravy concoction and felt it enhanced his steak and made it even more savory.

He enjoyed his meal, and by the time he had finished his plate, he was stuffed. Thankfully, as a cultivator, that was a feeling that wouldn’t last for very long. His ascension to the Second Stratum wasn’t just about strength, but also about his body evolving in many more complicated ways. His stomach and digestive tract were one of them.

When he reached the Third Stratum, he wouldn’t truly need to eat–he could get everything he needed from essence in the air if it was dense enough. The angels like Irene were already at this level in the Second Stratum.

When the dessert came out, a large, sharable ice cream sundae, the girls all took turns feeding him and then kissing him again. Knowing they had darkness within them and why it was there, he could feel the lust within both him and them only increase; he couldn’t wait to make them his.

Their cold lips and tongues sharing the sweet treat made both him and them even more eager; the delicious tastes and sensations and how they groped his body made him want to ravage them in the booth. For a moment, he thought two of the girls were about to go underneath the table, but with some deep breaths, they stopped themselves.

Marissa said, “Mmm…since it’s private here, we could just go under and take care of our lord…but it’s better if we move our worship of him to the special room. He’ll gain a lot more that way.”

Nick frowned a little in confusion at that but finished his dessert. The other girls nodded and polished off what was left of their food.

Finishing the decadent dessert, Irene wiped her delicate lips with her napkin. “My, my, Hero. That was just delicious in many more ways than just one, was it not? We’re a little stuffed, but as you can feel…we’re outright eager to be stuffed further in another way. Shall we go?”

Nick’s soul thrummed with even more desire. Something about these Maidens wanting him so badly really drove his body wild, but perhaps it was something else entirely. The idea that he was going to finally create his first set of heirs had him more than a little excited too.

He nodded, and they filed out of the booth, and he said goodbye to the two priestesses, thanking them with a kiss on their cheeks and a promise to see them again some other time.

They then started to head out of the cabaret, but rather than heading out the main entrance, they took the path toward the library area. He was a little surprised.

Nick frowned. “We’re going inside here? I thought…” He didn’t finish his sentence, but he thought they intended to consummate becoming his Maidens now, with how they were talking.

Irene replied, “We could go to a more private location like my home, but I thought it best we head to the new room here. That way, you can benefit the most from the special environment. You don’t mind, do you, Hero?”

His frown only became deeper from that statement. “Inside? Isn’t the goddess like…aware of everything that goes on inside the cathedral?”

Irene grinned, and her breaths started to become heavier as she walked over to him and leaned in. She said sultrily, whispering in his ear, “You don’t have to list more advantages, Hero. I’m already excited.”

Nick swallowed. What was with her? He supposed this must be some of her weirdness, left over from her torturous time with the bishop. His heart went out to her for the terrible things she probably witnessed; his plans were truly disgusting.

Back in the main area, the essence within seemed to embrace him. It was a warm feeling, much like when he returned to his city. They continued into the main worship and learning area, and they were greeted by numerous priestesses and adherents as they walked through it.

Marissa giggled. “I can see you’re reluctant, our dear Hero. Seraphara will not mind. Can you not feel it? The essence is so welcoming ever since you walked in.”

Nick did feel that, but could it really be because the goddess herself knew what was about to happen? He supposed the gossip within these walls was probably getting pretty ridiculous at this point.

Veronica added, “You’re our Ordained Lord and we intend to commit an act of worship and aid you in your honorable Quest. While it’s a little abnormal, the benefits to you should be very real, increasing the safety of her beloved adherents, clergy, and everyone else in Frosthaven. I do believe she wants to aid you just as much as we do. Did her quest not explicitly say so?”

This was true; that was exactly what her acceptance had said. Nick still felt a little weird about it, but he could tell how important this was to them. They had gone to strange lengths for it to benefit him in some way. “Alright, if you girls are down, then I am.”

As they continued to walk, Nick decided to change the topic a little from the weirdness. “Once I reach the Third Stratum, did you want me to help reach the twentieth floor with you? After you’ve all recovered from having my children, that is.”

Marissa replied, “That’s up to you. Milord–this is your city, and if you desire us to move on, we will do everything in our power to follow your will. But we’re fine with taking another year or two if time permits. It helps us spend more time becoming one with the essence, progressing our Purity, Wisdom, and Compassion to have a more stable Ascension. This can actually save time in the Third Stratum, as less time will be required to correct any imperfections.”

Irene added, “In a sense, we’re letting others catch up to our mad dash to the peak. But also, you finishing the twentieth floor in the Path of Kings will also help the essence within the Cathedral. Our efforts will be more valuable in the future.”

That made some sense to Nick. Only Irene had Middle Mastery with her mother’s Concepts, and for most, not at her level of talent or those that helped him in his Path of Kings Ordeal. It could take them months or years to work their way up to that. As his wives with Essence Sharing, he would likely actually help them with that, too.

They entered into the library, with multiple levels covered in bookshelves and filled with books. More girls were stopping what they were doing and smiling, waving at Nick, and giggling as they continued, Irene and Marissa leading them through the building.

“So, plenty of time to raise my heirs, is it? It does seem as if it fits well with your desires.”

Veronica nodded. “Of course. Each of us who wishes to become your Maidens has our own reasons, but we would all love to become mothers. And we would love to give this to you to be the ones to aid you and be your strength. That it works well for our personal plans is just the cherry on the sundae. We’d be happy to do this either way; it is absolutely our pleasure.”

“That’s a strange way of putting it, but it’s true my other wives aren’t really ready for the time being. You too, Irene? You’re already a mother.”

Irene spoke with conviction. “Nothing would make any of us happier than being yours and bearing your child, Hero.”

“Nothing? Why?”

Irene smiled, “So many reasons, and it’s difficult to quantify which is the most important for me. If I serve a purpose, I am proud that I serve my mother’s will. But it fills me with immense joy that I could serve yours and receive your love as well as return it with my own at the same time. I want to be your sanctuary, to give you pleasure and happiness, and to be one of your many sources of strength, as Veronica said.”

Marissa added, “I’m older than the rest, but I have been most prepared to become a mother for a while. I was getting desperate to establish my Concepts to earn the right to find a partner, and now I have finally achieved it, and it’s all thanks to you. And I’m so happy my partner, my lover, can be you, my lord and hero.”

Chastity smiled at that. “Marissa is definitely the most excited to become a mother for the first time. She’s dreamed of it for much longer than any of us.”

They arrived in front of a door, and the girls let go of his arms and stepped in front of it and turned to him–the four girls lined up in front of him.

Veronica’s voice was full of emotion. “You rescued us all from the terrible darkness, granting us true salvation from evil and redemption from our failures. You are our Lord and Hero, and none other than you both deserves and is capable of accepting and reciprocating our love. Not only are you ordained by our goddess, but you have risked your life and have protected us from terrible dangers.”

Marissa said, “None have protected and empowered us like you, and it means everything to us that we’re among the ones closest to you. All of us can’t help but dream of the happiness we’ll have at being yours, your light cast upon us, and for us to return it to you. We want your affection, but we want to shower you in ours and bear your children. Both as a service to you and also a personal desire of ours.”

Chastity fiddled with her skirt, blushing heavily. “Yes, and…we’ve all been dreaming of this moment, where you’ll make that dream come true. Everything about you is so perfect; you make our hearts beat faster and our bodies heat up when you’re around us. And–”

Irene laughed and hugged Chastity from the side. “Don’t worry, Chastity. Take a breath and be calm for just a little longer. I’m sure you won’t have to wait much longer, right, Hero? While our feelings for you are perhaps the greatest among the clergy right now, we know there is a considerable number of them that all feel the same way. We all have a profound love for our hero and king and are desperate to feel your love and affection firsthand and to return it to you. We want to serve as your loving Maidens.”

Nick’s soul core vibrated with desire for these excellent women–these Maidens. Did he love them? He was pretty sure that he was in love with their souls. He wanted them to be his, deeply desiring them for their purity, but also their intelligence and gentle personalities, and yet the calm strength that lay underneath the surface.

And what wasn’t there to like? All four girls were incredibly loving, giving, devoted, and capable. In many ways, they were extremely similar to his wife, Rebecca, having matching values and upbringings. If he liked her, how couldn’t he like them? They instead had different hobbies and focuses, which set them apart as different women in his mind, but were also very similar thanks to their appearance and their many shared values.

Marissa was focused on civic works and organization and also spent plenty of time in the orphanage and teaching children. Only Chastity spent more time on her charity efforts, healing people in need and helping in the orphanage and soup kitchen nearly more than anyone else. She had a deep love for children, and he knew she, like the others, would be a wonderful mother to his heirs.

Veronica had always been involved more in the Helping Hands aspect, and she cared deeply about protecting her community and friends, and it was for that reason she became a paladin. To put herself in front of her friends and take on the danger to protect them. She had the makings of a hero herself, and he was happy knowing someone like her was always going to be around Frosthaven well into the future.

Irene had been focused on the Ancestral Archives recently since it was a task only she could accomplish, but she had a charitable spirit and cared deeply about granting people Seraphara’s compassion. She had suffered greatly due to the bishop, and Nick was her greatest hero that rescued her even more directly than the rest. The truth was, the woman was willing to do anything for him, just like Jasmine, having a zealous fervor and desire to show her gratitude.

While many of the numerous priestesses in Frosthaven’s love for him had come from a feeling of respect and admiration as their Lord and Hero, they had romanticized becoming a source of his strength. To be the ones to bring out and enhance the light within him. They desired to experience his love and light firsthand. To be among the ones he loved and trusted the most–his Ladies and Maidens.

His eyes glowed white as he spoke the words of the Soul Pact. They were already his Followers but now they would become his wives.

“Marissa, Veronica, Chastity, and Irene, Daughter and clergy of Seraphara, I offer you a Soul Pact. I offer you my protection as an Archaen Lord of Orion, granting you my essence and resources as your Archaen Husband. In return, you will become my Archaen Wives, becoming a source of my strength and returning my love and affection with your own.”

As always, they understood the meaning deep down in their being about what becoming an Archaen Wife entailed for when they accepted. The four of them accepted the Pact, and the bright white light wrapped around them and their Soul Cores.

Marissa, Veronica, and Chastity each became Archaen Human wives, and he didn’t think much changed about their appearance. There was a certain brightness that now shone in their blue eyes, and of course, their mind and soul cores became one and linked to him.

Aside from that, they remained much like before, visibly, anyway. A strange, otherworldly air could be felt too, that somehow set them apart. Perhaps other cultivators would be able to tell that they were different from humans in some way, but only if they scanned them deeply. With how the girls excelled in covering and protecting themselves with their aura at all times, outside this moment or fighting, perhaps nobody would even be able to notice without completely outclassing them by an entire stratum.

Irene barely shifted as she became an Archaen Angel, aside from having the same, more otherworldly glow about her. Ultimately, she looked like a more mature version of Rebecca or the girls standing in front of him.

She smiled. “Wonderful, you just made us the happiest priestesses for all time by making us yours. Let’s go inside now and see if we can return the favor even a little bit before you make us mommies.” Irene then looked over to Chastity, whose whole neck was red with a deep blush at this point. “Though, some of us may just enjoy this even more than you. I can’t wait to see!”

Irene fiddled with a tablet at the entrance, which Nick knew was injecting essence into the room from the Ordeal, powering their efforts. They could not use the room all day every day without a cost, and so this was what managed that expenditure. He knew that the clergy of Seraphara would have to do special things to earn access to this room–to effectively pay for its usage.

Entering inside the room, it was a room with its ceiling and walls covered with many ethereal mirrors. They did remind him of the special benefit he had gained, Seraphara’s Mirror of Wisdom and Truth, but he could tell the effect was a little different. It was like each mirror distorted the view a certain way, allowing him to see a different angle to the essence.

The girls each stirred their essence, and Irene said, “Go ahead and give it a try, Hero. It’s very helpful.”

It reminded him of 3-D glasses or a magic-eye poster. How, by filtering, enhancing, or combining different colors of light when looked at from different angles, it could produce different effects or textures from his two eyes’ perception.

The way the effect was lesser was that it was like he could only see the essence in a very partial way. As he stirred his Body Essence, he could only see it in a few of the mirrors at all, perhaps because he only had a bit of darkness or light within him. To get the whole picture, unlike the original special treasure, which showed it to him, he’d have to view each and every mirror, and perhaps more.

There was a bed inside and several pieces of furniture that were very obviously sex furniture. A divan-like sofa with a sharp incline and another that had stirrups for a girl to place her feet. There were even a few mirrors on wheels, which made this room a little kinkier than he imagined it should be here in Seraphara’s Cathedral.

There was also a table with plenty of food and wine, and Nick thought he even saw a few boxes meant for containing essence pills. Lastly, a large bed in the back that could easily fit the five of them or more.

Irene giggled. “Hehe, these won’t normally be here, Hero. These are just for you. We’ll stow them and hide them away when you leave and bring them out whenever you wish to visit. After all, we wives of yours will love to give you our affection and also give you the tithed worship you deserve. Isn’t that right, ladies?”

Marissa, Veronica, and Chastity all smiled, their cheeks and necks becoming pink from the blush as they nodded. Their excitement was building, and Nick wondered what he just got himself into. One thing was for sure: he was going to enjoy what happened here, but he wouldn’t be leaving until several girls were well on their way to becoming mothers.


Chapter 15 - ♥♥♥ - The Naughty Nuns



The four girls quickly helped him undress, taking turns kissing his lips and then his chest and body as they undid the cinch of his martial robes and took them off. They eventually folded his clothes off neatly on a stand to the side and guided him by his hands over to a chair.

Irene said with a smile, “Please have a seat, Milord. This is where we shall begin our worship.”

It was a chair that had him sitting nearly on the edge with… easy-to-clean padding, it seemed, and some rather high and large armrests. He guessed it was for a woman placing her feet and squatting in front of his face.

He sat down with a smile and watched the girls begin to undress.

The four girls unbuttoned their blouses and let their poodle skirts fall to the floor, revealing their wide hips and thick thighs. Veronica’s more fit body already stood out, but he was amazed at just how alike they really looked.

Irene grinned at the mirrors off to the side, where it was like a dozen more copies of the girls were getting undressed. “Look in the mirrors, girls. Doesn’t getting undressed feel even naughtier like this? Make sure you put on a proper show for our dear hero.”

She was right about the mirrors, of course. The girls blushed even more, as they were more or less forced to see themselves undressing, and it was like they could see Nick watching them from multiple angles, no doubt. The mirrors meant that Nick saw a lot of flesh in his view, from twenty women or more rather than just the four in front of him.

To Nick’s surprise, they didn’t just get naked as they each undressed playfully. They put on the sort of hood or bandeau of their usual habit. They showed off their ample, teardrop-shaped breasts and their flat stomachs. Their large breasts were much more than handfuls each; their feminine curves were attractive. And of course, they kept their sexy thigh-high socks and heels on.

As the four of them sat down in front of him, almost naked, he marveled at them. All four of them were beautiful blondes, with large breasts and different pink or tanned pink nipples. The shades were not exactly the same, but they were close.

Perhaps that was the largest difference he could spot between them besides Veronica’s musculature or Irene’s more motherly, mature look and wings, of course.

Irene grinned. “First, we shall show our gratitude as one. Then, we will begin to worship you and show you how the others will be glad to do so.”

The four began to kiss and lick all along his length as a group, and Nick groaned at the sensations. They had pressed themselves close together to even manage this feat, the girls not at all shy about their bodies touching to show Nick their affection. Their soft lips and wet tongues quickly lathered him up, the sounds of wet smacks filling the room.

They alternated between kissing the different areas of his cock and rubbing their pouty lips up and down his length. The four pairs of eyes looked at him with affection as they did this, which only increased his lust.

The two near the base began kissing and licking his balls as well, but eventually Irene pulled off. “There. Now he’s ready. You still wanted to go first, right, Rissa?”

Marissa blushed at her nickname and smiled at him as she got to the center on her knees, the other girls moving into position and kissing or licking his balls as she kissed his tip. “I wanted to show my gratitude first, Nicholas. You have done so much for me, saved me from a bad, horrible end. And then you empowered me so, making me see my strength and potential by making us all heroes just like you. The pilgrimage where we faced the bandits was a turning point in my life, and I want to give you my love, my service.”

The other girls nodded at this, all having similar moments. But eventually Marissa sucked and licked the tip, her tongue swirling around it.

The adoration and worship in her eyes was heavy, but so was the faith essence that entered him from her mouth. His cock began to glow slightly from the light entering him, which caused a lewd side effect–he could see it through her mouth.

And he could feel the devotion and love, her faith in him as a hero, as she did it. It gave him a warm, fluttering feeling in his chest, the pure love she had for him making him feel fantastic.

He could see how the essence moved through him and her through the mirrors. It was just small amounts, but this faith essence was surely different from what he could mix with mana to cast spells. Instead, this was brought into his Heroic Concept and Soul Core, enriching him.

Irene pulled herself away from licking his balls to come kiss his lips as Marissa continued blowing him. “Mmm, do you feel it, Nicholas? How much she adores you?”

“Damn, I really can. It feels great.”

Veronica added, “Right now, she’s using one of Seraphara’s Mantras, just modified to worship you, our Ordained Lord and Husband.”

Irene smirked. “That’s right. I also modified another mantra, and I’ll show it to you later. Now, Rissa here will show you how naughty she’s been. How badly she has wanted you to mess up her wet pussy with your thick cock.”

Marissa reached her hand down between her legs and started to play with her clit, rubbing the outside of her pussy–which he could see perfectly, thanks to a mirror right beside her. She moaned as she continued to bob on his cock, her blue eyes staring at him with both adoration and lust this time. Dark essence rushed into him alongside the light, and this entered his body as it was purified.

Wherever Nick looked at the many mirrors, he could see the various naked parts of her body as she sucked him, her large breasts moving along with her head’s movements. But he also saw the dark essence within her moving and felt it being drawn into him through his cock. It was like as he looked at the mirrors, he started to understand the intent, the will of the essence, in some way. This would help him as he guided and used it in the future…after many sessions.

Irene’s wings fluttered, looking at Nick’s cock with obvious desire. “Mmm…isn’t it so big and delicious, girls? You can see how he’s enjoying it, can’t you? Go ahead, try to take him in deeper, Rissa. Show him your devotion.”

Marissa nodded fervently, her eyes starting to tear up as she continued to try to take him in further, her lips stretched out over his girth. His cock pressed against her throat, but her eyes began to tear up as she started coughing and choking, unable to take it in.

Marissa stopped to speak, coughing. “I think it’s even bigger than you said. The rubber phallus wasn’t big enough to practice on.”

Veronica looked up at it, a little scared. Chastity got a wicked gleam of excitement, her breath picking up before she began sucking his balls even more fervently.

Irene smiled. “An oversight, but at least you did practice a little. And of course, Hero, they saved their other holes for you. You will be the first and only to ever enter them. It’s a part of them maintaining their purity.”

Chastity shivered. “It’s been so hard, waiting for Hero. I want him in me so bad…”

Marissa smiled at this and kept trying to push him deeper. The lust within Nick rose as the darkness within him increased, and she began to moan as she sucked him harder and played with her clit between her legs.

“Mmm…” She moaned. She suddenly picked up her pace, Nick feeling delightful as the darkness only increased, a near vibration coming up his cock. Her mouth was wet and warm, her soft lips and wet tongue sending waves of pleasure through him. But her eyes filled with devotion made his lust rise more than anything else.

Veronica nodded over to the mirror, where darkness could be seen within Marissa. “I can see the darkness within her soul core decreasing even without the mirror; our new Soul Sense trait is quite useful. The mirrors help us see just how it moves in other places too, allowing us to better use it.”

Irene smiled and looked at Marissa’s chest as she bobbed along his length. “That’s right. You need to keep going, Rissa. You need to purify your lust with your devotion. Show him how much you love and want your husband, proving to the essence that your darkness was for him and him alone–a noble thing instead of only a sinful thing. Work hard for it.”

Both light and darkness were entering inside him, a storm of emotions as she sucked him. She bobbed and continued to suck and lick, and Nick could feel his passion rising. He wanted to pick her up and fuck her harshly now, his desire building as her eyes teared up, pushing him as deeply as she could.

Irene looked her up and down, then tapped her shoulder. “You did a good job, Rissa. Now the darkness is gone, thanks to the technique, and you sent plenty of your faith essence to him–well done. Now it’s Veronica’s turn.”

Marissa pouted. “But I didn’t make him cum. It feels like he’s close.”

Chastity said, “He is, and you might want him to finish with you, but we are not here for you–we’re here to serve our lord. Don’t forget that.”

Irene pulled Chastity’s hair through her habit, causing her to exclaim, “Ah!”

The angel woman frowned. “What you said was exactly right–we are here to serve our Lord Husband. But you were just looking forward to your own turn, weren’t you? Veronica is next, but it’s up to you, Hero. We will listen to your command.”

“You did an amazing job, Marissa. Come here.” He gestured with his arms, having her climb up on his lap. She wrapped her legs around his chest, and he noticed she was able to place her feet onto the armrests, helping support her so that he didn’t have to.

Veronica took her turn, sucking his cock as he kissed and played with Marissa’s breasts. He took turns playing with her clit and sucking on her lips and tongue, bringing her to a rather quick peak. She was already worked up from her actions from before, and her moans picked up as he continued to lather her in his affection. He also told her she was beautiful, and he enjoyed her worship.

Marissa’s hips started going a little wild against his finger as he brought her to her peak, his other hand groping her large chest. “Oh yes! Mmm, Hero, ah! I’m going to cum! Ohhh…” She moaned.

Veronica was bobbing along his tip and began jerking the rest of his length. His cock twitched and pulsed as he got close, his lust reaching its peak. The adoration and worship Veronica had for him entered his cock, sending shivers of pleasure up his body through his spine.

Marissa moaned as he came, sending spurts of cum splashing at Veronica’s face, who had pulled off and was kissing his tip instead. Irene grabbed his cock and sprayed the three of their chests, covering those below in his cum. Ropes of cum covered each of their faces and chests, his cock continuing to pulse.

Irene giggled. “You made us dirty, hero. Veronica still needs to purify the rest of her lust, so wait just a little more, Chastity.”

Veronica was jerking him, his cock still pulsing. “It’s still so hard.”

Irene said, “Go ahead and get back to it, Veronica. Winny assured me Hero would never fail us in that respect. He’s a hero in and out of the bedroom.”

The girls giggled at that, and Veronica went back to it, sucking and bobbing on his length. It seemed him covering the girls in cum only made her more wild, because she started fingering the outside of her pussy with even more fervor, moaning as she took him into her mouth. Nick continued kissing Marissa, the woman seemingly unable to get enough of his lips as he played with her breasts.

He still watched the mirrors out of the corner of his eyes, and he saw the darkness within Veronica decreasing. Eventually, it ran out, and then he called her up into his lap to take Marissa’s place.

Veronica’s smile was wide as he kissed her, and Chastity couldn’t get her mouth around his cock fast enough, it seemed. She immediately began bobbing with intensity, sucking and licking with fervor.

“Shit. That feels…good.” He groaned as he watched her off to the side, attacking his cock with her face in the mirror.

Irene chuckled as she sat next to Chastity, the girl only getting more confident as the moment continued. “So naughty, isn’t she, Hero? Just look at how much darkness she built. She played with that phallus for hours each day, no doubt. Just imagining what it would be like when she could finally worship you. And for you to fuck her and put a baby in her, of course.”

Nick continued kissing Veronica and began fingering her clit as he played with her breasts, giving her tender compliments as they went. He thanked her for her worship in his own way–bringing her to a quick climax. And Marissa rejoined Chastity, licking his balls as the other girl worshiped him.

Irene smirked at Nick’s look in the mirror, catching his eye. “Doesn’t Chastity here look so much like my Becca? Isn’t that just deliciously naughty, Hero? The idea of me and her serving you at the same time?” She smirked, then grabbed the back of Chastity’s head. She began to push her face further onto his cock, forcing her to take him deeper as she struggled. “Take him deeper, fit more of his fat cock in that dirty mouth of yours. I know you ‘practiced’ the most, you naughty little slut.”

Nick groaned at that, her lips stretched out over his cock as his tip entered her tight throat. Chastity gagged a little as tears filled her eyes, but Irene helped her bob and push him deeper on his length.

“Just relax your throat, and will the essence to pleasure your lord. Maybe I should have gone first to show you all how it’s done. But I had planned on showing my devotion and worship in another way. Perhaps next time.” She winked at Nick before shoving Chastity even harder.

Irene was a little harsh on Chastity, but Nick understood from his other wives. Even their throats were much sturdier than human women from Earth, thanks to being cultivators. The reflex was probably the more difficult thing to overcome, but it sounded like they were already working on that or had some kind of method.

Marissa was alternating between licking his balls and kissing what remained of his length, as Chastity still couldn’t get the rest inside. The two were moaning as they fingered their clits, and just a tiny trickle of their lust was entering him as he continued kissing and playing with Veronica’s clit. She couldn’t get enough of his touch, her hands roaming his body as he brought her toward her peak again.

Chastity suddenly shook and trembled, stopping as Irene fucked her face along his length.

Irene scoffed. “This naughty little slut came again, can you believe it? Before her lord husband came. How useless.”

Chastity whined, but then her eyes met his in the mirror. She pushed herself even harder, her eyes filled with adoration. She took his cock deeper into her throat, and Irene smirked, pushing her further, fucking her harshly along his length. Nick groaned at the sensation and reached his peak. He gave her a warning just before spurts of cum shot down her throat, her eyes widening as he came. She drank it all as she groaned, a pleased smile on her expression.

Irene grinned. “Just in time, it looks like. All the darkness within her is now cleansed. How did you like that, Nicholas? Were we deliciously naughty?”

Nick cleared his throat. “That was amazing. All of you.”

Veronica looked at him with a tender expression, breathless from his lap, “Did we help you, Lord Husband? We worked hard because we wanted to give something back to you. We all do.”

Chastity blushed, looking away. “I…may enjoy myself a lot and may be really horny, but…it’s all because of what you do to me, Hero. I love you so much, I just can’t help but lust after you.”

Nick’s eyes widened a bit at that statement–it was entirely true. He closed his eyes and checked internally. They really did. He could feel the purified dark essence within had grown, almost as much as eating a decent quality, refined demon core. Then, the faith essence had grown significantly as well–more than what his throne would gather from his tithed faith essence for a fair period.

“You girls really did. I can see how this worship is effective in making me stronger, but also enjoyable.”

The three girls beamed, and Veronica got down from her perch. But Irene had walked over to the table and opened the pillbox. She walked over and then handed him a pill.

He frowned at it in his hand. “I don’t think I need pills to have a good time.”

Irene chuckled. “No, silly. These are merely essence pills–normally, for cultivators to wrap up a level or otherwise increase their cultivation. When making a child, it’s best to have as much as you can have available. If it was just one or two children you were making tonight, I have no doubts in your virility or essence. But for three or four…we might need some breaks in between, besides.”

Nick arched his brow at that. “Alright, I’ll listen to your wisdom on this.” He took the pill and swallowed it before he turned to Marissa. “I understand this moment is important for you girls, just as it is for me. Any preference for you on how you would like it to happen?”

Marissa looked at the almost medical seat with the spread footrests with a blush. “Maybe…that one?”

Irene giggled. “I like that! So you’re going to get pregnant and give birth in the same position. You’re naughtier than I thought, Marissa!”

Nick picked the blushing nun up and kissed her on the lips as he carried her over to the chair. Setting her down, he noticed that it put her pussy at just the right height and angle for him to just press himself right in. It even had handles for him attached to the bench she lay on if he wanted to really get the right leverage to fuck her nice and hard.

With her legs spread wide, her pussy was spread wide too. But he could actually see the barrier of white inside her thanks to one of the mirrors, and he just had to ask, pointing at it off to the side.

“What is that?”

“You didn’t know, Hero? That’s their chastity barrier–only their husband can enter. Seraphara’s Purity helps protect us priestesses and adherents alike. Without her acceptance, it’d be a real challenge for a man or even one of those phalluses to enter, believe me.”

Veronica chuckled, a hint of recognition touching her eyes. “I see. Becca was too shy to talk about it, probably.”

Nick asked, “You ready, Rissa?”

She met his eyes–she had been watching his cock up to now–and she smiled brightly. “Oh yes, I am so ready. I want you, and I want to have your child more than anything.”

He leaned forward to kiss her lips as he began to press himself in. Once again, Nick felt that same essence, that gratitude, as his cock began to enter her pussy. The walls clung to his tip as it entered, the wetness overflowing her wet tunnel. Her girl cum dribbled down her plump thigh as he pushed into her slowly.

“Ohhh goddess.” Marissa breathed. “It feels like he’s going to split me in half!”

He punctured the barrier within her, and once again, his cock seemed to brighten as the light ran into him instead. Her pussy convulsed all along his length as she seemed to cum, her moans music to his ears.

“Haah, hah, oh goddess…”

Her pussy was so tight, but the lubricant from her girlcum allowed him to push further inside with every stroke. Marissa’s pussy gripped and squeezed all along his length as she moaned. Starting to play with her heavy breasts, he began to move, pounding as deeply as he could reach, getting deeper with every stroke.

Nick had just finished inside of Chastity’s mouth, but he was already well on his way toward his peak. His Soul Core thrummed with intention and desire, his body ready to make a child. As her pussy molded around his cock and loosened for his entry, he picked up his pace, his monstrous nature coming to the fore.

The rest of the nuns were all playing with their clits, watching the mirrors–and learning what they could about essence, Nick imagined. Veronica moaned as she noted, “Ah–Rissa’s not able to fit him all the way.”

Chastity started playing with her clit again, kissing Nick’s arm. “Just like our mouths, we’ll have to work hard for that too with the mantras, letting the essence change us to fit our husband.”

Irene was playing with her clit, moaning as she watched Nick pounding Marissa. The girl in question was moaning, and the stirrups actually allowed her to move more than he thought with her hips. She met his thrusts, her pussy gripping his length tightly. He even felt some intentional pulses, her using some kegels to try to bring him pleasure.

Nick noticed Marissa was eventually looking up, with a blissed-out expression. He hadn’t seen the mirror on the ceiling, but she was staring at where their cock and pussy met.

Marissa moaned, “Uhn, oh Goddess, I’m going to cum again. Please…fill me! Make me a mommy!”

He began to use the handholds, really getting leverage. Her moans increased, and as Nick got close, he felt the familiar sensation. That all it took was for him to will it so, and he would make the woman writhing underneath him pregnant with his Heir.

He confirmed it in his mind, and his eyes lit white–and so did Marissa’s. Both of their Soul Cores lit up in unison as they vibrated, and Nick’s balls began to boil as essence from his entire body rushed inside, his hips moving fast as he fucked her furiously. His mind went nearly white with pleasure, his toes curling and pleasant sensations wracking his whole body.

Marissa kept moaning throughout the whole process, nearly gibbering incoherently. “Oh goddess! Unh! Yes! Ohhh–”

His cock gushed rope after rope of cum inside her pussy, filling her womb to the brim with essence. It just kept on going, each spurt sending tremendous amounts of it. It felt like his orgasm went on forever, his body trembling as he continued pumping her full of it.

When Nick was finally spent, he stumbled backwards. Irene, Veronica, and Chastity caught him–prepared. He felt dizzy and lightheaded, and despite the amount of cum he filled Marissa with, he noticed none spilled out of her. Instead, it had created a small bump in her belly.

Irene grinned. “That was incredible, Hero. And it looked quite pleasurable, didn’t it, girls? Marissa here is still shaking.”

Her body was still jolting and twitching, her mouth open with her tongue lolling out. She was catching her breath.

Within Nick, the pill now felt more active than ever, releasing essence into him to restore his expended essence.

Irene smiled and turned to Nick. “You’ll need another pill and some food before we can continue, Hero. Sit down and take a break.”

She gestured at the couch, and he walked over and sat down, feeling rather drained. The three girls brought him plates of food, and he enjoyed being served in yet another way. He ate the essence fruit, the clustered, metallic-skinned grapes filling him with vitality and flavor. Irene even gave him some of that energy whiskey, giving him a good jolt of energy before handing him another pill.

The girls doted on him, only seeking chaste kisses while he ate and cuddling next to him while he recovered.

“Now it’s Veronica’s turn. Are you ready to receive your lord?”

Chastity whimpered. “I’m beyond ready.”

Irene chuckled. “Stop whining. We all agreed on the order.”

Chastity pouted, letting out a calming breath. Veronica smiled. “I am ready. I see he has his work cut out for him, so I think over here would be best.” She walked over to a flat chair that had an adjustable head and footrest–reminding Nick a bit of a bench press, without the weight stand.

She bent over it and got on all fours, Nick finding that his height aligned perfectly for where her pussy was. And Irene and Chastity wheeled over several mirrors, allowing Nick and Veronica, as well as Chastity and Irene, to watch each other from several angles.

Veronica looked over her shoulder back at him through the mirror with a smile. “Now, husband, you can do as little or as much work as you want here. Just push yourself inside, and I can do the rest if you like.” She leaned forward with her ass up, and what a beautiful ass it was. She had firm cheeks and a bubbled ass, and his hands roamed them as he lined himself up.

He rubbed his tip on her entrance and found her absolutely drenched. As he pushed forward, she sank herself back into his length, her pussy pushing deep and surpassing the barrier in a mere moment. While he wouldn’t call her loose, it was like her muscles inside had fully relaxed to allow him entry.

Because then her pussy clamped down on his cock, gripping and convulsing deliciously along his length.

“Mmm…Oh my king…” She breathed.

As she promised, she began to move, Nick only guiding her slightly with his hand on her ass. She backed up into him, his cock bottoming out with each movement as she swayed back and forth. Diligently, her pussy pulsed with intentional control, gripping along his length. It seemed her body essence mastery allowed her to excel in this, allowing her to increase his pleasure greatly.

Nick groaned at her efforts, the girl moaning and speeding up.

“Oh, oh, oh! Yes, my hero, my king! You feel so good in me!”

Nick grunted as he guided her to move faster, his lust rising as he thrust into her, meeting her movements. Thanks to both of their efforts, he really hit her hard and deep, and her moans increased as he fucked her.

“Oh goddess! Yes! Oh! Oh! Please fill me! I want it, oh yes!”

Watching her face in the mirror as she moaned only increased his lust, his hips becoming a blur as he really pounded her. Even as she fucked herself through her orgasm, she focused on his pleasure, it seemed, as she continued to send rhythmic pulses, clamping down onto his length.

Willing her to become pregnant, their souls thrummed, and he filled her pussy, the girl still fucking herself with his length. She moaned as her womb was filled, pulse after pulse sending cum and essence into her. The girl collapsed down onto the bench only after Nick was finally spent, landing on her side with a happy expression.

And before he fell over in exhaustion, Nick was once again caught by Chastity and Irene, then sat down on the couch to eat and recover again. He almost felt like Irene and Chastity became a pit crew. He was handed a high-essence fruit and some energy whiskey, another pill, and a delicious steak, the two girls cutting and feeding it to him.

Nick chuckled at that, kissing them and thanking them. He understood the reason, but it was a bit crazy for him as he recovered in a daze. Making a girl pregnant on Orion was apparently very taxing, even when he could run at a hundred miles an hour in a pinch, or even actually run more than a hundred miles.

Nick smiled at Chastity. “Now it’s your turn. How would you like to do it?”

Chastity blushed. “I want…on the bed. Holding hands and kissing.”

Irene’s jaw dropped. “Really? I did not see that coming!”

Nick chuckled. “I thought she’d want the horniest thing. Instead, she wants the most wholesome.”

Chastity pouted. “I do want it nasty! I want him to hold me up, facing the mirror as he fucks me hard, and for Irene to lick my clit as he does it, making me cum like a hundred times with his fat cock! But…we’re making a baby right now. I do want that to be more wholesome.”

Irene chuckled. “Ah, that’s a good point.”

“Surprisingly reasonable,” Nick added.

“So, next time, and I’m not taking no for an answer!” Her eyes lit up as she pointed upward, and then she blanched. “Er, I mean, if that’s okay, Hero. I just, um, really want that.” She blushed and looked away.

Nick shrugged. “If Irene doesn’t mind, then I don’t mind. Next time I’m sure we’ll be able to work that out.”

A shiver went down her spine along with a smile, and he picked Chastity up and carried her over to the bed, climbing back to the pillows and setting her down. Irene once again wheeled the mirrors next to the bed, making it just a bit kinkier, and of course, the ceiling mirror was ever-present.

Pressing his cock at her entrance, it slid in just as easily as Veronica’s, her pussy slick, ready, and relaxed for him. The light barrier became energy and entered him, making his cock brighten even further. He could even see it through her pussy now, an interesting side effect.

“Mmm!” She moaned into his mouth, her tongue seeking his wildly. He began pistoning into her, fucking her slowly and gently. His girth stretched her hot tunnel, filling her to the brim with every thrust. She couldn’t take his whole length, but her pussy pulsed with intensity and dark essence, the amount having built from her lust as she waited.

The love and adoration she had for him rushed inside his cock, causing him to groan with desire. He could feel just how badly she wanted his child and his love, her gratitude, and desire within her carrying into the light essence. This mantra of theirs was really something, and he was definitely hoping his wives were able to work out something similar.

Focusing on her instead of the mirrors, he continued kissing and giving her his affection as he filled her. Her legs wrapped around his back, pulling him in with every thrust. Her pussy pulsed with desire, the girl having small orgasms frequently. He could feel the lust within her, and that only caused his desire to rise in turn.

She moaned into his mouth as they kissed, her hands holding on as he picked up the pace. Bottoming out inside her, she pushed up as she pulled him in, speeding up his movements.

Eventually, she pulled back so she could speak. “Oh yes, give it to me! Make me a mommy! Fuck me, breed me with your big fat cock!”

Irene chuckled and shook her head. “So close, Chastity. It was almost wholesome the whole way through.”

“Ahn! Yes! I don’t care! Fill me! Ohhh!”

Nick’s soul thrummed again along with hers as their eyes became white, filling her with cum once more. Irene hugged him from behind as he recovered for a minute, the pill helping him restore the essence he just spent. She jerked his cock with a smile, as if testing it.

Irene looked at the three girls, who were now blissed out and almost asleep. “Let’s carry the rest over to the bed. I’m sure we’ll both be joining them shortly.”

Nick and Irene did just that, carrying them over to the waiting bed. All three were holding their bellies, with proud, blissed-out smiles on their faces. It seemed like they already fell asleep. He smiled at them. “Damn. They’re all tuckered out, but happy.”

Irene looked at them all again and said, “Did you know, Hero? That this is what he wanted. And he came so close to getting it. But you saved us all, and now you are the one who gets to enjoy it. Instead of horrors and despair, you give these women bliss and love. They are filled to the brim with affection and adoration, lovingly ready to carry your child–as many times as you wish.”

Barriers of light shoved a few more mirrors over to the side, next to a piece of furniture.

“You may have noticed I didn’t worship you like they did. That’s because I wanted to show my devotion in another way. To give you what that horrible person would not shut the fuck up about. I couldn’t hear his words, but I knew just what he wanted and what he knew he had to kill me to even get.”

A pulse ran through her, and suddenly, her wings had black feathers in them, and the darkness within her appeared to be significant as he saw her reflection in the mirror. It wasn’t that it was gathered in her soul core, though it was, as he had often seen it. But it was like her angelic body had stored a lot of it. An odd thing–did the Genesis Chamber really create her with all of this? He realized that perhaps she must have hidden this.

She hugged herself, as if hiding her naked body. “You see, Hero? I am damaged. Even if he never got to me in this way, he has tainted me. My mind and my body, and he had only begun to corrupt my soul, my spirit.”

“No. You are not damaged. You are strong and magnificent as you are. I respect how you held on for so long with your love and compassion. I am pleased that you are all mine. Forever.”

She kissed him, her kiss gentle and filled with tender affection. Irene said, “Then, I want to give you something special first.” She walked over to and bent over the modified chaise lounge chair with an angled edge–clearly meant for sex. Her wings spread wide, she spread her thick butt cheeks and floated the lube over with a barrier of light from the table. She squirted some on and around the hole.

Her breathing was heavy. “Then please hurry. I need you, Hero. In so many ways. Don’t be shy–that hole only exists for one purpose on angels, since we only require light and essence to survive. And for me, it exists only to please you.”

He gathered some lube onto his tip by rubbing it against her entrance, her thick ass cheeks looking inviting. She had a bubbled ass, and he loved how her hands pulling them apart framed his entry.

He pushed into her warm tunnel, the delicate tightness making it difficult to enter. She groaned as he pushed into her puckered star, sinking in gradually as she pushed back into him. As he passed through Seraphara’s chastity protection, she groaned as his cock lit up, gathering a significant amount of light and dark essence once more.

She pushed back into him, but he had to pull back and push forward, inching into her hot tunnel. He groaned at the tightness, each fraction of an inch one that he had to fight for. As he entered, however, there was an immense amount of darkness that went along with the light. Looking at the mirror, he saw that she had stored so much of it; she was like a giant pool of darkness.

“Ah! Ohhh fuck, now I know what Rissa was talking about. But do you see, Hero? I had to wait for you. For you to be ready. I didn’t tell you because…I didn’t want to burden you. Now I will show you how much I want to give even a little back to my hero, my king…and my lover.”

Much like Veronica, her ass began pulsing rhythmically as she backed into his cock repeatedly. She was using some kind of mantra in her mind, which caused that large pool of dark essence to rush inside of him.

Waves of pleasure washed over his body from his cock, the lust within him so intense he thought he came in just a few moments. He froze from the pleasure, unable to really respond as she began to moan, her body shaking as she fucked herself on his length.

“Oh goddess! Fuck! Yes! Mmm!”

She continued backing up into him, her ass smacking into his waist with each movement. She continued backing into him for what felt like minutes or hours, her worship and devotion sending different types of pleasure like a torrent through his body.

Nick was amazed. He could tell this wasn’t all pleasure for her, but nothing stopped her from pushing back into him, the woman watching him through the mirror for his enjoyment.

It was only after much of her darkness was purified that he began to move once more.

“There you are, Hero. Did you enjoy it?”

He answered by grabbing her waist and fucking her harder. He lifted her into the air, the girl lighter than a feather to him. And he carried her in front of the mirror, as if copying Chastity’s desire.

Irene grinned at that. “Oh fuck! So good. Fuck me! Harder! Mmm!”

Lifting her up and down on his cock, he fucked her ass harshly. She took everything he had to give until he reached his peak once more. He came inside her ass, filling her with rope after rope of cum. She cried out as she came with him, her pussy convulsing and aftershocks being sent all along his length through her ass.

Irene let out a breath, smiling at him in the mirror. He noted that many of her black feathers were gone, but there were still some left. He had gained a lot from this, and it was amazing the amount of pleasure she gave him.

She tapped him, so he lifted her off him and set her down.

Irene smiled. “Are you ready, Hero? You’re looking a little tired, even if this one isn’t.” She jerked his length. “I have just a little more to worship first.”

She got on her knees in front of him, then took him in her mouth. She took him all the way to the base in one go, deepthroating him. He could feel her love and adoration through what he realized was her Angelic Tether, her desire to serve him and revitalize him causing his soul core to vibrate in his chest. His desire and lust increased as she bobbed faster on his cock, her pouty lips stretched over his thick girth.

She spoke through their connection, even with her mouth full. “Mmm…your cock tastes so good. Really use me to feel good. Fuck my face!”

Placing his hand on the back of her head, he did just that. The light and darkness filled him as he fucked her face, enhancing the feelings and pleasure as he continued. He thrust his hips and pushed her face deep into his length. Her body trembled, feeling the pleasure over their special connection.

Irene moaned into his mind and out loud. “Ohh goddess. Unh, oh! It feels like, mm! Like you’re fucking my pussy! I’m going to cum again!”

As her body shook from her orgasm, much like Rebecca’s connection, he felt that pleasure shadowed over their connection. It made him fuck her even harder and faster, stuffing his length deep down her throat. The waves of pleasure from her special mantra purified the darkness, building all along his length.

“Mmm! Give it to me! Cum down this angel’s throat! Ohh fuck!”

His balls boiled as he fucked her mouth deeply, then he filled her throat with his cum, his cock pulsing as she slurped and sucked. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she came again, Nick continuing to thrust her face harshly onto his length.

When he was done, he let go, and she sputtered a bit as she got her mouth off his length, coughing. Irene had to catch her breath, her large chest heaving. She chuckled. “We’re so blessed by our hero, in that you bring us just as much pleasure as we give you. I want to keep worshiping you for so much longer, over and over. But I can see you’re getting tired.” She handed him one more pill, which he took without hesitation, then walked over to the edge of the bed and lay down on it. She spread her legs wide.

He noted absently that her most recent worship just purified her further. Now the dark feathers were almost completely gone, the pool of essence within her nearly cleared out. Thanks to the essence she just gave him, combined with the pill, he felt like he had a second wind.

“Please, breed me, Hero. Put a child full of your love and heroism inside me. Then I feel like I can truly forget that nightmare.”

Nick straddled the bed and pushed in. She was already extremely wet, so he entered easily. She grunted and moaned as he entered, removing the final barrier of chastity. Her pussy clamped down tightly as she moaned, more light essence rushing inside of him.

Irene had a wry smile on her face as she moaned. “Ohh yes. I guess I lied before…that feels even better. So what do you think, Hero? Are you looking forward to more of our worship?”

Nick froze for a moment. “You Maidens are fantastic. I’m going to have to find time to come around here often.”

“Good, and we’ll try to make it worth your while; I know you are working hard to become more. Now go ahead and pound me–I know you can make that messy pussy an even bigger mess after what you did to my ass.” She grinned.

He kissed her as he moved his hips, fucking her pussy gently for a moment as he did. Then he did just as she asked for: propping himself up and fucking her hard.

“Oh yes! Fuck! So good. Give it to me! Mmm!” She moaned, his length filling her tight pussy.

He was able to bottom himself out in her pussy, and her whole body seemed to tremble with every thrust. She moaned. “Ohh goddess, yes! Fuuuck that’s so good! Ohhh!”

The essence rushing inside him was significant, causing his lust to rise even further. The black within her wings reduced even further, he noticed, purifying the darkness within. He grabbed her legs and pushed them up against her chest, switching the angle as he moved into the mating press.

Irene moaned, her lust reaching its peak. Her pussy convulsed and gripped his length, her passion rising. “Ohh Hero, fuck, you are pounding me so hard. I’m going to cum, mmm! Just like that! Fuck me! Cum inside me! Make me a mother again!”

His hips were a blur as he fucked her, pounding her cervix with every thrust. Her pussy went wild on his cock, his lust reaching its peak as well thanks to the pulses of pleasure washing through his body.

Nick’s Soul Core thrummed once more, as he wished to fill her and make another heir. Pleasure ran up his spine as his body shook, emptying the last of the essence within him. He grunted and groaned as he climaxed, and Irene’s pussy pulsed and trembled. Once again his cock continued to send ropes of cum, filling her womb with essence.

He pulled out for a moment, allowing her to rearrange her legs. Then he fell on top of her in exhaustion, her body still twitching with aftershocks as she managed to wrap her legs around him.

As Nick lost his consciousness, Irene kissed him lovingly as she rolled him over. “Thank you, Hero. For saving me in all the ways possible. I’ll make it up to you, even if it takes me my entire life. Anything you ask of me, it is all yours.”

Nick wanted to respond, but he passed out as his exhaustion took him into sleep.


Chapter 16 - The heirs and Soul Magic



“Master. Please wake up so you can eat and drink this.”

Nick woke up groggy, groaning. He felt like he was dehydrated, having a hangover–but he knew that he didn’t drink anything but a little bit of wine, not enough to get drunk, and then the energy whisky last night.

They were within the mirror room of the Cathedral still, and he was flanked by the four sleeping nuns, two on each side of him.

Jasmine responded to his thoughts. “That is part of what is causing this, the numerous essence-restoring items you consumed. That’s why you need to get something else in you, and fast. Here.”

Jasmine sat him up with two of her arms while still holding on to the food and drink with her other two hands. She was leaning precariously over two sleeping priestesses, nearly completely horizontal on the bed, but her spider legs behind her back were helping to prop her up with ease, avoiding putting any weight on them.

He took the water first, taking a big drink. The water was full of essence from their lake, and it was quite refreshing as it soothed his parched throat. The pounding headache lessened a little rather quickly, he found, and he moved on to eat some essence fruit.

Nick grimaced as he took a bite, and the taste hit his tongue. “Had a lot of this last night to recover between rounds. It’s good, but…”

Jasmine chuckled. “Too much of a good thing, huh? Maybe try some of this instead.” She took out some sandwiches, and he happily started to scarf them down and chase them with some more of the soothing water.

The pounding headache remained, but it was now at a manageable level. He still felt completely drained, like how he heard people would feel after they ran a marathon the previous day or how people felt when jet-lagged. Nick was exhausted, and it felt like it went down to his bones.

“How’d you even get in here?”

Jasmine scowled. “I’d like to see that goddess try to stop me. But no, I am your other half, your Soulbound. I just walked in. The Cathedral let me, and the clergy even escorted me. I’m sure your wives will all be the same way if they have some reason to enter.”

That made sense. He looked over his four new wives, all with his heirs growing within them. Their smiles were wide even as they slept, completely satisfied. He sighed. “Thanks, Jas. I’m totally exhausted. I’m not so sure that I’m going to be doing so many again in one evening. They sure look happy, don’t they?”

“Oh yes. You made them the happiest. Just which of us wouldn’t be satisfied after a night like that? I do believe a few of the other Ladies and especially the potential Maidens are a bit envious that they couldn’t bear your child first. But they are all happy about the result. You didn’t have a chance to check the prompts, but it seems to be a pretty big deal–it was worth not waiting.”

Nick decided to take a look. He had felt something shift while they were in the moment, but he had paid it little mind. It was difficult to think of much else.

[Heritage Quest Complete: You have successfully begun the creation of an heir. Structure Reward: Enhanced Nursery and Obstetrics, Additional Archaen knowledge within the Archives unlocked. A room following this purpose has already been established. Upgrading it to receive the advantages of this special Heritage structure.]

“Damn, obstetrics? I guess it’s going to help us understand how their situation is moving forward. Convenient.”

Jasmine smiled. “There’s a special screening area that should definitely give us some more information. Winny, Luna, and I already checked it out. Plus, it has some very calming essence within the whole nursery we made, much like the princely chambers.”

He checked his next prompt.

[Trait Awakened: Archaen Primogenitor. As the oldest, sole ancestor alive on the shards of Orion and with progeny on the way, your primal instincts and strength have increased. Increases chance of an heir to a hundred percent until ten heirs have been established. Your Monstrous Body trait has been improved further.]

[Additional Effect: +3 Body, +2 Soul]

Nick wondered if he was getting some portion of this trait for a while but wasn’t getting the full effect until just now, as it wasn’t fully awakened. Much like when he raised his Monstrosity high enough and it awakened his Monstrous Body. He had already been sure his first child was going to be an heir. Perhaps it was simply always that way for an Archaen, but he couldn’t be certain.

And that was far from all. During their foreplay, the girls had shown that they could aid him with increasing the light and dark essence within him in the future, and thus his Heroic Concept’s strength. In addition, the special room of mirrors aided him in improving his control and understanding of the two unique energies.

His eyes landed on Irene. The poor woman’s body and mind were already full of dark essence, and he had purified her last night. The soul wasn’t full of it, as she had prevented this, but she had been close to becoming a demon. In purifying the darkness, he had gained a lot, his Body Rating by a whole number in just that one session.

With enough time spent in Seraphara’s special room and with enough worship from the many Maiden priestesses, he would grow the light and the dark, his Heroic Concept within him, and temper his Body and Soul. It was yet another reason to be happy for these priestesses becoming his Maidens, and these four were just the beginning.

Four new wives and four heirs were now on the way. The girls already had a small baby bump, but he understood that it wasn’t the same makeup as having a child as a human on Earth, but it was similar. A lot of the bump was Nick and his wives’ invested essence, and it was the reason Nick had to eat and drink in between rounds and even consume essence pills.

The child inside had likely already grown weeks worth of progress all in one go, consuming this essence from the mother and father from their magical placenta. However, he doubted the baby inside was all that large yet, and instead it was like a big ball of essence in their stomachs that would be consumed over time.

A cultivator’s ability to send essence to their child as they were formed accelerated the process significantly. From what he had heard about even human cultivators, it wouldn’t take more than five months for them to give birth, but with perfect environments and powerful mothers, it could be much shorter than even that.

Marissa and Irene started to stir first, their happy groans as they started to move a pleasant sound to Nick’s ears.

As they woke up, he gave each of them a kiss on the lips and a hug, which they eagerly returned with happy sighs. Feeling their soft and small baby bumps, he felt a sort of primal satisfaction within him.

Marissa kissed him back deeply as she moaned. “Mmm, so wonderful. Thank you, my husband, my king. I’m so happy, and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier in my whole life. That we can be so certain right away was… just amazing.”

Irene smiled. “I’m so happy for it, but excited too, my hero. I really want to check the archives for what we gained, but lying here in this bed has made me feel so…perfect. To think another child like my Becca is on the way for me to love, and it’s from our incredible hero, fills me with great joy. It’s hard for me to put it into words.”

Jasmine snorted. “I think you’re doing a great job of it. Do you mind?” She reached for her small baby bump, asking to feel.

Irene smiled. “Not at all, please, go ahead.”

Marissa nodded and confirmed that it too wasn’t an issue for her.

Jasmine rubbed her small baby bump, a proud smile on her face. She also caressed Marissa’s baby bump, her gaze, and her emotions full of love and affection. “Such a blessing, isn’t it? I cannot wait to see a little Nicholas about again, but I’ve just remembered something. It’s custom for us to find them a proper Soul Bound. Certainly, before the age of three, though preferably before they are even born.”

Nick grimaced. This was definitely something he had forgotten. The Spirit Vault had plenty of potential servants within that could make excellent life-bound partners for his children.

As a human from Earth, the idea that someone’s entire life would be devoted to his child was more than a little strange. Luckily, fully sentient and sapient Soul Bound servants were not a requirement. At the same time, he understood the truth. This would be something that the entity or person agreed upon and was actually a highly coveted position among anyone who was a Follower of the Noblefrost Kingdom.

Still, he couldn’t help but feel weird about setting his children up with a very likely future wife of theirs. Perhaps he’d leave it up to Winny or Jasmine to do that or simply set them up with non-sapient servants–much like he decided to do with establishing the spirit of his Soul Blade.

He eventually said, “That might be tough, but we’ll plan for it. I know I want my children to have the best Soul Bound partners they can have. I know Jasmine enriched my life in so many ways.”

Jasmine beamed, and Irene and Marissa both smiled at that, as Veronica and Chastity started to stir. Each earned a kiss from Nick and a thank you. Last night was an amazing time that he enjoyed very much, and they likely looked forward to many more special evenings or perhaps more children in the future. They had provided an important service to Nick that couldn’t be replaced until he could slow down his adventuring and take a break with his Ladies.

And Nick couldn’t really slow down or truly rest until Blackthorne was defeated. Perhaps by then he would have new threats, but he wasn’t so sure. As his kingdom progressed, it would become more stable and safer as it reached the peak of power on this Shard. The challenges might become greater, but he’d have even more resources and usually time to mitigate these threats.

In the end, as long as he climbed and continued becoming more along with his people, perhaps they wouldn’t even have to fear a Trial or Tribulation from Orion. That was among the top threats for him to be concerned about.

Nick smiled proudly at his Maidens, who were already starting to talk about potential names for their growing children. “How about we go visit the nursery? I know I’m excited to see it.”

Nick and Jasmine helped the girls get dressed up back in their nun outfits this time, then left the room. Almost immediately once they left, some blushing nuns entered to clean things up and stow things away, no doubt. Jasmine smirked and giggled at this, and Nick couldn’t help but groan at the idea of so many of these chaste nuns talking about his exploits.

The girls had an extra waddle to their steps that probably wasn’t that necessary, but he thought was adorable, especially when contrasted against the way they walked in front of him just yesterday on their date.

As they walked through the cathedral, numerous priestesses swooned and looked at Nick while biting their lips. Perhaps Nick would have many other visits to the cathedral like the ones today, making more and more of these girls his brides. Hopefully, less than four at once next time…

Outside the cathedral, the utility vehicle was waiting. Jasmine drove them the short distance back to their home, and arriving inside the nursery, Eirwen and Luna were there waiting for them.

It was a bright room, and the lighting felt natural despite no true windows. The cribs were in the back of the room, several lined up next to each other. Really, it looked a lot like a huge day care to Nick. With how many kids may end up being born at around the same time, this was necessary. It even had a fun little indoor playground, with slides and padded places for them to climb.

But it certainly had touches of home, with nice sofas and recliners, rocking chairs, and separated play areas from relaxing areas. It was a charming place, and just imagining his future children playing together here made him smile with pride and excitement. He couldn’t wait to see his children playing and learning.

He thought about his own youth. It was certainly true that it had not lasted overly long, and then he was participating in both book learning and meeting with instructors. That sort of thing would be a job all on its own, aiding his heirs to grow intelligent, wise, and strong. He realized that perhaps Marissa and Chastity could manage this role well together.

Nick was amazed at his wives’ choices. “Wow, it’s pretty nice and homey–it feels well-thought-out. I love what you girls have done with it.”

The other girls nodded in agreement, big smiles on their faces. Chastity spoke, “It’s really cute, and it feels so pleasant here. Imagining our little heroes growing up here, I just can’t wait to meet them all.”

Veronica added, “I never spent as much time at the orphanage as some of the others, but I can tell they will love it here. I can’t help but be excited about your children as well.”

Luna bounced up and down as her tail wagged. “I can’t wait to meet them all too! I hope we’ll all spend plenty of time here together!”

Eirwen and Luna then fawned over the girls and their baby bumps for a moment, checking their bellies and hugging them, and welcoming them to the family in truth.

Eirwen pointed off to the door to the side of the room. “The obstetrics is over here. Shall we take a look at how happy and healthy your babies are for the first time, mommies?”

His Maidens squealed with their smiles wide, giggling and full of excitement as they headed over to the room. Within was a rather simple room, with just a few seats on the outside and then a medical reclining chair in the center. A machine was attached with a tablet on the side, a place for an operator of the device.

Eirwen and Luna lined up next to it, almost looking like a doctor and nurse with how Luna had a clipboard and a pencil. Winny asked, “Who would like to be first?”

Marissa said, “Me, please! I would love to see how my little one is.”

Luna helped her sit down, and then Eirwen tapped some things on the tablet. A pulse ran out from the machine, followed by what appeared to be some kind of scanner, from the laser light running over her body.

An image appeared of her baby bump and the essence inside, but only a very small bead of a figure could be seen. Some information was shown on the viewing screen, but Nick could tell what Eirwen was looking at on the tablet was much more detailed.

Eirwen read off the tablet. “As expected, everything is fine so far! Should ideal conditions be met, a three-month and eighteen-day gestation period should be sufficient, and you’ll be ready for giving birth. It says right now you are only a little deficient on several things and should fulfill them as soon as possible for optimal growth.”

Nick was more than a little shocked. “Little over three months, huh. Not too long at all.”

Luna wrote down the deficiencies on the clipboard, as if jotting down a prescription. “It doesn’t appear to be bad at all, just minor deficiencies. Some extra essence from cultivating–Seraphara’s mantras, some fruits and veggies, some milk and red meat, and you’ll be all set. We put in a request for Lumos to make us some multi-vitamins, but that girl is way busy at the moment. In a few months, she might be able to fit it in.” She tore off the page and handed it to Marissa.

Marissa hesitated. “Um, can we tell if it’s a boy or girl yet?”

Luna giggled. “It appears that even for the Archaen, it’s a little too soon. That’s the other use for this room–in a little more than a month or so we’ll be able to know.”

Eirwen smiled. “Next up! Let’s see how your baby is doing.”

Each of the girls went through the same process; the only one standing out was Irene. Hers would take two weeks longer at four months due to her angel race. He wondered if it was because she was last and because he was running on dregs of essence at that point. But it seemed this was not the issue at all, and it was just that her race had a longer gestation period, especially when forming a half-blooded angel. The energy-based beings were simply different.

Eirwen smiled over the four pregnant girls. “You’re going to be the first of many. I can’t wait to meet the first children of Nick’s!”

Luna beamed, her tail wagging. “You said it! I know Fang is a little envious you girls were first over the monsterfolk girls, but it was a long time coming that you four finally became his wives, after all. We’re all so glad you joined our family!”

Hugs were exchanged, and the girls were becoming even more excited, discussing their potential names. Jasmine reminded Eirwen about the Soul Bound concern, and she would immediately take a look at what she could learn at the Spirit Vault about this purpose. Odds were, new information was unlocked there, which might help them with these kinds of decisions.

With their prescriptions, Marissa, Veronica, and Chastity got one last kiss from Nick and said goodbye and hoped that he would find time to visit the cathedral whenever he wanted.

Chastity was blushing as she added, whispering to him, “We’ll be thinking of you, and…practicing. We want to be ready to welcome you and show you our gratitude at any time.”

Nick gave her one more kiss and grabbed her ass as she left, leaving her trembling as she waddled out. He shook his head at that, and Irene laughed.

“We all enjoyed last night so much. Can you blame her? But it’s all seated in our deeper desire to aid you, in the end.”

Eirwen giggled. “It’s not all that different from my Hero’s Reward! But I’m glad you girls could give him something even more tangible.”

Irene smirked. “Not to worry, Winny. I’m pretty sure your efforts have been building in him; it’s just something very subtle. I can feel something special growing within him, and I think with Shara’s methods being added, it might build more rapidly from you girls with these Devotion Cores. I’ve nearly finished translating and analyzing that crystal Shara gave me with her method detailed properly and referencing other techniques to see if we can make use off them. I’ll give you the results as soon as possible.”

Eirwen grinned. “That’s something to look forward to! Thanks, Irene.”

Irene smiled at that. “Anyway, I’ll be off. I cannot wait to get over to the Archives and see what’s new after I grab a snack!”

Luna said, “Oh! Let me help you. We have plenty of snacks in the fridge.”

After a steaming kiss from Irene, where she promised a lot more fun anytime, just like Chastity did, she and Luna left.

Nick asked Eirwen, “What’s everyone else up to?”

“As Shara catches up in level, Fang and Kaya are spending a lot of time with her at the Training Grounds, along with the monsterfolk girls. Of course, they would like to spend more time with you soon, but I think they’re weaseling their way into Shara’s good graces.”

Nick nearly groaned at that as he drank some more water from a canteen, his pounding headache still not quite gone. He had made four women delighted by putting babies in them, but it felt like he hadn’t even scratched the surface of how many women were ahead of him. He was a bit glad he had Shara slowing them down now.

Winny giggled. “Don’t look so scared, Hubby! So maybe four was a little too ambitious, but Irene promised she was careful and would have shut things down much sooner or waited longer if you couldn’t handle it–and this obstetrics machine agrees that she was right. We’ll let you recover for a couple of days, then set you up with some others–and only one or two at a time.”

Nick did already feel a bit better now that Birdy and Jasper had fed him some more essence, the two hunting once again. They seemed to be getting ready for the Third Stratum themselves, fighting further and further away from his city and into the dangerous wilderness of the North.

Jasmine smiled at him. “Don’t worry, Master, I think you’ll eventually get the hang of it. Plus, once you enter the Third Stratum, most of these girls won’t be following for some time.”

Eirwen said, “Anyway, as for what else is going on, the star oni are also awakening steadily and making their runs through the Samurai Ordeal or the Path of Kings, depending on what they choose or what is available. We can add two more vats and get some more reviving right now, actually.”

At about sixteen star oni per week, it would still take a bit more than a month more to complete reviving them all.

“Let’s go get that done, and then I’ll meet with Irene. I want to see what we’ve gained.”
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Irene was interfacing with the Ancestral Archives when he arrived with Eirwen and smiled at his entry. She already had several crystals in her hand and handed a couple to Eirwen. Luna was also reviewing a crystal with a smile on her face, her tail wagging happily.

Luna handed one over to Eirwen. “Here, Winny. More details about his heirs are now available, and I’m excited! Our little princes and princesses, as well as our half-blood children, will be magnificent.”

Eirwen smiled, her tail swishing. “What did you learn?”

“After Nick’s first ten heirs thanks to his Trait, it will be far more common for them to be a half-blood prince or princess. They will still be Archaen, but much in the same way as us wives. However, and this part is very intriguing, if their child becomes an Ordeal Owner, it is actually possible for them to become a full-blood Archaen–by refining their bloodline and more, so long as they bind themselves to Archaen Law.”

“Crazy, I kind of ran into that in my books, but only that it was automatic for the last one to be offered this in the Path of Kings Ordeal.” He frowned. “And yet…”

Irene gave him a sad, sympathetic smile. “And yet, they were hunted to extinction, despite all of this. This is why this disguise they devised for you is so significant. Once the Open Relay forms, sending a number of heirs to Frontier Shards and half-blooded Archaens to form bonds with Ordeal Owners should be enough to ensure your family line for a long time. The Ravagers won’t know what hit them.”

Nick wasn’t sure he liked the thought–the idea of giving away his unborn sons and daughters with such a goal against such a terrifying enemy. At the same time, perhaps they had changed other things in Archaen Law.

This change could have been new, a final effort to create a more formidable trap against the Ravagers. Unfortunately, whatever their plans might have been, he would likely need to unlock the final aspects of his Heritage to learn what they were.

He decided to change the subject–that was definitely a problem for future Nick. “Anything on the Soul Magic front?”

Irene interfaced with the archives again and smiled. “Amazing. There’s so much more available now. This will be a bit, Hero.”

She immediately began creating a crystal, an intense look on her face. This one actually took a lot longer than any other one he had seen her do, he noticed.

Eventually, the crystal was completed. She gave him a proud smile. “Truly wonderful. The knowledge and mastery of the Archaen race in Soul Magic is truly unmatched. While Mother as a goddess understands the Soul at a high-level beyond what’s contained in that crystal, the methods the Archaens devised are both incredible and unique. Even she would be amazed, I just know it.”

Nick arched his brow as he took it. “You can absorb all that information as you make the crystal?”

Irene chuckled. “I skimmed it! As I transcribe the crystal, I’m mostly a conduit, but I can kind of get the gist as it goes. Those impressions you get as you absorb the information that help you digest it, I don’t get much of that, so it’s almost like I just read a ton of summaries of pages of information.” She smirked. “I’ll read the rest later. There should be some things we Archaen Wives could benefit from!”

Nick looked at it, excited about its valuable contents. It sounded like, finally, Nick would get some useful answers about his Soul Magic.

She cleared her throat. “What are you waiting for? Go ahead!” Irene then immediately started making another crystal.

Eirwen asked, “What’s that you’re making now?”

“There are several more useful subjects that were unlocked by Nick’s Quest completion that I know many of the girls will enjoy in the cathedral. But I bet the best things are coming when the first heir is born for real.”

While they were talking, he had begun to peruse the crystal’s contents. This time, there was a significant table of contents, larger than any of the other ones he’d used. The topics that immediately jumped out at him were the steps for actually creating Soul Bound servants, creating a Soul Blade Focus, improving his pact connections, and something that piqued his interest immediately: creating a Soulscape.

There was even more that appeared useful, but those were just what stuck out to him at a glance. His wives could also learn some useful Soul Magic if they invested the time, much like what was offered by Eirwen’s Ancestral Guide class. There were even some updated techniques about how to read and speak with a soul. So he could finally get to the bottom of a few questions that he wanted to be answered.

Unlike the books in his study, these knowledge crystals were readable in Orion Common. In theory, his wives could learn anything that didn’t require the Archaen Language.

The Spirit Vault, with the help of Orion, had simplified some things that they could accomplish anywhere with nearly any creature, even dead ones. Nick could now become a full-fledged necromancer if he wanted. He could speak to the dead souls and make pacts, as well as push them back into their bodies once he finished consuming the methods in the crystal.

And now, Nick also saw information about making pacts with demons and other entities, perhaps even those souls in need of redemption. In a way, he had gotten quite lucky when he made that pact with the Frostspire Mines demonic overseer, but now he could understand the requirements much better.

As he started to read the information on what the Soulscape was and what it could accomplish, he became filled with anticipation. It was like he had been stumbling in the dark, and he had just turned on the lights. He read the information rapidly, thrilled about what he was going to gain soon thanks to this knowledge.

Irene chuckled. “You found it just now, didn’t you? The Soulscape looks incredible. For the Archaens to bind their bloodlines to such an artifact to grant them such unique powers is a stroke of genius, but also rather daring.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, they’re bound to this artifact, right? What if it were destroyed or altered? Their entire bloodline would be destroyed in one go. Or they could be turned into slaves, their descendants permanently bound to follow or carry out this law for eternity.”

Nick frowned. He knew that his mother and father had made alterations to it. But they did mention that for him to be bound by it or to take advantage of many of the changes, he had to leave and come back from his original journey to Earth. But perhaps he simply wasn’t skilled enough in Soul Magic to bind himself to the changes, or that could have been an option.

Whatever the case was, this was essentially the peak of the Second Stratum knowledge, and so now he had all the information he needed within this Stratum if he mastered the contents.

He replied, “I don’t think you have to worry about that last part, actually. I think we’d have to update our pacts to be bound by the changes. The first part, maybe.”

“That’s reassuring. As for the other part, if it survived this long with the Archaens gone, then it’ll probably survive a lot longer. Must be hidden well.”

Just where was it? The only place that made sense to him was The Barrows, but he had doubts about this. Such a powerful object likely could not even exist on a Frontier Shard at all. It was like an item that itself was at the level of a god or goddess, or perhaps even above that, created through his family’s intense efforts.

He let out a breath. It was pointless to worry about it for now. He continued reading through the contents on Soulscapes and what was possible with them and how to create one, and his excitement only built.

It wasn’t actually very difficult, but he thanked his lucky stars that they unlocked this knowledge before he entered the Third Stratum. Because the Soulscape would actually become the scaffolding on which his inner world would be created on.

It wasn’t that the inner world was created when entering the Third Stratum, it was that its mere presence allowed him to make a pseudo one as he ascended to the third. This would allow it to grow more effectively. It would also bring him closer to a perfect Ascension, yet another advantage of him having such a powerful soul.

Irene had finished making a crystal and was already making another one. “Are you going to make it now? As soon as you’re done, invite me in! I can’t wait to see it!”

Eirwen smiled. “Me too, Hubby. With a name like that, it’s gotta’ be fun.”

Nick chuckled. “Sure thing. I think it’s best for me to go to my throne to do it. It shouldn’t take too much essence, but I’m still exhausted. It can’t hurt to be safe.”

Irene nodded with a smile. “Okay! I can’t wait to see your beautiful Soulscape.”

“Why are you so interested?”

“Of course I’m excited to see a representation of your path. I’ve already felt it and seen it in action, and it is beautiful. But to see its representation is yet another thing. It’s both from a researcher’s and a wife’s perspective!”

Nick chuckled. “Alright. I won’t keep you waiting if I can help it.”

He left the archives, with Jasmine in tow. It was time to see some useful Soul Magic.


Chapter 17 - The Soulscape



Nick entered his Ascension Chamber, the throne still within the center of the suspended room. A matted area has now been added, with special markings contained within it. He now practiced his Ideal in here to maximize the effectiveness and to merge it with the energies in his Path.

He sat on his throne and began gathering his essence. Jasmine massaged his shoulders with her four arms, the girl leaning almost impossibly over the arms of the chair, supported by her extra spider legs.

The Soulscape was, at least partially, a function of Archaen Law. It accomplished much of the heavy lifting, making it possible for an Archaen in the Second Stratum to accomplish.

It was a crystallization of a person’s path, a shifting world in which his many Follower’s spirits would reside. The miniature world would follow Nick’s changes if his path shifted at all, and it provided numerous helpful functions. And his wives would be able to create their own anchored spaces once they learned enough Soul Magic to accomplish it. This would also increase their connections to him, so most likely they would be perusing this crystal’s contents soon.

Gathering his mana and soul essence, he formed the soul magic spell. He manifested the glyph from the crystal he learned inside his soul core with a bubble he created and infused essence into it.

Nick was unsurprised when it took a significant amount of essence and mana. It also required him to push his will for his Concept into it. He continued cultivating to draw in the essence and then shifting everything he could into the spell. Forced to switch to his Heroic Concept and do the same to his throne, he infused more light and dark essence into the spell construct until something began to shift.

Eventually, the bubble solidified into a hardened small sphere, and it began to orbit around his Soul Core, much like his Concept Fragment had. It thrummed with energy as it made its connection to Archaen Law, and Nick felt his mind shifting as it expanded.

The spirits residing within him, including the connections to his wives’ souls to enable their resurrection, entered within the Soulscape. The spell was finally complete.

It felt weird. It was almost like he was in two places at once. At the same time, he also immediately felt closer to all of his Followers–living or dead, those waiting for a replacement body. The same was true of his wives, and it was like he knew where their souls were within the Soulscape immediately.

He found it difficult to focus on his sort of spirit body within the Soulscape, but perhaps with enough time he’d be able to manage both at the same time. For now, he closed his physical eyes, and it felt like it was much easier to focus on his spirit body and open them as his spirit within the Soulscape.

He found himself standing within Frosthaven, right next to his home near the center of the city. Not the current one, but an almost idealized, miniaturized version of it. Dozens, even hundreds of threads of light were connected to him, with some larger or smaller than others. It took him a moment to realize that these were all his Followers and Wives–his Soul Pacts.

All the Ordeals were present within the city, but there were some differences that he could immediately see.

The city was covered with ice crystals, and the heroic tower provided a significant beacon of light. The Archaen Law monolith was smaller and sat in its shadow, the chains linked to Nick’s Redeemed Spirits. The spirits working toward true redemption could be seen with satisfied expressions sitting and praying, but those being tortured were underground in what looked like an endless prison.

The many spirits in Frosthaven, his Followers, could be seen throughout the city and looked a lot like the specters he’d seen on Orion. Vague shadows covered them, making it a challenge to identify who was who with just a look. However, he could feel who they were easily enough, and he realized it was as easy as following the threads leading from him to find out.

Numerous spirits were congregated at the underground mall and Seraphara’s Cathedral, and they walked around or did tasks, representing what their physical bodies were doing. A few were clearly riding bikes, as their feet pedaled nothing as they floated in the air in the very clear bike-riding posture. He supposed he could use this to kind of spy on what any of his Followers were doing, but it certainly required a conscious effort–something he wouldn’t do unless it was necessary to protect them.

A voice interrupted his inspections. “Hubby, your Soulscape is beautiful! But why are you so big?”

“Of course, it’s because he’s the Boss. This place is so cool! It’s just like our home!”

Nick’s spirit eyes turned and looked to find Eirwen and Luna flying around as spirits. They were tiny to him and had thicker tethers, the threads of light connecting to him larger than the rest. He realized that his spirit was colossal, probably more than ten times their size. Perhaps the place wasn’t miniature at all, but he was just big.

Because her presence was there, Eirwen and Luna’s spirits now looked a lot like their actual selves, the shadows surrounding them gone. He felt his other wives were at the Training Grounds.

Irene was there next suddenly, floating up in front of his large face to showcase her petulant pout with her hands on her hips. “I asked you to call me!”

Nick groaned. “I just got here like a minute ago, and was trying to figure it out, but Winny and Luna were just too quick and came themselves. I was just about to call you, I promise.”

Irene giggled. “It’s okay, Hero–I was just playing.” She turned to look around the city. “I suppose I shouldn’t be so surprised to see your city represented here, given that you walk the path of kings, but this still seems a little shocking. The notes in the crystal said this place would be small at first but would grow as your Soul Rating did. I suppose yours is quite strong already. Perhaps that’s why your spirit is so big.”

Eirwen suddenly grew to be nearly as large as Nick, and then she was holding a beach ball, like from their first beach date. She began bouncing it around to Luna, whose eyes became big as the giant ball came toward her still smaller body. It bounced off her with a laugh, and the two started to play.

Winny laughed. “Neat! My dream magic works here.”

Nick frowned as the two girls continued to check the place out and play around. He scratched his head as he gave it a shot. He created the same beach ball with little more than a thought, his dream magic allowing him to accomplish this.

“Huh. That’s a surprise. The crystal didn’t say anything like that, that other magics could interact here.”

Irene said, “That’s neat! What are you waiting for, Hero? Why don’t you try the other things you can do!”

Nick looked over to the Archaen Law monolith. He was happy to get a permanent representation of it, and it would actually allow him to study it much deeper. There was a lot more than this that he was excited about, but he was curious what Irene wanted to see.

“What were you interested in?”

“Well, haven’t you been dying to know when your mercenaries are gonna arrive? You could talk to their leader right now!”

It was one of the things he was looking forward to. Sure, he could meet them in a dream, but it was a pain to try to figure out whether the other party was ready or not, usually requiring a sort of agreement beforehand. He had only planned monthly check-ins with Bryndor, and their next meetup was soon. With this, he should be able to do it at nearly any time.

Nick said, “Let me try with someone we know a bit better first.”

He cast his gaze across his city in thought and was able to spot Andross. He was with his wife, Sharon, walking through the city. It seemed they were headed for their home from the Training Grounds.

He called the spirit of Andross over to him. He wrapped some soul magic around his representation and then tapped the man’s blank-faced spirit on the shoulder with his giant hand. “Andross. You there buddy?”

The spirit suddenly looked around and then spoke despite his spirit staying the same. “Boss? Is that…you?”

“New magic, Andross. If you close your eyes and try to picture connecting with me, you should be able to come here and see me within your mind.”

“Connecting?” Andross suddenly groaned and turned to speak in another direction. “No, Sharon, I’m not talking to myself, and I haven’t ‘finally lost it.’ Boss got a new magic, he said.”

Nick brought Sharon’s spirit over, allowing him to see how she was talking, likely asking questions. It was hard to see through the shadows covering her, but it seemed like she had a scowl on her face.

Andross just gave her an exasperated look. “I couldn’t ask, I don’t know! If you would just shut up for a second, I can find out more.”

Sharon became even more animated, and he groaned again and then seemed to be trying by pushing his eyes closed. Then, the shadows went away from around his spirit, and he opened his eyes here within Nick’s Soulscape.

“Oh, this is better.” Andross gave Nick a pleading look. “Please tell Sharon I’m not crazy. She’s…yelling at me now. And dragging me away, it seems.”

Nick rubbed his chin. “Hmm, but it’s kinda more funny to me if I don’t.”

Andross groaned, and Eirwen giggled. “Don’t do that to Andross! He’s supposed to be your bro, isn’t he?”

Irene just watched Nick in an almost unsettling way, as if just wondering what he would do.

Nick sighed. “Missed opportunity. Alright.”

He repeated the process on Sharon, and she was shocked as her spirit took its full form. “Huh, so Andy wasn’t crazy. He practically closed his eyes in the middle of the road by the way, of course I’d be a little concerned! I had to drag him out of harm’s way, and he isn’t so easy to move.” She scowled at Andross.

Andross coughed. “Is there a reason you called us here, Boss?”

Nick shrugged. “Yeah. It’s already done. We wanted to see how this would work for one of my Followers. You did well.”

Sharon frowned as she looked around. “What is this place for?”

“It’s mainly meant to help me to manage my Followers and Pacts. Especially when I worked with the dead or those I judged, it was a challenge to differentiate them easily. Usually, I just managed by the difference in strength or how the soul made me feel–it was a lot like looking for a key on a keychain. It was pretty crummy, honestly. This is much more intuitive.”

Sharon and Andross did some tests for him, but it seemed they couldn’t really come to his Soulscape of their own volition as Followers. Instead, they could kind of knock on the door, and it was easy for him to allow them to awaken within it and converse.

This was different from his Archaen Wives, who could come and go as they pleased. And once his wives learned the spell, they could make their own portions of Soulscapes within. Then, they could manage communications with all his people much more easily, letting people either into their Soulscapes or letting them into Nick’s.

He let the two of them go, and so now understanding what he was doing, he looked to where Bryndor, the Ashen Blades mercenary leader, should be. A small bundle of tiny tethers of light headed out toward the southeast.

With nothing but a gesture to the southeast, the groups of spirits appeared before him. The arborfolk man–much like a treant person–and those who became his Followers were currently sitting, as if riding on a carriage. A couple of other spirits were there with him on the same carriage, but others sat on other carriages, along with a couple of them in a horse-riding posture.

He only wrapped his soul magic around Bryndor and tapped on his shoulder again. “Bryndor, it’s Nick. I got a new magic that allows me to speak with my followers remotely, so I wanted to check in with you. Focus on our connection, and you should be able to send your consciousness here.”

The shadows retreated from the plant man’s body as his eyes snapped open instantly and started to look around. Nick was startled at his sudden awakening, “You caught on to that quick.”

Bryndor laughed as he looked up at Nick. “It felt a lot like following a vine, I am familiar with the feeling. Boss! It’s good to see you, but you’re a bit terrifyingly big. And what is this place?” He looked around the city some more.

Nick chuckled. “This is Frosthaven–the place you’re headed! Kinda. It doesn’t look exactly like this, but it’s similar. This is my new magic, my Soulscape. You should be able to reach me at almost any time, just attempt to send your consciousness like now at any time and I will be aware of it, able to let you in.”

Bryndor was looking over the city with a smile. “That sounds insanely useful for a ruler like you to have, I’m still over five-hundred miles away! Looks a bit cold, but this place is fascinating. It has a whole world underneath it, and the Cathedral is breathtaking.”

Nick smiled with pride. “It’s not that cold in reality, but you’re right. I called you over to check in on your progress, and let you know about this magic for emergencies.”

Bryndor folded his arms in front of him, and smiled with pride. “We are only about three weeks out now, but we’ve been slowed by our numbers–I believe we’ve been very successful in finding potential warriors and others. We had headed south on the ship towards the central kingdoms, and visited several for our recruitment. We then headed north, stopping at as many cities and villages as we could on the way.”

“How many you got with you?”

“All told, nearly five hundred people with me now, but I should be picking up some more near Silverbrook. Some opted to meet me there by way of ship. I might have…found a lot of people who hate Blackthorne and overspent. Not everyone is going to be a mercenary though–many were interested in your Adventurer’s Guild and your frontier city, just immigrants. This isn’t a problem, is it?”

Nick groaned. “It’s not, but… I thought I told you I wanted us to keep Blackthorne on the down-low?”

“Don’t worry about it. I didn’t advertise that we are meant to fight Blackthorne. It just…happened.”

“Yes, but if everyone you hire hates Blackthorne…you know? They’re gonna know.”

“Nobody’s gonna know.”

“They’re gonna know!” Nick groaned. “Whatever. I guess it doesn’t matter anymore, we’ll have our barrier and there’s no reason for us to hide from him any longer soon enough. You might not know this, but we defeated Thresh and Elrash already.”

Bryndor’s eyes widened, his voice filled with shock. “You killed Thresh?! How!”

Nick grinned. “A Heroic Trial. So, we went to assault Shadowvale, and my Heroic Ordeal triggered it. Apparently, he and Thresh were both to the northwest in the mountains at that exact moment, trying to capture some Outlanders. It teleported me there and gave us all that Trial. We worked together and defeated Thresh, and I beat Elrash by myself as our people conquered Shadowvale. So the Ordeal Owner in Murkdeep Scar is dead, and Shadowvale is ours.”

Nick pointed over to Shadowvale’s Ordeal, and Bryndor smiled.

“That’s amazing, Boss. These Outlanders must be strong then?”

Nick groaned. “They were, some were even in the Fourth Stratum! But now the star oni had to kinda start over, and they’ll need to rise again in the Ordeals. Anyway, that Thresh is gone should be a big deal, right?”

Bryndor frowned in thought. “It should help a little. Odds are, someone took his place as Ordeal Owner almost immediately. But this is good news, they will certainly be weaker than he was. We may be able to take the Murkdeep Scar.”

Nick frowned. “Take it? Is it a Dark Kingdom?”

“It is. Blackthorne did not claim it the proper way through Conflict. It’s remote and the area low in population and value since he poisoned the mountain and destroyed it. It’s why none of these Lawful Kingdoms have bothered to take it from him.”

“Still, they must have a lot of forces, and we know Blackthorne will be coming for us. Isn’t this a waste of our own resources to take such a place?”

Bryndor chuckled. “Not at all. We have people who can revive and they don’t. Once you reach the Third Stratum, it might be best that we begin our campaign against the location. And there’s a lot to gain, it’s a means to reduce their numbers before they march on us. Surely, an attack from Blackthorne will include everyone he can throw at us, like those in the Murkdeep Scar.”

Nick frowned, and shook his head. “I understand your desire to reclaim your homeland and it is a priority, but we have other more immediate threats you’re not yet aware of. There’s a Monster Kingdom at our doorstep, only a few hundred miles out, and in the Frostspire Mines it was revealed we have Third Stratum frost demons. It might as well be a second Monster Kingdom, from what the prompts say. Combined with the threat of Blackthorne’s march, we need to focus on the nearby threats first.”

“A Monster Kingdom? What a surprise. I suppose it will be better to focus on training for a time before we head out. Some of these men are green, but their hearts are in the right place. Of course, we’ll let you have a look over them and make sure we have no informants.”

“I look forward to seeing you here in Frosthaven soon, Bryndor. Perhaps we’ll be hitting the Frostspire Mines sooner than I planned then.”

The two spoke for a bit, and then eventually he said goodbye to Bryndor, sending the spirits back to their representations with a thought.

The girls had been playing and messing around while he talked to Bryndor. Since they could fly around as spirits, it was like they could be as corporeal as they liked and move even quicker than they could normally. The mall stuff didn’t actually work, they noted.

The three came back to him now that he was done. Floating around him as they flew around.

Irene said, “That was good news! We’ll have more allies to watch over our great city and fight that evil Blackthorne.”

Luna’s tail was wagging. “That was neat, much better than meeting in the dream. I see a few spirits are in the tower now, but with them greyed out, you likely can’t reach out to them, huh? What else can you do here?”

Nick gestured to the sky and summoned an orb, which held what looked to be a greenish liquid inside. He grimaced. “Damn, only about thirty percent remaining for creating pacts with Followers or Wives–I’ll need to be more selective going forward. Still, it’s good I could finally make a representation here to know.”

Irene tilted her head. “Useful, but not that exciting. What else have you got?”

Nick snorted. “Until you ladies learn your soul magic to make your own Soulscapes tethered in here, I think there’s not that much else to show for now. Any major Oaths or Pacts I make can be represented in here, like when I made that promise to Lothar to rescue his people.”

He gestured, and a representation of his pact with Shara appeared on his body, much like a tattoo of a scroll with Archaen writing on it. It showed in his quest menu too, but it was another intuitive way for him to look at things here and how they connected to Archaen Law.

Irene said, “Guess we girls have homework to do, huh? I’d like to study these runes and glyphs on the Archaen Law monolith.”

Rebecca suddenly appeared in the square. “Did you say homework, mother?”

Luna laughed. “That was what made you come here? Homework?”

Rebecca blushed. “I was working with the other priestesses! This was just the first moment I could take a break and join our dear husband. I felt our connection increase, so I was excited about that.”

Luna arched her brow at that. “Hm, your words were true there.”

Nick chuckled. “Now that you’re here, I wonder about these connections. We have plenty for a comparison.”

The girls standing close to him, he could see their tethers much better. Looking at them, Nick could see that his wives’ tethers were certainly thicker than any of the others. Bringing his new wives’s spirits over: Marissa, Veronica, and Chastity, he compared the threads.

Rebecca and Irene’s were similar, but Rebecca’s was thicker. Eirwen’s was nearly the thickest, and Luna wasn’t far behind her, followed by Rebecca then Irene.

Rebecca said, “That must be our Angel Trait we gained, huh? The Angelic Tether. To think Eirwen and Luna’s are better. I wonder why?”

As Nick looked closer, he could certainly see some of that rainbow sparkles along the threads, and he realized it was likely the energies within their Devotion Cores.

Nick said, “Might be their special cores, but Eirwen has her Enhanced Soul Pact Connection, and had enhanced it besides. Then Luna has something that also enhances her connection too.”

Eirwen closed her eyes, and then sent some of that prismatic energy across their tether. “Ah! I see. So we really can send our special energy to him! And see the result here.”

Nick tried to manipulate the energy, but nothing really happened aside from it building up within his spirit for a moment. However, it quickly faded away within him. It seemed he needed to spend it right away, or it was gone.

“Doesn’t seem to do anything though. Well, we’ll have to play with it. Were there no details about how to use the cores?”

Eirwen scratched her head. “The information in your study was really just a high-level overview of what the core might be able to accomplish, not a how-to.”

Irene sighed. “Just more knowledge we need to unlock. We’ll need to make the Archaen Cache’s under Frosthaven a larger priority now, it’s another thing you’ve not even begun. Of course, in a few more months…”

She rubbed her pregnant belly, which he just noticed the makings of a soul within it. Odds were, once his first heir was truly born, he would get another Heritage Quest completed. It could be rather substantial in what it might provide.

He had received the Remove Affliction spell when he had completed the one wife and one follower quest, so he might get something that increases his personal power then.

Nick definitely had a lot on his plate. “The Adventurers only just started their exploration. It’s yet another thing I’ll have to mobilize for over the coming weeks.”

Luna said, “Well, I like this Soulscape as it is. We can meet with Boss at any time! Or each other. It seems it won’t allow us to circumvent the ability to communicate in or out of the Ordeal, but it’s still useful. Once we get the hang of it, we can probably be in both places at once.”

Irene hummed. “We can’t do anything with those inside the Ordeal, but maybe we might at least find a way to communicate when Hero enters next. I can try things.”

Kaya, Shara, Fang, and Sable eventually visited, making the group complete minus Jasmine. Nick was able to shrink himself and give the girls kisses and more. The sensations as they hugged and kissed his spirit with their own were a lot like those of his physical body. Which meant that some…other activities would be possible, so long as he used his dream magic to shrink himself down a bit, anyway.

In a sense, it was really like he could be in two places at once, but as it stood now, he definitely couldn’t really be doing two things at once. He could passively receive messages within his Soulscape at any time thanks to his incredible memory, but talking and acting in both places was certainly something he needed to get used to.

Fang looked around, her tail wagging. “This place is neat! It means I can get some hugs, head pats, and ear scratches at any time! Even when I’m wearing my annoying armor.” Her tail sped up, wagging even faster.

Kaya laughed. “Clever. I’m sure there are a lot more advantages. We just have to think of them.”

Sable grinned. “Oh yes. I’m doing a lot of thinking right about now. The Ordeals are going to be different yet again!”

Shara hugged Nick’s larger form, looking at him with stars in her eyes. “I do like that Nicholas is big here, and I can see him anytime! That’s amazing. I can just close my eyes and bloop, I can check on him.”

Nick thought about them using the Soulscape for those kinds of activities and then others trying to visit at the same time. He coughed. “Yeah…probably need some ground rules for that…”

Eirwen laughed. “We’ll figure it out! This is going to bring us all closer than ever; I can feel it. We all have things to do and train for, but coming here for a break with Hubby or each other is convenient.”

Irene nodded. “We’ll have to work on our own Soulscapes, as more options might become available to us.”

Eventually, Nick said goodbye to his girls, returning to his physical body.

It was still sitting on his throne, and Jasmine was still massaging him. He opened his real eyes there and chuckled. “You didn’t need to keep doing that, Jas. My mind was elsewhere. I couldn’t even really enjoy it. We missed you there.”

He had felt her massage but had to kind of put it out of his mind to pay attention to what was going on inside.

Jasmine replied, “Oh, I know, I just wanted to do it. It’s just that I know your body is so worn out from last night. Anyway, I was watching you inside your Soulscape, and it’s interesting. I could have joined you there even while here, but I wanted to give the other girls their time. I’m not missing out on anything at all when I’m here with you.”

As always, Nick was moved by her dedication. He began to stretch, and already found that his body felt a lot better, some of the fatigue gone and his muscles loose. “Thanks for your taking care of me, Jas. I appreciate it.”

He pulled her larger body into his lap and kissed her large and soft lips. She moaned into the kiss and melted into his embrace as her four gray-skinned arms roamed his body. “Always, Master. It is absolutely my pleasure.”

Nick couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She was definitely one who was easy to please.


Chapter 18 - The First Archaen Cache



Nick moved cautiously through the cavern, his senses pushed to the extreme as he followed behind Sable on the stone-tiled ground. Jasmine moved a bit behind him in her Arachne form. These two were the only ones accompanying him today because this challenge he was moving to was merely a Solo Test.

He didn’t require any of his wives, and these two were merely escorting him for the odd chance that he struggled to manage any threat that appeared.

Those who delved into The Barrows found that there were numerous monstrous threats, but they were seemingly attuned to a certain level of difficulty that likely matched the Archaen Cache’s they protected.

The traps were much more deadly than the monsters, even for Nick. As an Archaen, it was easy to get used to his Soul Sense being superior to any form of sensory in terms of detecting threats. If it had a will, a hunger to kill, then it had a soul–no matter how small.

Traps did not, and yet they could kill with ease. Not all within these barrows could be permanently disabled, and so Sable was helping lead Nick and Jasmine through the cavernous tunnels. Despite the stone-tiled floor, the ceiling had stalactites and other formations, with the occasional archway with Archaen writings separating sections of the barrows.

As to what they said, most of it was warnings as to what was ahead. Hence how Nick knew what would be coming up at the end here.

Jasmine floated a light source around, not that Nick and Sable needed it much with their racial vision capabilities. And Sable continued her movements through the shadows created, skating through the darkness.

“Ah, found one. Watch your step, Boss.”

Shadows congealed near a stone tile, a spike of shadows forming over it. Nick sent his magical senses over it and could barely tell a tiny trigger was underneath it. If he was moving through this tunnel on his own, it would have taken him all day to scan each one. He could almost just run on air, but doing that the entire time would exhaust him.

Instead, Sable let her shadows creep into every surface, like a liquid.

“Good catch.”

They continued through the tunnel, the traps continuing to get more and more complex and numerous. At one point, Sable had them hanging off one of Jasmine’s threads to cross a large room, as it was the easiest way to traverse the deadly cavern where just triggering one trap nearly killed the delver’s entire party.

It was then that they arrived in front of a stone door with a Noblefrost Glyph on the ground, the markings matching the rubbings they created. It was within a relatively wide corridor, that matched much of those that Nick had run through when the rats had chased him. The place was a labyrinth, with varying sections of caverns and tiled stone.

“Nice work, Sable. That would have been a huge pain in the ass without you two. Thanks for coming.”

“Anytime, Boss. Did you want us to explore further? If we leave it to the Adventurers, then this could take forever.”

Nick frowned. “Let’s see what this gets us first, but I think them taking time is fine. You have your own important things to do, and it takes less time for us to clear than it does for us to meet the requirements. This thing was marked as the peak of the Second Stratum, I’m not exactly ready for more challenging than this anyway. There may be more at this level, but who knows? If so, clearing them will be trivial later.”

Sable shrugged. “You’re the boss. And you’re right, only Jasmine here doesn’t have much to do. Even making that Soulscape thing took me nearly all week, and training takes up much of my time.”

Jasmine sniffed. “I do have much to do. Serving Master is of the utmost importance.”

Nick chuckled. “And I do love having you by my side–both of you. Anyway, be right back. Watch over this cavern in case we get any…interlopers.”

Sable saluted as she entered the shadows, and Jasmine took guard at the door in her larger half-spider form.

He filled the glyph by his feet with his mana and essence, and it lit up, the door opening. He walked inside and the lights of Orion wrapped around the room, and a figure formed across from him. Nick knew he’d have no issues using his Ideal here.

[Test of Swordsmanship. Defeat the enemy swordsman with your mastery of swordsmanship, mana and essence alone. No skills or Concepts are allowed for the duration of this challenge.]

It was just like when he faced his father, only even more restricted–he couldn’t even use his ice manipulation or Concepts. Another Archaen stood in front of him, wielding a plain Soul Blade. Nick drew his, and they both dashed forward and began to fight.

As he swung his larger, tempered Soul Blade covered in ice, the thrill of the fight filled him. Facing another skilled swordsman was something he always enjoyed, and this warrior fit the bill. Nick’s large swings were met with talent and skill, the man quickly parrying one blow and stepping forward, and stabbing at Nick’s head.

Nick was forced to twist his body to dodge, and as he whipped his sword down powerfully, he noticed that this one fought a lot more like the Archaen Monstrous Swordsman Ideal. The man twisted his body in return and had no problem striking hard from an odd angle. His arm even flexed as his body twisted, much like Nick’s.

Nick was both stronger and faster, at least at first. Using his Expert Body Essence control, his chains, and ropes of essence infused with mana allowed him to move faster and hit harder. His opponent was being pushed back from his superior strength and speed until the air shifted.

Suddenly, the essence in the room began to stir, and the enemy’s movements became more mysterious. With every swing of the opponent’s sword, Orion seemed to respond, and Nick understood–the enemy in front of him was a master of Archaen swordsmanship.

This put Nick at a severe disadvantage, making up for the fact that Nick seemed faster and stronger than his opponent. Each swing of the enemy’s blade carried a certain heaviness behind it, making it difficult for Nick to deflect even with his larger, denser blade.

The man was still using his own essence, but thanks to the ‘free essence’ added and enhancing every swing, it became a challenge for Nick to meet his attacks.

Thankfully, Nick had an answer to make himself stronger. Drawing upon the Ideal he’d been working on, he spoke the words and moved through the verses of the kata. While he had changed the words somewhat at this point, the meaning was largely the same.

Nick no longer required the Redemption Concept or his Ideal to use his darkness or his light. His mastery of the two had increased with his sessions with the priestesses of Seraphara, and the quantity within his body had increased from the same, along with his eating of demon cores and judging of evil bandits.

He had committed to his Ideal by practicing it daily. The essence within him was starting to conform to both of his Concepts, allowing him to better embody them both at the same time. His power and speed increased from the darkness and the light, enabling him to match the enemy swordsman’s swings.

Something was still missing; he could feel it. His power and control clashed against the overwhelming might the Archaen swordsman in front of him was using, and Nick was slowly getting the upper hand as he got closer to the final verse. Nick got to the point where he could easily overpower the enemy, but he kept the fight going to work on his swordsmanship.

He thought he was beginning to understand what might be missing, even thinking the might portion his opponent displayed might be useful. Nevertheless, his power and control clashed with the enemy swordsman’s might, his swift blows and feints leading to powerful counters. The might pushing against his control tempered his style, Nick understanding that his control wasn’t true unless it could completely contain a strong enemy like this swordsman.

It wasn’t as if one plus one equaled two, but his sword style embodying two Concepts eventually overwhelmed the swordsman’s might. He landed a deadly blow on the enemy, cutting him in half and scattering him into motes of light. It was a small improvement that he made, but the duel was ultimately valuable, and he found himself grinning from the challenge.

Nick realized that he likely had a long way to go before he could become a master. The construct he just faced had a superior mastery of essence and had also done a much better job embodying might than Nick did with his control and power.

Defeating the Archaen Swordsman, the lights of Orion washed over him.

[Test Complete! Reward: Memory Event Unsealed.]

[Archaen Cache collected! This Cache contains: Second Stratum Knowledge, Supply of Second Stratum Cultivation Materials, Assortment of Ascension Materials. Cache delivered to Vault.]

[Subquest Complete: Rebuild House Noblefrost - Discover First Archaen Cache.][Reward: New paths available within The Barrows.]

Nick’s eyes widened as he felt something within him shift. The memory came to him unbidden, experiencing it as if he were watching it through his own eyes.

Young Nick stood across from his father in a place he instantly recognized: his princely chambers, the very same bedroom he spent much of his life as a child in. They sparred with their wooden training swords, the two dancing across the matted floor. Nick was learning aspects of the dance, each movement being drilled into him.

The current, Older Nick watched from a strange view, where it was like he could see from the angle he chose, but he still felt Younger Nick’s senses and even heard his thoughts and felt his emotions. Like some form of magical recording rather than a true memory, or some combination of the two.

Young Nick was getting rather frustrated at how many times he was knocked down with a disruption of his footing, disarmed with a firm smack to his wrist with his father’s wooden sword, or otherwise forced to start over for not getting it right.

Older Nick couldn’t help but feel a little nostalgic seeing this scene, and to be proud of the younger version of him. Despite being frustrated with a frown on his face, he did not complain. Of course, he knew that wouldn’t work out so well with his father, but four-year-old Nick definitely thought and acted more like a well-mannered teen.

The frustration still showed on his face though, so his father, of course, noticed this. He held out a hand, motioning for them to stop, which Young Nick heeded.

“Do you know why the Archaen master the sword as opposed to other weapons, Son?”

Young Nick shook his head. “I’m not certain, Father.”

Nicholas Senior folded his arms, his wooden sword disappearing from his hand. “Guess.”

Young Nick’s frown deepened as he looked down at his sword. He didn’t know what his father wanted him to say. He knew that the sword was not technically a superior weapon, only situationally more powerful than others–just like any other weapon. Weapons were tools, each with their purpose. If they were not effective for their purpose, they would never be used, and only one weapon would exist.

His father had expounded to him on the value and danger of a spear and other polearms and sparred with him using several weapons. Reach and leverage was an important advantage that polearms provided, and yet the Archaen’s Soul Blade took the form of a sword, a weapon crafted with intimate purpose.

“Is it…because they’re lords of Orion?”

Nicholas Senior had a hint of a smile for a moment, but Young Nick didn’t notice it, looking up too late from his sword as his father asked impassively, “And why would that matter?”

Young Nick listed the reasons that he knew, some coming to mind even as he began to speak, “The sword is the weapon of an individual, other weapons finding their advantages in groups. It also has advantages indoors and in surprise combat, which lords must be prepared for. And then…you said something about imagery, about people’s beliefs and how Orion responds. It is well-known as a noble’s weapon, costing more to make, and gives off the impression of civilized, restrained power and violence. A sword can be sheathed and easily drawn unlike most weapons, yet it outclasses a mere dagger or knife.”

Nicholas Senior smiled. “Good answer. Those are all great reasons and encompass most of the reasons why the sword is the weapon of Lords. Now, this next part you won’t remember anyway, but I must teach it to you.”

Young Nick tilted his head. “I won’t remember? Then…why tell me?”

“Perhaps, you’ll remember when it matters most. Now, remember what I told you about becoming an Expert in Archaen Swordsmanship?”

Young Nick nodded. “I only must master the movements and the essence, then combine mana and essence into my Soul Blade! It’s easy.”

His father chuckled. “Exactly right. Then, a Master?”

“Um… I don’t know.”

Nicholas Senior cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at young Nick. “What did I say about saying, um, or uh? And guess.”

Nick’s cheeks reddened. Lords did not say um. “I’m sorry, Father.” He thought for a moment. The levels of mastery followed a natural progression of combining additional things into the swordsmanship. First, Body Essence. Then, Body Essence and Mana. So the next part was…

“Is it infusing your Concepts into the Soul Blade?”

“That’s a good, educated guess. However, it’s a little different from that. Your ability to control or use your Concept is governed by your mastery of it–how much the essence has become you. We are talking about our swordsmanship itself right now. Creating the blade of white light does make you an Expert. But only if you meet all the other requirements. To become a master, one must have their swordsmanship embody their Concepts, making every attack carry the strength of their Path.”

“That…sounds hard.”

“You said it, Son. For many, it’s not that challenging, all things considered. They often only have a single, offensive Concept, with several aspects added to it, and it’s not that difficult to incorporate that into their fighting styles. Strength, Superiority, Speed, Sharpness, it’s easy to imagine a fighting style that embodies or takes advantage of these things. But what about Love? Devotion? Softness? Or, how about combining two of them? A true master swordsman has incorporated all the aspects of his path into his swordsmanship, though, Orion would call you a master with just one.”

Young Nick tried to imagine a fighting style that incorporated love or softness into it, let alone combining them. It sounded impossible. “How do they do it?”

His father gave him an infuriating grin–the one he’d make when he knew what he said next was going to make Nick frustrated. “What is a swordsman?”

Young Nick nearly groaned. He hated it when his father answered his question with another question!

He parroted his father’s words back to him. “It’s a person who doesn’t use a sword as a mere weapon or a tool. A person who makes swordsmanship a part of who they are–a part of their Chosen Path.”

“Good! That’s right. Do you think there’s a Swordsman Concept?”

“Yes? I mean–I think so. You said there are as many Concepts as there are stars in the sky and that they can be nearly anything I could imagine.”

“Yes. And that’s true, but some Concepts are much more difficult to connect with. It’s not that they are better, but it’s that in a sense, they require multiple aspects to truly stand apart from a more basic principle. Many swordsmen do not start with a swordsmanship Concept, but rather form a sword one first, and then combine it with some aspect of their swordsmanship that resonates with them.”

Nicholas Senior let that information sit with Young Nick for a moment.

The boy frowned in thought. “So, are you saying that to become a master swordsman, you must form a Swordsmanship Concept?”

Nicholas Senior shook his head. “No, but it certainly helps. One must understand swordsmanship enough that they could crystallize it into a Concept. To achieve mastery, they understand how to tie every aspect of their Concept into their swordsmanship. It’s what differentiates a mage who attacks with spells in the shape of a sword and a man whose every movement and sword swing embodies that of a swordsman. Or…from a king who partially uses a sword to defend himself. A master of swordsmanship has certainly made being a swordsman a part of his path, but it doesn’t mean that they are exclusively that.”

Young Nick knew that his father was certainly a swordsman, but also a king. He asked, “Are you a master swordsman, Dad? Or is it…grandmaster? I bet you’re above that!”

Nicholas Senior chuckled. “I wonder? Now, theory is all well and good, but I think it’s time for you to feel it.”

His father drew a training sword out of nothing once more, a simple wooden sword as he walked a little further away from Nick on the training mats.

Young Nick was excited. His father sparred with him, but he would always lower himself down to a mere Expert when he fought him–something a person in the mere First Stratum could accomplish.

Suddenly, he took a stance, and it was like the air around him changed. The Essence of Orion responded, stirring toward him as he moved through a kata. The swings looked simple, ones that Young or Older Nick would have no trouble copying.

Yet something carried with every movement, an underlying truth that Older Nick could feel lurking under the surface, and he doubted with Young Nick’s magical senses was he able to feel at the level Older Nick could. Perhaps that was the reason for this special recording, for this moment to still be valuable and useful to him. As if his father were still alive and teaching him right now.

It felt almost like how Convergence Skills would often draw in essence from the surrounding area. While Nicholas Senior could easily supply essence for these attacks, he did not. It was just like the Archaen Swordsman Older Nick had just faced.

His father had taken a two-handed grip, and each swing and movement seemed to be filled with a Concept, a truth of Orion. Nick got the impression that even if he blocked a simple sword swipe, it would knock his arm back from the incredible force and might behind each blow. Almost like Lothar’s Jab in how it knocked enemies back, but with every single movement. Nick could tell the concept embodied a singular thing.

Strength.

Nicholas Senior continued for a few swings, but then he shifted his stance, his feet becoming closer to one another, and he took the sword on with a one-handed fencer’s grip. The air stirred once more, and then he began to move, his feet flowing across the floor rapidly as he dashed. His flurry of attacks came with expedient movements, each swing of his blade or shift of his weight carrying an underlying principle, each one blurring in Nick’s view and giving him a new impression.

Speed.

Again his stance shifted, wider this time, and his feet moved in an odd, meandering pattern. His swings were like a caress; his passion carried through every movement. Young Nick could even feel the emotions his father had for him, his heart swelling with affection. While each attack didn’t look deadly, Older Nick knew the truth.

The movements carried a power within them, his will and conviction enhancing their strength. While this wasn’t nearly as strong as the strength Concept in terms of how hard the blows might hit, it would take essence and mana from the attacker to even have a chance of overcoming it.

Love.

Older Nick, witnessing this was more than a bit surprised about this Concept being displayed. Was love really a part of Nicholas Senior’s Path? However, he knew that those who had truly advanced toward the peak could understand the many truths of Orion enough that they could display it without it being a part of themselves.

This was common for crafters who wanted to infuse these Concepts into items, but apparently, his father had such an extensive mastery of swordsmanship that he could infuse and demonstrate even such an esoteric one like love into it.

His father then moved on to a few other Concepts, such as ice and even the fiery light Nick had a choice for when he picked his specialization and then a few other magics. It was only a mere wooden sword, but his swings chilled the area, or his movements were made with cold precision. He also did his kingly concept that Older Nick had seen in his fight with him, showing the control and gravity effects.

Again and again his father showed different aspects. It was beyond Young Nick what his father was trying to show him, besides it being amazing. Older Nick had begun to understand more about swordsmanship and what it meant to be a master. Lothar had it easy with only one Concept, his Warrior’s Concept much simpler for his axe style to embody that just one aspect.

Older Nick was certain that if he only had the Heroic Concept or the Frost King Concept, he’d have already become a master. Maybe it was an arbitrary goal for him to combine them both into a fighting style like he did. After all, Lothar had said you could just use one if you wanted, but Nick would ultimately be much weaker in the end if he did. Unfortunately, he had no real guidance beyond that, as much like Nick, anything he’d learned beyond that was likely sealed when he arrived on this shard.

Nick’s father finished showing off one Concept and then he looked at Nick with a serious look in his eyes. Like he was looking deep into his soul at Older Nick, knowingly. “Those were simple, weren’t they? A single aspect or Concept is easy to feel and not so difficult to master, all told. But now pay attention, Son. There’s a reason why only true elites of Orion master more than one Concept early on. But I do believe I need an assistant for this one, for you to really see it demonstrated.”

He drew his Soul Blade from his shoulder, the light filling the room. Young Nick frowned at it, as it was a different color than usual. “Hey, what is that? It looks different from your other one.”

Nicholas Senior smiled. “Just something I’m working on, Son.” His hand ran across his Soul Blade, filling it with essence. “Arise, Blade of my Soul, Champion of my Spirit. Awaken, Artura.”

The Soul Blade shifted to that of a golden saber before an elven swordswoman appeared in motes of light. A large, two-handed sword was draped across her back, and she was covered in armor. Now that she and his father weren’t trying to kill Nick and he had more time to pay attention to her, he realized that she might not actually be an elf, but her features were heavily covered by her armor, aside from her face.

The woman kneeled in front of Nicholas Senior, her eyes on the ground in front of her. “My lord. How may I serve?”

He threw her a training sword, which she caught without looking, surprised. She looked up at him and asked, “I thought we had finished with my training, Milord?”

Nicholas Senior smiled. “You have. I need you for a demonstration for my son there,” he nodded to the side.

She looked over at Young Nick suddenly, and her eyes widened. “You mean…Him?”

“Yes, Him. Perhaps some day, he’ll be your wielder.”

Artura looked over at Nick with a blush as she stood and then bowed with a little bit of a flourish, placing the sword behind her at the small of her back. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Young Master. Your father has…told me so much about you.”

Young Nick was a little confused about this turn of events, but he smiled at the pretty elven woman. “Nice to meet you. Thank you for your guidance.”

She smiled at that, and Nicholas Senior then took his stance, and Artura was then forced to focus on him. The two stirred their essence and dashed forward to meet their wooden swords.

The two fought, and Older Nick started to see that while two Concepts were more challenging, it was possible to weave together two styles into a single fighting style. One could be offensive and another defensive; both add on to one another to increase their overall power.

Then he had even used conflicting elements like softness and hardness to create a whole fighting style, producing something entirely new. In that case, it became an adaptable, flexible fighting style that could cushion blunt blows or deflect sharp ones with rigidity while acting much like the Archaen body already did. Able to whip or bend limbs in odd ways or strike hard with an unyielding blade.

Several more were displayed, including one that felt rather close to what Older Nick was trying to achieve: an ice and heaviness swordsmanship. It was similar in that power was brought about from a heavy blade and that the ice chilled Artura and slowed her.

However, it was different in that the ice carried aspects of chilling cold that were simply different from what Nick focused on. Nick’s Frost Aura was cold because his frozen will was empowered by the loyalty and devotion of his kingdom, and Nicholas Senior’s sword was cold because he infused the truths of cold into them. The result was similar, yet a world apart in difference.

And Artura herself seemed to use a fighting style that was like the reverse of Kaya’s. A sort of precise sharpness combined with an unyielding defense, and he thought this matched the golden gates and fortress imagery he had seen when he faced his father. Kaya was more focused on offense rather than a combination of the two.

Eventually, his father stopped. “I think that should do it, Artura. Thanks for the help.”

“My pleasure, Milord.” She turned to Nick and smiled. “Until next time, Young Master. I hope we meet again.” She dispersed into motes of light, and Nicholas Senior looked proud of himself as he put away his Soul Blade on his shoulder.

“So, what’d you think, Son?”

Young Nick was moved by what his father showed him, but Older Nick, who was watching through his eyes, was shocked. He already had some ideas on how to improve his fighting style, and how to bridge the gap properly between both power and control, and even including other pieces of his Concepts.

The key was mastering the essence further, which he was well on his way to doing already. He had worked on the style, and now, he needed to weave in aspects of his concepts into the essence more thoroughly.

“That was awesome! I can’t believe you didn’t use any magic at all. Swordsmanship is amazing!”

His father grinned at him. “I’ve always favored it, but any path on Orion, when taken to the extreme, is truly magical.”

He walked over to Young Nick and put his hand on his shoulder, looking on at his son fondly. “Every person has their own reason for picking up a weapon. To fight for a cause. To take and to kill. To defend and protect. For power and for safety.”

Nicholas Senior let go of Nick and walked to the center of the mats and took out the training sword again, this time to gesture with it as he spoke. “But ultimately, those who take up a weapon do so to exert their will on the world, all deciding on the same thing. That by taking up their weapon, their dreams and desires will not be ignored. Not unless those who stand against their path can withstand their violence–the skill, the power, and the sharpness of their blade. Conflict and war are ever-present on Orion and under the heavens, a truth that can never be denied. A swordsman with a blade by their side is always ready for it.”

From the moment he arrived on Orion, Nick had decided on the sword as his means of exerting his will on the world, of resolving conflicts that he couldn’t resolve with words or simple actions. Sure, the Soul Blade was powerful, and it was easy to gravitate toward using it just for that reason alone.

However, even in moments where he unlocked his frost magic or found other options, he still had opted for means of excelling and improving his swordsmanship. The Soul Knight class hardly provided any benefits to swordsmanship at all, and yet, it was Nick’s singular focus on how to fight, to become stronger, and to become more.

His two Concepts either directly fed into his ability to strike harder with his blade or controlled his enemies to allow for it. And Orion only kept rewarding him and improving his advantages, but that was part of what Orion did. Through its many Tests and Trials, it nourished one's strengths and abilities, assisted in overcoming one's weaknesses, and helped one become more.

If Nick had focused on frost magic, he likely would have gained several traits or rewards that would have nurtured his desire for the skill. Perhaps his most recent test would have been the ‘Test of Frost Wizardry’ or something similar. Still, he had chosen swordsmanship, and so Orion matched his focus.

Even in his past life on Earth, devoid of his Orion memories, he still gravitated to the sword. It resonated with him, down to the very essence of who he was. He loved how his skill, strength, and speed translated to power. He loved the thrill of the fight, overcoming his opponents with his talent and skill with the sword, his might, and his ingenuity.

A swordsman balanced those traits more than most other weapon specialists in his mind, and this attracted him like a moth to a flame. Combined with all the other elements Young Nick had mentioned, the sword was his personal weapon of choice, even without the Soul Blade.

His father continued, “You might not walk the path of a swordsman, Son. You may choose to become a mage, wizard, or scholar… or, hopefully, a king like your dad. Just know that to master swordsmanship means not only mastering the sword but also conflict and yourself. Weapons and war only exist because conflict does, two entities’ desires clashing. All beings experience conflict, a truth of the heavens and Orion. This is important for you to remember, no matter what path you ultimately walk.”

Young Nick looked down at the sword in his hands and was moved with emotion. Until that moment, the sword was just something for self-defense for him–a tedious thing among many for him to learn as a young prince. He had known that a swordsman didn’t merely look at a sword as a tool alone but hadn’t known what that meant.

To become a swordsman and make it a part of their path was to accept the truth of conflict. That by having dreams and desires, his path would eventually clash with another’s, and the sword would be the means for his will to be the one that was realized.

He gripped his sword tightly and thought about how this conversation had started. Young Nick had been frustrated with learning the dance, but now, he had a much greater respect for swordsmanship and what his father was trying to teach him. Perhaps having his hand smacked and getting knocked to the ground and forced to repeat a monotonous task wasn’t that big of a deal. His father was teaching it to him for a reason, and the road to mastery of anything was paved with hard work, his mother said.

Young Nick stood across from his father and took his stance with a smile. “Thanks, Dad. I’m ready to learn the dance again now.”

Nicholas Senior smiled wide. “Good attitude, Son. You’ll become a master in no time.”

Older Nick hadn’t remembered this moment until now, but it was perhaps this very moment that Young Nick had decided to become a swordsman. A desire to become stronger and to master the blade, conflict, and himself. Something that resonated down to the center of who he was.

The vision stopped replaying in Older Nick’s mind, coming back to his body standing within the stone room where he dueled the Archaen. The door was open now, and Jasmine and Sable had entered, but he scarcely paid attention to this.

Like a flame was ignited in his chest, that memory joined Nick as he understood the truth. He had been concerned about taking on a third Concept and for them to be too disparate, too different. But the truth was that swordsmanship was the bridge, an umbrella that encompassed the other two.

It was also the thing that resonated with him the most, and it was a truth of conflict, something that fit both heroism and kingship rather well. Both heroes and kings must be masters of conflict, their wills colliding with evil or other kingdoms or even their own people to protect their people and the weak. And Nick’s swordsmanship was what would carry out that will.

That flame within him felt like it was all-consuming. The essence within his crystallized Concepts stirred, drawing from his Heroic Redemption Concept and his Dominion of Frost and Fealty Concepts, starting to steal from what he had built the compatible functions and aspects and truths that matched his swordsmanship.

But Nick did not want that to happen. He wanted to keep these three things the way they were and progress them separately.

It was with no hesitation that Nick took out the Spark of Insight and Major Enlightenment from his manly storage location in his chest pocket and crushed the vial in his hand. The spark entered his body and like living electricity, was drawn toward his Soul Core.


Chapter 19 - The Spark of Insight 



As the lightning coursed through him, he felt an alarming amount of pain as it arrived in the center of his chest. His Soul Core began to vibrate as it arrived, and it almost felt like he was going to be torn in two from the higher energy.

But after a moment, the energy calmed, and he felt his mind going off on a journey, much like his previous enlightenments.

Only this time, he was startled as he arrived mid-step, his body jolted as his front foot skidded and crunched against the ground. Looking at his feet, he found himself standing in a field of shattered obsidian, like he was standing on a mountain of black, broken glass. The landscape was varied with hills and canyons, all made of this obsidian as far as the eyes could see.

Above him, a ring of blinding light with a dark core, a perpetual eclipse that left the world in permanent twilight. The scattered obsidian ground reflected the ring of light and the void that was the eclipse, creating an environment that somehow had both bright and dark pockets at the same time.

Around him were scattered corpses, their bodies old and turning to dust, their race unclear. In the distance in nearly every direction across the mixed landscape, Nick saw several crumbling towers. Not knowing where to go or what he was meant to see, he walked closer to one of the corpses, a person with battered armor and with a shining white sword.

As he neared, the corpse lit up, and a series of images and memories came to him unbidden. The man was a warrior, a holy paladin who mastered the light. The man sought justice with his holy blade but believed that all people could be saved–that even monsters may weep.

In the end, it had caused his downfall. He had granted mercy in hopes that evil would turn good, allowing it to fester and strike back at those he sought to protect.

It was a lesson Nick had already been taught and had accepted as true. His Soul Sense combined with Archaen Law would judge whether a person was too far gone, whether they could be redeemed. It was a privilege he valued, and one that he would never take for granted.

But this man had lived it and learned it in what appeared to be his final hour, though Nick didn’t actually witness his death for some reason. As the visions came to an end, a sentence was spoken to him like a message from the corpse, its voice a whisper.

“Evil spared does not repent. It waits.”

It had many useful insights for Nick, seeing how the man used the light to empower himself, to burn away evil and protect others, cutting with his holy blade. However, Nick gained no understanding about why the body was here.

He wondered if this strange twilight world had any relevance at all, or if it was just created by Orion to grant him some special insight. The strange environment pressed down on him, the light and dark seeping into his body as he took more steps through it.

Nick approached a man with black armor and this time, a broken spear in his hands, and the same occurred. Darkness surrounded the individual, and Nick was once again forced to watch memories and images from the man’s life. This general had used chains of darkness to bind monsters and demons to carry out what he considered the greater good. Defending his kingdom from even worse monsters, he protected his people with incredible might.

However, he demanded absolute loyalty from his bound monsters but gave none back. Really, the bindings resembled Nick’s Soul Pacts, but they were much more one-sided. He could actually create similar bindings with demons himself, and this was once again a cautionary tale.

The man had become corrupted by the same chains that bound the creatures, from their resentment and wrath of their servitude. The power had come at a cost; the man was eventually dragged into the darkness, his body coming to ruin. But once again, Nick didn’t see the man actually die, his end appearing to be inevitable.

Once again, the vision ended with a whisper, a message.

“Chains that hold others will one day hold you tighter still. Authority must liberate as well as bind.”

It was a reminder that while Nick might have many servants and followers, true loyalty came not from magical bindings, but from trust and mutual respect, as well as shared values and goals. Once again, Nick was already walking a paved path on this, thanks to the Archaens and their wisdom, but Nick’s conviction in his decisions and actions rose as a result of seeing this.

Next was a man, bare-chested and covered in tattoos. He was an inquisitor, a man who wielded his sword of light, purging and destroying any darkness before it could fester. The law was meant to be upheld, and the man used his sword with unyielding authority.

His downfall came from the blind following of justice. Slaying tyrants and misunderstood rebels both, the hatred and resentment of those who suffered from his justice built instead. He was wounded by those he sought to protect, their betrayals feeding the evil he sought to destroy. His end was near, but Nick only heard his message, his lesson, as the vision came to an end.

“Purity becomes poison when wielded without humility. Without restraint, justice becomes vengeance and hatred wearing shining armor.”

He witnessed several more who wielded light and dark, and not all of them were rulers or heroes, and not all of them were swordsmen. Whether wielding light or dark, ideologies and needs clashed to create conflict.

What he thought was amazing about the visions were, was that each person was in fact an immortal, a Fourth Stratum elite. The visions containing fights and swordsmanship Nick committed to memory, but even with his intimate knowledge of it, they were currently beyond his understanding.

Each vision was a cautionary tale, the light displaying its flaws: valorous good, the light, always sought purity. Without it being grounded with humility, compassion, and a healthy dosage of realism and flexibility, the people or kingdoms would always crumble from their hubris, blinded by their seeking of purity.

“A blade cannot save or damn. Only the hand behind it decides which.”

“The sword of salvation must sometimes cut to save.”

“True light does not burn away the dark. It reveals it, so it may be judged.”

Seraphara’s Faithful was an example of a kingdom of light that grounded itself in compassion. They sought purity for themselves, but also peace with those that would not see her wisdom. And they were not weak and naive; their idealistic views were properly tempered with realism. The betrayal of the bishop was simply too perfect, too insidious. Otherwise, Zura would have unquestionably become one of the top kingdoms on this Shard.

And the dark was flawed in that it was often corrupted by the malevolent evil. The dark granted power, the chaos infusing spells or abilities able to accomplish incredible feats and destruction. The dark cursed or bound and empowered. The traits of the magic also built powerful desires in individuals, causing them to become strong through even their efforts alone.

Endless desire eventually brought them to destruction and ruin, the warriors and leaders both drinking from the tainted well. The dark must be used with caution, tempered with duty, wisdom, and responsibility.

“Ending evil is not the same as building good. A sword that only ends cannot begin.”

“Loyalty returned with cruelty will rot the throne from within.”

Each tale was more than about light and darkness, but also about leadership, loyalty, and responsibility. None of those that wielded darkness that he saw were actually evil, and they had ultimately chosen it for similar reasons to Nick. It granted them power to accomplish their goals, and many of them took it on, knowing the risks that went along with it.

Running out of corpses to view, he climbed and crested over a large hill of shattered obsidian and saw a man on the higher plateau who stood out among all others. His much more intact body was kneeling in prayer, and it was pierced with a dark sword and into the ground, its shape appearing like a giant black and silver cross. The winged body was covered in black and white scripts, their meanings indecipherable to Nick.

As he got closer, the body lit with light and dark energy before he was shown another vision.

It started with a vision of a holy city, a glimpse of purity and light. Gold and white temples filled the place, and its people were angels, singing from the rooftops of joy and happiness. But not all was perfect in the city–templars purged anything resembling evil, their justice bringing order but also collateral damage in their seeking of justice.

The angelic ruler led his people with his shimmering sword, having talent and wisdom in nearly equal measure. His powers helped them be successful even through Orion’s Conflicts, Trials, and Tribulations. But eventually, an opponent of darkness was far too much to handle.

The invading enemy’s numbers blotted out the sky, and the kingdom’s light was shaded and weakened, and their weak were slain like merciless scythes through wheat. The Conflict carried on for a long time, and their people were slowly broken and corrupted as their loyalty was tested, their numbers unable to stand against the endless horde. The people’s faith was just a hollow shell; their naivety had led to apathy and weakness.

Eventually, the kingdom was shattered, and the leader was cursed for his failure, turned into a demon as a result of the Conflict. He learned that those disenfranchised by his rule, the people who suffered from his quest for purity, had caused the invasion and sought his punishment. The enemy leader pursued vengeance on him and his kingdom, their blind justice had created a terrible enemy.

The leader fled, managing to be reborn as a demonfolk despite his failure from the curse, allowing him to begin anew within a kingdom of demonfolk.

“Nurture and protect only light, and you blind the weak and villainize the gray.”

The new kingdom began, this time, the leader embracing the dark. Righteous purity was replaced with cold pragmatism. Strength and empowerment were gained through magical might and domination, the demon people seeking magical prowess. If it granted power, it was explored, restricted only by law and a modicum of wisdom, the leader still carrying some of his morality and values from his first angelic life.

But the darkness was insidious, leaking into everything his people did. Crimes were driven by greed, and evil was left to fester until chaos built and erupted. The leader was eventually betrayed, the power corrupting his subordinates as they desired more and more to break the laws that limited their strength. This time, Nick didn’t see his end.

“Draw too much from the dark, and you become the evil you despise and lead all to ruin. Worse, draw too little and be too weak, an unforgivable sin.”

The world he stood on trembled, the corpses all lighting up. The heavens above began to shift as Nick’s body floated into the air, being lifted up into the sky. It took Nick a moment to understand what was happening, but it looked like the world itself around him was rewinding.

The towers and cities were rebuilt, time reverting to before the calamity. It took a few minutes of Nick watching what was happening in order to understand, but eventually, his eyes widened with recognition as he was forced to watch two cities go to war.

The reason he had not seen these men die was because they hadn’t–he watched as two of those he recognized faced off against one another. Whether it was that they made some sort of deal with Orion, or somehow entered a special competition somehow, they were now on this strange world of twilight.

And forced to battle for supremacy, each with their own Ordeal, their own miniature kingdom or city-state. Time moved by quickly, and Nick was only given impressions and images in his mind or shown where to look on the field as he was flown around, as if being carried by some invisible guide.

It was as if every warrior and kingdom’s path was a thesis, their success in war a proof of their validity. They had learned from their failures in their final moments, and then their new paths were now tested against others for some purpose Nick could not understand.

Nick was not sure of the origins of the people of this world, but they appeared to be angels or demons. Perhaps they just popped out of nothing, the same as the demons near his mines. They populated the cities, and their conflicts between kingdoms waged on.

The monarch with two lives stood at the forefront, and it seemed he learned from his mistakes. His kingdom balanced the light and the dark, finding harmony between the two races. Light was celebrated and earned, but not imposed or forced. The dark was used and understood, not feared.

The monarch himself was no different, wielding both the light and the dark in balance, much like Nick. He had become a nephalim, an angelic demon. Fighting with his blade of light and dark, he defeated several lords’ paths, his thesis as a Lord of Orion proven repeatedly.

In the end it seemed it wasn’t enough. The chaos from too much conflict across the odd competition eventually shattered his kingdom, unable to withstand being the strongest target and forced to face so many enemies. The monarch was forced to sacrifice himself for his people.

The odd blade he pierced himself with sent out a powerful blast of light and darkness, shredding much of the world, scattering the obsidian to broken glass, and destroying the towers with a flash of gold. Only his tower remained, his city mostly unscathed.

However, the world’s purpose seemed to come to an end, and his city and tower seemed to crumble before it all disappeared, leaving nothing but a crater. Nick wasn’t sure what he was looking at with how the events were sped up, but he was sure something amazing had happened.

Nick was once again hovering over the praying monarch, and light suddenly stirred through the corpse. The man removed the sword that pinned him and stood. Nick suddenly got a little worried. Was his weird vision thing going to try to kill him again?

But the man took no heed to Nick as he was forced to float and watch. Suddenly, the monarch spoke, his voice filled with conviction.

“There is no crown without sacrifice. The darkest road traveled leads to the highest light.”

It was then that Nick realized. The man hadn’t died–he ascended. The man had suffered terrible losses, losing his beloved kingdom twice. On the third try, his attempt led to powerful conviction in his path and his kingdom, and his suffering and hard work had somehow birthed something altogether new.

Nick had seen the flash of golden light once more, a perfect meshing of pure light and dark energy, of valorous good and malevolent evil, an order brought to the chaos even if just for a singular moment.

Witnessing that man’s conviction, it inspired and motivated Nick’s own. His Heroic Salvation and Redemption and his Dominion of Frost and Fealty each contained aspects shown in the many visions.

His personal thesis for his kingdom and self was still flawed, he knew, but he had just gained numerous examples of what not to do, mistakes that he would never need to make. With his newfound wisdom, he would do his best to find the perfect balance of the dark and the light in his kingdom and lead his people to a greater future.

And of course, Nick had help. He believed that if he was ever falling to corruption, his wives would be there to drag him away from the dark. While many of those monarchs and warriors had subordinates and lovers; none had intertwined them with their path as deeply as Nick did. Many were also betrayed, something that Nick would scarcely have to worry about thanks to his Soul Pacts. Corruption was still insidious, however.

As Nick understood more about the things he saw here today–leadership, heroism, light, dark, good and evil, order and chaos–he found conviction with his personal choices and his path. He had made a number of them on a whim. Such as when he made his oath to become a hero for Winny or when he took on the Racial Core at his mother’s behest–leading him to the Dominion of Frost and Fealty becoming a part of his path.

If he had the chance to make them again, he’d do the very same thing. He believed in his choices and where they would take him, down to his very soul.

This resolve, this conviction caused the essence of Orion to respond, the twilight energies from his strange vision, or perhaps the spark, rushing into his chest. The mysterious golden lightning contained both energies in it, he reasoned, and perhaps this was what was feeding him. They rushed into his two Concepts, nurturing and enriching them as Nick became one with the essence. His will and the truths of Orion became one and grew.

He couldn’t pay much attention to where the energies went, but now, there was certainly some light and dark entering both of his Concepts. It seemed more dark was going toward his Dominion, his Crown of the Frost King, and more light entering his Heroic Redemption and Salvation, within his Soul Core. He was okay with this, as now he understood that the dark represented many things, and binding and domination was one of them and fitting for his dominion.

Nick’s vision had a lot for him to digest, and there was simply no way for him to understand it all–the lessons learned, the truths of Orion and more. Perhaps, months from now, he will still be thinking back on the visions.

Finally, some energy also went toward the burning flame in his chest–his passion for swordsmanship. The fuel from the visions supplied what was necessary for this to crystallize into a Fragment of a Concept, which hovered around his Body Core.

His swordsmanship would be empowered by the dark and the light of redemption, the cold, and his will as a monarch. As a Lord of Orion, he owed it to his people to be strong, to go beyond what most thought was possible, and to achieve true greatness.

Perhaps, if there was enough enlightenment gained around swordsmanship, maybe he could have reached Early Mastery in one go. The effect eventually ran out, and that was when the golden lightning pulsed within his Soul Core, the vision coming to an end. He fell to his knees in the room.

A detached clarity filled his mind as his soul thrummed. Instantly, he intuited this was finally the time for the Insight portion of the Spark.

He went over his thoughts and memories, almost like another person entirely was analyzing them. It felt like his older, more experienced self was watching videos of things he had done in the past and cringing with embarrassment at all the flaws he had.

At the same time, it was different. It was like all the things he had learned in his life, from random tidbits he had read or examples he had seen, he immediately knew which was correct or which held more weight, portions of the truth, somehow. The Spark itself contained some portion of the truth, and while it did not merely grant it to him, he simply knew what was false and what was true.

Nick had desired the Spark for creating his Ideal, and so he still focused on that for a moment, since that was what Irene had said to do. The stanzas from his kata were brought to the forefront, as well as his essence control. In addition to the movements brought on by the kata, he concentrated on manipulating the essence in ways that would embody his two Concepts.

This worked well, and he saw many improvements to make right away. But then, he realized that the words of his Ideal were wrong. They were an Archaen Monstrous Swordsman Ideal, with phrases about control, light and dark, heroism and empowerment thrown in. They were not quite able to encompass his entire path.

He was far from a poet or speech writer, but it felt like to accomplish what he wanted with Archaen phrases, he almost needed to be. Inspired by what he had learned about the valorous good, the light, and the malevolent evil, the dark and the many monarchs and other immortals, he made tweaks.

Nick was an Archaen Hero King Swordsman, and for him to get the most out of his Ideal over a long period, he needed to maximize the phrases and his katas, to help him become one with the essence of Orion.

The words came quickly, and imagining the flow of his movements came much more quickly than he imagined. It was as if his imagination were super-powered, able to easily envision or simulate the things he understood.

The memories he just watched of his father and the rulers of the twilight world contained a plethora of Concepts, and many were either adjacent to what he wanted, or the movements he was shown completely embodied them. Before long of just thinking about it as he knelt on the floor, he had something that he felt was a significant improvement from what he had.

Perhaps not perfect, but it saved him many months, perhaps even a year or more of work slowly perfecting both the Ideal and fighting style. With enough time spent with his much more complete Ideal, he would become a Master of Archaen Swordsmanship, he was sure. And it would take him beyond that, having truths far above him to explore.

He could spend more time thinking on this, this special insight time, but he decided against it. It seemed clear that there would be diminishing returns on this, as he simply couldn’t squeeze much more knowledge out of what he already did.

His father only displayed what would be early Master Swordsman katas. And while he had watched many memories of special twilight, immortal Fourth Stratum warriors, it wasn’t as though his senses and what he witnessed allowed him to understand the depths of everything they did. His instincts, perhaps from the Spark, told him that if he couldn’t perceive aspects of what they were doing, and he couldn’t really fully reproduce them, no matter how hard he tried. He would have to work his way up–he couldn’t just skip to the end.

So he moved on to something else he was having difficulties with, the control of light and darkness. Snippets of scenes from his previous enlightenment in front of Seraphara’s mirror of truth came unbidden, as well as…other scenes with the priestesses in the mirror room, and even the world of twilight and practicing with his Cloak.

Eventually, those insights about light and dark essence control were expended, and he moved on to the next.

Nick had read several of the knowledge crystals for ice magic and frost manipulation, and hadn’t had a significant amount of time to practice and carry out much of what he had read and learned. So many things suddenly became clear to him about his mistakes, and it was like he gained a ton of ideas in mere moments.

It wasn’t as if he became a frost mage in just a few moments standing there thinking about it, but combined with what Nicholas Senior showed him, he gained weeks of practice and insights in one go. He even understood how he could use his frost manipulation in melee, a useful effect. His attempts to use ice in combat or manipulate frost were brought to the forefront, along with moments where he had seen or felt Jasper, Fang, and Birdy use ice or control it in different ways.

Certainly, he could do better now than his previous self, and he also imagined a few methods to combine the frost with light and dark to produce different effects. Having exhausted those insights, he felt his thoughts start to slow, the insights becoming lesser–the effect was running out.

He started to think about his glyphs for his Soul Blade and the research he’d already completed and reasoned that with what he learned, combined with Soul Forging, he might have something that would work well.

He could sense that he had in fact reached Middle Mastery with his two Concepts, but Sable and Jasmine’s concerned shouts woke him up from his self-inspection before he could review the prompts.

“Boss! You good yet? Could really use your help over here!”

“Master! These…things. They were excited to eat that treasure of yours. Greedy things.”

A weave of stonelight webs was blocking much of the door into the room, and creatures of darkness were trying to scrabble through a hole they tore in it. They had mixed forms, somewhere between some kind of six-legged wolf and an angry spore, their coats of black more like tendrils than fur.

Sable launched arrow after arrow into the hole, and Jasmine stabbed with her polearm and blasted light occasionally. Many corpses could be seen on the ground, a decent-sized pile from a number of them being slain. But they kept on coming, their numbers endless.

Nick grimaced at that. Normally, one would want to take a special treasure like the one he used within the Concept Chamber, a safe location. The room was safe during his memory event, but the door had opened, and the special magics within the treasure had attracted them.

“Thanks for watching over me, girls.”

Nick dashed toward the door as he drew his Soul Blade, and as he activated his Frost Aura and infused it with his Dominion. The change of reaching Middle Mastery was rather dramatic. Before, his Aura would take several seconds to build a frosty mist as the air chilled. Now, it was like a rock dropped onto a pond, ripples of freezing cold erupting outward from him. The floor and ceiling were rapidly frozen, and his Aura persisted out of the room.

The creatures barked and screeched as they were chilled and started to freeze, and Jasmine unraveled her stonelight covering of the door and then launched a beam of light with her hand. It pierced through the enemies at the door, creating an opening for Nick to rush through, Sable leaping into his shadow to follow.

There were dozens of the creatures in the hallway, and chains of the fallen and redeemed from his Dominion rose from the ground and wrapped around those moving. He noticed with some satisfaction that not only did the chains move more rapidly, but their heaviness and chilling cold had increased.

The creatures leaped at Nick despite his chilling aura, but they were far too slow. Nick danced around their futile attempts, his sword lashing out and destroying them. While Nick was not a master yet, he could feel something stirring within him as he moved his essence and made his movements.

It wasn’t that Orion was responding, but his light and dark essence appeared to move even smoother, like a song he’d remembered all the words to. A dance he’d recalled all the movements for.

But this was a fight, and the enemies moved erratically as they tried to bite and lash out at him suddenly. He sent several Blade Waves outward, cutting slowed and frozen monsters, and cut and cleaved through others as he flipped and leaped.

He wasn’t using his Cloak of Twilight, but the light and the shadows were controlled, allowing him to leap and dash through the air, avoiding the enemies and cutting through them. Air walking was now a simple task for him.

Sable and Jasmine pushed through and cut down numerous enemies, their spear and polearm flashing with beams of light and knives of shadow launching outward.

There were a few benefits to now being at Middle Mastery. The first was that he would be able to use his two Concepts at once. The second was that he would be able to infuse them into compatible skills and spells.

Nick tried infusing his Redemption Concept into his Blade Wave and was successful in sending the vibrating blade of white and dark light cutting through an enemy with ease. And he did this in spite of also maintaining his Dominion of Frost and Fealty.

It didn’t take long for the enemies to thin, either killed by the chilling cold of his Concept or his and the two girls’ attacks. It seemed that by blocking the door and limiting them, they had cleared nearly a third of them without much risk.

There was a giant version of the creature lurking at the back of the hallway though, its body over three times the size. It looked a lot more like a bear rather than a dog, and it reared up on its hind paws as it brought its four large arms wide to swipe at Nick.

To make things simpler, Nick infused his Heroic Redemption Concept into Power Strike. Righteous might empowered by the sins of those he judged, filled his body with both light and dark. It was a bright pattern that formed a halo around his head and brightened his armor. Ink-black smoke also wrapped around him and was billowing off him like a cloak.

His body moved with perfect synchronicity and incredible speed as he brought his vibrating sword of light and dark downward with heroic might. His blade cleaved down at an angle and cut it in half from shoulder to hip before the creature could respond. The monster’s body dispersed into smoke. Its larger core which was bigger than an orange, fell to the ground, and Nick picked it up, looking at it with a grimace. He was going to have to eat that.

Sable whistled. “Nice one, Boss. Looks like we girls are gonna have to work harder to catch up again.”

Jasmine nodded. “Reaching Middle Mastery is a big milestone! Thankfully, the Archaen Cache is going to help with that a bit. There are a few special items that will help them move forward their Concepts when used in the Concept Chambers, though definitely not at the level of that Spark.”

Nick asked, “You had time to look at it already?”

Sable snorted. “You were spaced out there for a while, you know. Winny had time to walk all the way over to the vault and check it out. If there’s stuff like that in these caches, I think that might save us more time if I hunt for ‘em.”

Nick had in fact gained a lot from that one simple Test; the duel was not much of a challenge for him. While it was easy for him, it was at the level where only elites would even stand a chance.

“Fine, but be careful. Let’s head back in a minute, but first let me check something.”

Now having a moment to look at his prompts, he reviewed the changes to his Concepts.

[Congratulations. You have reached Middle Mastery of your Path concept: Heroic Salvation and Redemption. At this time, you have reached an accumulation and mastery where it can now be infused into compatible skills or spells. Effect: +10 Body, +10 Soul.]

[Congratulations, you have reached Middle Mastery of your Path concept: Dominion of Frost and Fealty. At this time, you have reached an accumulation and mastery where it can now be infused into compatible skills or spells. Effect: +6 Body, +6 Soul.]

Reaching Middle Mastery before the Third Stratum was a milestone for elites on Orion, just as Jasmine said. The previous bonuses actually doubled, making a significant impact on his total strength and effectiveness.

Reaching Early Mastery in one Concept alone was enough to ensure that, as long as they had the right materials and supplied enough essence to ascend to the Third Stratum, they should reach a level of stability that ascending to become an immortal at the fourth should be possible. Without that, they would be hopelessly stuck, never able to reach the fourth without going against Orion’s Will. Many would be forced to choose rebirthing at that point, and it wasn’t like this was without consequences.

And Middle Mastery with two was considered a perfect foundation for most. He had two Concepts, but his notes were that the true elites, the peak of those that ascend as lords, tried to achieve three.

Thankfully, he had begun his third. His Swordsmanship Concept was nothing more than a fragment, but he would progress with it quickly thanks to both his Ideal and his immense experience.

With his Ideal created and reaching that milestone, Nick had at least another month or more of getting ready to enter the Path of Kings and preparing for Ascension. The pace of earning CP meant that within that time they would certainly afford their barrier by the time Nick entered, providing his kingdom with the protection he desired.

He had made several steps forward, and soon, he would be ready to ascend yet again.


Chapter 20 - The Kingdom Grows



It had been a few weeks of training and accomplishing tasks throughout his kingdom, and now Nick and Shara were facing off in a simulation against Elyra and Myron, who had leveled at a frantic pace inside the Ordeals. Their mastery of the Dao thanks to previously being Nascent Soul cultivators, combined with their Outlander treasures, actually allowed them to reach the peak of the Second Stratum in no time at all.

Nick was actually quite envious, but he was happy that Shara was afforded some of the same luxuries. Not only that, but one or two might actually be waiting for him for when he was ready.

He stirred his essence, drawing upon the darkness and light within him. The darkness wriggled and roiled like it was alive, wanting to escape the confines of his body. But the light wrapped around and covered his skin like a coffin, bringing order to the chaos. Chains and ropes made of the opposing elements covered his body and muscles, strengthening him.

With a roar, Elyra, the giant star oni woman with a massive club, leaped into the air, vaulting over Shara. The daughter moved to leap to meet her larger mother, but deadly beams of starlight from Myron shot across the battlefield, forcing her to block with her essence-filled club.

Nick’s Frost Aura was slowing the giant Oni woman, and a series of braided chains speared upward, forming a net meant to wrap around the heavy target. However, it was not merely a large, heavy woman leaping at him.

A near-invisible sphere met the net, rather than it wrapping around Elyra. It pushed back against the weight of Nick’s Concept, his Dominion of Frost and Fealty. The weight of her fate and might couldn’t be restrained, and it shoved the net of chains aside as she brought her club down toward Nick.

Interrupting her timing, Nick leaped upward to meet her swing. His arms bulged, and darkness roiled through his arms as they bulked up from Monstrous Blow triggering, swinging his sword powerfully to meet the devastating blow. The force of the two attacks meeting had nearly completely cancelled itself out, but Nick was sent backwards through the air, sending him tumbling, and Elyra’s inertia was arrested, falling to the ground.

Shara had turned to try to land a blow onto her mother’s back as she landed, having a similar Concept of Might empowering her swing, making it even more deadly. But Elyra took a surprisingly nimble step to the side the moment she landed, and a beam of starlight from Myron struck her back and sent Shara’s swing just slightly off-course, causing her to miss. The ground shattered from her downward blow, her might incredible.

Nick landed and sent several Blade Waves at Elyra, each wave washing over her sphere–her Domain. The infuriating woman was beyond Middle Mastery and approaching High to match her previous mastery, giving her a deadly edge in her ability to control her Dao, along with her soul’s weight.

Despite the Blade Wave attacks washing over her Domain, he continued as she ran toward him. He retreated away from her as he continued because they were not meaningless. A cut eventually landed on her body as three chains speared through the domain, piercing her shoulder in the back.

She grunted as she reached up and crushed the ends with her offhand, then tore the chains away with a tug on her shoulder. The harpoon-like head on the chain partially remained inside and froze her wounds slightly.

He had gotten better at controlling his chains, coming up with a few more useful ways to use them more effectively, in addition to them becoming stronger from reaching Middle Mastery. Adding a frozen spearhead and making nets were among the tricks he now had.

Elyra laughed, her eyes going a little crazy, her horns sparking with starlight. “Not bad, Son-in-law! But you’ll have to do better than that!”

He continued his Blade Waves as he strafed the woman, but each step she took in her chase brought her mysteriously closer to him as Shara chased after her. In their previous duels, chasing after Myron always proved fruitless. The man was slippery and always led to a very unfortunate side effect.

Elyra would go insane and enter an unstoppable berserker rage. In a real fight, Nick thought he would be able to win with his Convergence skills, but in this special simulation within the mall, he couldn’t bring out the full weight of his Path–his kingdom’s might. In the end though, he was focusing on his swordsmanship, and Elyra wasn’t using her Convergence skills either.

The tiny bit of effort he expended with each whipping swing slowed his movements, and she sped up as she raced toward him, starlight covering her. Nick dodged and walked on air to send more blades at her, but it was like she knew where he was going to be before he even moved.

Nick tried to compensate with his timing slightly, attacking after she was in motion and unable to change direction thanks to her inertia. But it was like playing paper, rock, scissors with someone who always knew which one you were going to use. She didn’t actually know where he was going to move or what he would do, but her Fatestriding took her to where she needed to be. Still, he struck with several cold waves of frost, expending some of her essence.

Eventually, it was time. Activating the new glyph on his Soul Blade’s focus, his sword started billowing frost as he dashed toward Elyra, ready to face her head-on.

Elyra laughed. “Finally, you’ll face me!”

Covering himself in essence chains of light and dark, he took on his stance, his sword held in a two-handed grip above his head, perpendicular to the ground at his shoulder. With powerful swings, he met Elyra’s heavy club, parrying and redirecting it. Balancing the darkness, the light, and the cold, Nick began his onslaught.

Elyra was huge, and with her towering over him at nearly double his height and a crazy look in her eyes, she was more than a little intimidating. And with how strong she was and how heavy Bertha was, each swing of hers was powerful enough to kill.

This was the main reason they were not sparring in the Training Grounds–even a small mistake would mean death from either side. This way, they could truly test their limits, minus a few shortcomings of the simulation.

She swung her giant club powerfully like a baseball bat, forcing Nick to limbo underneath it, his entire body whipping upright, returning to his original stance as he brought his sword downward with his own incredible strength. Despite her return swing being too slow to block, the weight of her fate delayed his attack, and she stepped back in an odd, stuttered movement. With a twist, she barely managed to swing her club and block his attack.

The two continued their trade of blows, all while she chased Nick away from Shara, who couldn’t keep up thanks to Myron’s meddling. With Nick’s fighting style he’d been working on, Elyra was the perfect target to push it to its limits. Her swings were immensely powerful, and so he had to control a very challenging target.

Even with Elyra’s strange movements, she could not fully counteract Nick’s heroic, monstrous speed. However, her defense was not weak. The weight of her fate, her domain, slowed and sapped much of the strength out of his attacks, and her aura meant even his whipping, powerful strikes only left surface wounds and a small amount of frost behind.

Her blows were heavy and came at him with incredible precision for such a huge, unwieldy weapon, but Nick controlled them with both his strength and his speed. With a quick parry and a twist of his body, he sent her swing off to the side and lashed out with his counter faster than she could reset her stance or dodge his attack.

Nick had certainly gotten close to mastering the merging of his two Paths into his fighting style. He’d been practicing his Ideal, and every movement and every attack infused both control and power. Fueled by light and dark essence, he was able to accomplish both. The dark granted strength, speed, and mystery, making a feint lead to a powerful impact. The light granted defense and, especially when melded with the dark, even more strength.

And he started seeing the largest effects when he merged the two with ice, and following his father’s footsteps. Control wasn’t just swinging his sword with haste and disrupting the enemy’s rhythm, even as a swordsman. This was the limit of a human from Earth’s swordsmanship, but with the essence of Orion, the limits were only his imagination. Unfortunately, he was unable to truly merge the frost with the light and dark unless he was using his Ideal.

It could also be cold nobility, his will of frost which couldn’t be stopped. The billowing haze of frost added onto this. That, or his control actually came through a powerful defense.

It was just like when he faced his mirror in his first Ordeal dive, so long ago. His enemy was wearing the carapace-like armor that only the blade of white light could pierce. Because if an enemy couldn’t penetrate your defenses, you could attack powerfully while the enemy was forced to defend instead or lead them into making only slower, more powerful attacks.

He thought this would especially become true once he became one with Jasmine, when enemies would have to strike with power and perfection to even touch him. They would become controlled by his mere presence, a juggernaut on the battlefield that couldn’t be ignored yet couldn’t be stopped.

For now, the billowing frost from his Soul Blade gathered around his armor, the light combining with it. It created a frozen armor quite similar to Fang’s, enabling him a much greater defense.

Up to now, Nick could really only stir the essence of Orion for his swordsmanship while using his Ideal. With the magic of the Archaen, he’d already be considered a master. But he could feel it. He was getting close to achieving it on his own. Pushing his swordsmanship against Elyra’s fate and might Tested him, and Shara gained a lot from facing her skilled mother and father as well.

Wounds and frost piled up on Elyra, and Shara tried to follow and land her attacks, but her goal wasn’t truly to land a blow–of course, she desired that. However, she forced her father to be unable to interfere with Nick and Elyra’s battle, by making him have to deal with her and slow her down.

Nick wanted to defeat her with his swordsmanship. He still used his chains and enhanced his attacks using frost manipulation, but only to supplement his attacks. If Jasper and Birdy were present, this battle would be far easier and not appropriate for Testing himself. Even if Nick had some way of ‘cheesing’ the battle to win against Elyra, this bout was about pushing his own limits.

As the fight continued, Elyra’s starlight berserking built. Her blows came faster, even as the frost covered her. And the same happened to Shara, the girl getting more and more pissed off. Nick needed to finish this, but to achieve that, he really needed to make sure Myron didn’t tip the scales.

A net of chains was formed again, the ends of them piercing into a nearby boulder. Nick grasped the end of the chains, his arms bulging with monstrous strength.

Elyra frowned at this as she prepared to slam her club down on him. “We already established that the net doesn’t work on me, Son-in-law. Why keep trying?”

“It’s not for you.”

Holding on to two of the chains, Shara’s feet landed on it a distance away, the girl crouching and preparing to leap. His arms bulged as he flung her across the battlefield, her body covered in starlight. Right toward an unsuspecting Myron.

“Myrbear!”

Elyra looked back at him with worry, and Nick dashed toward her, his sword flashing and forcing her on the back foot. Her counters were powerful with the power of her berserking combined with her Concept. They met his attacks as she attempted to dodge and rescue her husband.

His precision and speed combined with his evasive movements, deflected her blows and forced her to block. The Soul Blade vibrated with black and white light as a storm of attacks rained down on her, his sword arm whipping as his body bobbed and weaved. Cuts sliced through her domain and landed on her flesh as more harpooned chains attempted to strike her, the woman barely getting Bertha up in time to block.

Elyra wasn’t given a moment to breathe as Shara hunted down Myron, and she neared landing the finishing blow. The man was an excellent support that could do well to both aid his wife and defend himself, but Nick’s chains and Dominion helped corner him as well.

Myron’s aid to Elyra stopped as he fought to run away from his berserking daughter, and now, Myron was on the receiving end of someone Fatestriding toward him and sticking to him like glue. He had expended much of his essence and mana harassing Shara, and now he was about to be cornered.

Nick and Elyra both roared, drawing up all their essence. Nick’s blade of black and white light vibration increased in intensity, and Elyra’s body and club sparkled with brilliant starlight. He pushed his Concept, mixing in his frost manipulation, drawing all the cold from the surrounding area. A crown of frost appeared on his head as his will wrapped around Elyra, slowing and freezing her rapidly, even as her Domain of fate pushed against his.

And that wasn’t all. Nick’s Heroic Redemption wrapped around his body, empowering him much like his Cloak of Twilight. His body moved in perfect synchronicity, the essence of Orion beginning to stir as he charged toward her falling club.

Chains sprouted from the ground and wrapped around the club as Nick shifted the heavy weight to the side and swung down with all his might. It still came down near his shoulder rather than his head, and he squatted downward even as his arm extended, striking faster and first. He cleaved off her arm from the shoulder with his vibrating blade of black and white light before the club still struck his frost-armored shoulder–its momentum not stopping despite one of her arms being lost.

Heroic light-empowered frost shattered, but the blow was heavily cushioned. He managed to resist it from his position, rising and taking off her head.

Meanwhile, Shara finally landed a blow with her Concept of Might on Myron, defeating him.

The VR pods opened, Shara leaping out of hers and tearing Nick out. She kissed him triumphantly and hugged him tightly, dancing and spinning him around as she cheered about her victory.

“We did it! We finally beat Mom and Dad!”

Elyra was pouting as she got out, and Myron chuckled as he said, “Not bad, you two. That simulator feels a bit strange, and I can’t bring out my full power. But we’re both a little restricted in the end–it’s only fair.”

Nick nodded. He couldn’t use the full weight of his Path, his kingdom, for his Dominion. And something about the stars didn’t quite align for Myron within either, so the simulator wasn’t perfect. Still. He defeated someone who had more than a hundred years more experience than him. She was a powerful and talented fighter, there was no question about this.

Shara sighed. “I liked winning, but it’s really frustrating! I still can’t catch up to Mom.”

Elyra laughed. “You’re a hundred years too soon to be able to beat me, daughter. For now, there is a big gap between us, and Orion agrees. Still, I’m proud of you. You’ve come a long way this past month.”

What Elyra said was true. Shara fought very much like her, having rather similar capabilities and the same Class minus a few Archaen tweaks. However, she simply came up short of her strength and size, as well as her mastery over her Concepts and her personal talent in fighting.

Not only that, but the weight of Elyra’s soul was clearly greater from what Nick could see with his Soul Sense, and he wagered this had a significant impact on things like her Domain. Elyra was well past Middle Mastery as seen and crystallized by Orion, approaching High Mastery, and yet Shara was only at Early with both of hers.

It seemed the essence of Orion rapidly flocked to Elyra, allowing this rapid progression to be possible, and it made Nick wonder if the reason he progressed so quickly was because of the strength of his own soul.

Nick could still feel a sort of phantom pain in his arm from that final blow, and he massaged it as he stretched his arm. “Damn, Elyra. You really mean business with that Bertha. You almost got me.”

“Your swordsmanship is really something, Son-in-law. I’ve only met a few that could match it in my lifetime, and many were Nascent Soul elders. Your sword is definitely close to becoming one with the dao.”

“Master! Here, take some of this. You can have some too, everyone.”

Jasmine was waiting for them in the room, and she handed him some of the energy whiskey before handing it out to the rest. Even though it was a simulation, using his Concepts within still stressed his mind and soul, just like he was actually using them. None of his essence or mana was actually used, but it seemed the simulation still required that sort of mental and soul power to actualize their usage.

After taking the spark, a month had gone by with training continuing, and he only had a few more days or weeks before he should enter the Path of Kings. He was happy with his progress, but he had truly underestimated just how long it would take to become a Master Swordsman. If not for the memory from his father and the spark, it’d have taken a lot more than his original estimate of six months.

Thankfully, he could feel it–over time, he had become one with the essence.

The truth was, on Orion, training could really only take you so far in a reasonable amount of time. Sometimes it took that life-or-death battle to take that final step. Something challenging to truly simulate.

In the end, Nick’s best chance was to enter the Ordeal. Ascending was something that could happen in his Ascension Chamber afterward–once he upgraded it.

“They’re waiting for us at the Training Grounds. Let’s go meet with everyone.”

The five of them headed to the elevator and up into Frosthaven. His city was more bustling than ever, as new arrivals had increased its number of citizens.

The mercenaries had arrived, nearly five hundred strong in total, and with a near-equal amount of refugees besides. They were made up of a wide variety of races, and Nick was shocked at the variety of them from the central kingdoms. Thankfully, Bryndor and the few arborfolk helped create some temporary housing that was actually respectable. Using seeds and essence, they grew what looked and felt a lot like bamboo huts rapidly.

And Nick had to quietly disappear a few of the mercenaries and refugees. Some of them he hardly had to do anything special–they were caught snooping around where they shouldn’t, trying to get into the elevator or the barrows through the hidden entrances, and even committing crimes in his city. The wolfen tails he prepared caught the ones he pointed out committing crimes quickly, so catching them was not a big challenge.

With his interrogations underground, he’d learned that a few were just some foreign agents of many within Blackthorne’s forces, and some were merely opportunists looking for easy prey and pay.

Even with Bryndor’s requirement for checking references and a warrior’s reputation, some awful people had ended up joining. Either way, they had been judged by Archaen Law and found wanting, and now they would find redemption through Nick whether they liked it or not.

They arrived at the Training Grounds, finding it packed. Even with Nick having paid to increase and upgrade the size of it, it wasn’t quite enough. A separate structure for his Town Guard or creating his Knight Order might be what he needed to do to accommodate everyone, but the barrier was what had taken priority.

At their arrival to the large field with several outbuildings with different purposes, Elyra said, “Shara, I’d like to have some of your tea in the Garden of Reflection. Let your Fated meet with his Followers, I have some advice to give you about our spar today.”

Shara looked at Nick worriedly. “Um, but Mother, I wanted to–”

Elyra grabbed her shoulders from behind and started dragging her away. “Come with us, our little treasure. Your husband will accomplish much more without you looming over him and glaring at all your competition.”

Shara protested but found she couldn’t deny her mother’s claim, “I’m not… I don’t…fine, I’ll go with you,” she huffed. “Maybe I do glare at those little hussies too much. Just let me…”

Nick walked over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you later, babe. I’ll miss you.”

She gave him a happy pout as she got dragged away, leaving just Nick and Jasmine.

“That girl has mostly gotten over it, but some habits die hard. Those little monsterfolk see her as above them and don’t want to make her angry after that one time.”

He had intended to meet the monsterfolk girls, but he went to see what his other wives were doing first. They walked over to one of the newer buildings of the Training Grounds, a large stone building.

Inside, there were numerous ranges at the Archery Sanctum, allowing people to push their skills for combat. It wasn’t enough to practice against unmoving targets, and this place supported that in a variety of ways. People could practice their armor penetration, compensate for moving targets, and more. Nick spotted a monsterfolk archer, a naga woman, changing the arrow’s direction with wind magic once it had already left her bow.

The pair eventually found whom he was looking for. Eirwen was practicing with her bow in a small room that resembled a racquetball court, with walls on all sides. Some targets flew around, and golem-like constructs dashed for her with weapons. She was launching attacks at floating targets as she dashed around, dodging their attacks and striking targets all throughout the room. She also launched shamanic, elemental spells, and Nick was amazed at her overall progress.

While she was still one of the squishiest of the party, she was now no longer a weak link. Her mobility combined with her magical abilities and offense would keep her safe in a fight more often than not, and that was without considering Shak’terra and how she helped protect her or influence a fight in numerous ways.

After she destroyed the targets, she smiled at him watching her at the entryway of the room. “There you are, Hubby! How’d it go?” She walked over to him, and he leaned down to kiss her, picking her up in a big hug, which she returned. “Mmm, I’m guessing pretty good, huh?”

He chuckled. “You got that right.” He looked over more of the people practicing, numerous monsterfolk firing bows or shooting magic in both closed and more open rooms. “Busy here, huh?”

Winny giggled, her ears wiggling. “Hehe, it’s because they knew you were coming! Today’s a big day for everyone.”

Sable appeared from the shadows, grinning. “That’s right, Boss. Everyone is excited about this milestone. Combined with the mercenaries arriving and the defensive keep you were granted, it’s starting to feel like this city is becoming one of the true powerhouses of this shard.”

“How’s your training going, Sable? You about ready to enter the Ordeal?”

She suddenly covered herself with shadows, and they were roiling around her like they were alive. After a moment, blades and sharp spikes grew all around her, and Nick could feel some of the things he did when he had faced Elrash.

Finally, she must have made his Concept her own from when Nick Judged him. It seemed that when Nick Judged Ordeal Owners he would tear at least a Concept Fragment from them. He could make them his own if he so chose, but he found he could also grant them to his wives–using their Soulscapes. He might have been able to do it before, but he doubted it. Likely, only Eirwen’s special connection would have allowed for it, like the threads.

The group, with Eirwen and Sable joining it, headed over to the Bushido Dojo, crossing over to the next building, this one a more Asian-style pagoda. They found numerous warriors training in the divided dojo rooms. Nick was surprised to see nearly every race present–orcs, elves, humans, beastfolk, monsterfolk of various kinds, and star oni women. Many were fully outfitted in thinner armor meant to maximize movement.

Each was wielding blades, shields, and spears of frostiron. Lumos was there looking over everything and even measuring new warriors in a line in the main hallway.

In the Bushido Dojo, people could duel, but the training largely resembled what Nick had seen of those training in martial arts. Renzou was speaking to a large group sitting cross-legged on the mats, listening to the philosophy of being a samurai.

The Bushido Code included honor, integrity, compassion, loyalty, honesty and sincerity, courage, and duty and respect. It was not very different from the chivalric code, in all, only lacking aspects of religion from Earth.

Some rooms practiced sword swings and stances. Others used martial arts or even the bow. The samurai of Orion were a lot like the knights of Europe or even the samurai of Japan from back on Earth, but there were some fundamental differences.

Their training was a big one. Knights trained in melee weapons and for mounted combat but would rarely master skills like archery or martial arts as samurais did. Then, a samurai on Orion would often learn how to use shields. They needed to be able to face monsters and magic rather than only facing humanoid opponents, after all, and so their training and specialization were a bit different.

They didn’t train to be administrative or have political importance on Orion, focusing even more on being warriors who protected the people and their lord. Nick believed the reason for this was largely that the essence made a significant difference in this. Administrative cultivators were just superior in these aspects, and the average knight couldn’t really master these two different paths. It would be a rare thing indeed.

The final wing of the mines was claimed last week, the challenge only marginally more difficult than the previous. The three-month countdown until the barrier of the underground demonic people was removed had begun, and so Nick wanted to enter the Third Stratum and soon, to prepare his kingdom for this threat.

The benefit was an even more significant amount of frostiron ore and special gems, which Lumos and her trained crafters used to make this equipment. The armor looked like some kind of special glass-ceramic, made from the ore and gems through special alchemical procedures. Their armor looked a lot like light blue samurai armor, individual thin plates linked with Jasmine’s threads.

There were more surprises in store for Nick, as he spotted Jeffrey and a group of beetle people–looking more human-like than ever–in another room with Kaya. After absorbing the Boss Essence in the Ordeal and returning with the special crystalline heart from the event within, he had mysteriously gone into hibernation, along with numerous others. And now, his body had grown–making him see eye-to-thousand-eyes with Nick.

Jeffrey’s eyes were still compounded like an insect’s but looked more like beautiful, faceted amber gemstones in the place of eyes. But he had a very human-like nose and mouth, rather than the mandibles he had before. It was like a human head was placed on top of a beetle’s body and its eyes replaced, and his mirror-like carapace started beneath the neck. They also had a horn on the middle of their forehead that forked outward at the ends, almost like the oni Nick had heard of in the past.

Surprisingly, Kaya was sparring with the group of them, and so Nick came over to watch with the girls.

Her swings of her axes, even from the ones on her tails, sent purple waves of essence, much like his Blade Wave by using Essence Carry. The group of them covered themselves in their shining shields, reflecting some of the energy back at her, which she had to defend herself against with her aura. The group of silver beetle warriors, mixed with a blue hue, moved as one with their shields, huddling behind them and stabbing out with their spears.

It seemed she was helping them gain some confidence in their defense, because her storm of attacks only washed over them, their bracing of their shields successful. It didn’t seem she was seeking to truly break them, as she only lightly used her Sharpness Concept. As a group with the large amount of essence running through their defense, Nick did feel some kind of Concept building–and he realized that much of it might be coming from Jeffrey himself.

After withstanding her flurry of attacks, Kaya backed off. “Good job, you guys! You’re getting really good at holding out against my attacks! Your defense is improving.”

Their wings behind them buzzed, and Jeffrey nodded. However, he caught Kaya’s gaze behind them, and so he turned to look at Nick and Jasmine.

A shiver went through Jeffrey, and his wings buzzed behind him in a different cadence–rather than happiness, it was a higher-pitched sound of warning. All the other beetlefolk present did the same as they spotted Jasmine.

Nick remembered the situation that occurred in the tower–where Jasmine tried to help them pass through the Ordeal. In coaxing them to fight and helping them defeat the enemies with her beams of light, she might have been a little too…aggressive, not understanding just how full of fear they were and how badly they wished to stop. And they had performed admirably, as judged by Orion and its rewards, but it had left sad scars.

Nick turned to Jasmine. “Damn, Jeffrey here is still scared of you, Jas? You apologized to them now that they can talk, right?”

Jeffrey still quivered, but it was he that replied–Nick hearing his voice for the first time. It was deep and rumbling, and his words were filled with emotion. “She did. It was…a sad misunderstanding, but the fear we felt was very real. Still… We forgive her. Not only did she do her best to atone for the harm she did, but her intentions were good. Her goal was only to help make us stronger and better–and she succeeded. It was Orion’s Will, and yours, that we overcome our fears and face conflict, whether together or alone.” He then smiled at Nick. “And thanks to your grace and your Lumos refining that treasure you obtained, we’re now never alone.”

Kaya noted, “It does seem to be that the result was for the better. These fellows all fight well together even with non-beetlefolk now, not fearing battle as they did before. And I don’t think they’d all have their mirror-like surfaces if not for their fear of Jasmine, and this is what makes them special now. Noblefrost Beetlefolk are unique with their reflective carapace, coordination, and cold resistance, and it seems most have already evolved.”

“Jeffrey–It’s good to see and meet you once more, my friend–we had gotten a bit worried when you went to sleep. I see you brought your brethren, and I’m amazed at what you guys can do together.”

Jeffrey grinned at him and gave him a salute–which all of the other beetle people copied. “Milord, it is a pleasure to see you once again. Yes, I am thrilled to have awoken, and our people have truly become more.”

“What happened?”

“Father and mother managed to bond with the crystal heart you granted us, and that changed us all. Thanks to this, we can now converse and share knowledge with any of our brethren at any distance, always connected to them and one another.”

“Share knowledge? That sounds quite useful. Mother and father…you mean the king and queen?”

Jeffrey chuckled. “Yes, we were aware that you might call them our king and queen, but this is not right. They are our birthers first and foremost and have only always been the communities’ voices. Not only that, but our hive ascends by the grace of our true king–Lord Noblefrost–you.”

Nick was a bit shocked at this, and Kaya chuckled as her tails swished behind her. “It’s surprising, but it seems they have a sort of hive-mind thing going on. After they all began to understand how big of a deal their benefits they were receiving actually were–the essence pearls, the essence density for living near Frosthaven, slots in the Ordeal to become more, and how such an outstanding treasure was granted to them freely–they immediately all came to the same conclusion. That they owed you a lot.”

Sable added, “Jeffrey was also quick to share your prowess from the Ordeal with everyone, so they understand how important your protection of their hive is.”

The beetlefolk all nodded in a scary synchronicity, including Jeffrey. He said, “That is all true. And personally, I have been inspired by your heroism, having learned of your incredible tales! Even Orion itself recognizes that I too now walk your Hero’s Path!”

“How did…that happen? The learning of my tales part. You’ve been talking to people around town?”

“We have. We’ve also been spending time in your tavern and listening to the bard there.”

Nick frowned. “I didn’t know they actually got a bard now. Who is it?”

Winny giggled. “It’s one of the priestesses! They love to sing, and they visit there frequently to sing of your tales–which I was happy to share. There’s been a few travelers since the road has been completed, too.”

The road to Silverbrook was recently completed. The magically leveled, stone-paved road allowed for two carriages abreast for the entire path. It also had proper drainage for rain, and trees along the path were cleared for both higher visibility against potential threats and to allow for future expansions. Even more anti-banditry features would be added in time, Lumos developing various tools like anti-Sneak lanterns and more, especially for the rest sites.

The stronger orcs on bikes could make the trip just as rapidly as their utility vehicles had been able to, making Silverbrook feel closer than ever. Merchants now regularly make the trek, buying and selling materials to Frosthaven. And now, bikes were being sold by the dozens, filling Nick's and the numerous crafters’ coffers as they were loaded onto ships to be sold in the central kingdoms.

Orc raiders frequently patrolled the route and challenged caravans to their honorable duels, the warnings plain on the road. There were actually quite a few orc biking gangs forming, and they had attracted some of these refugees and people from Silverbrook to join the raiders–and not just orcs.

While Nick had originally started with just over a hundred orc warriors and raiders, they now began to grow. Word was reaching the central kingdoms, and Lothar couldn’t be happier. No doubt, orcs and other warriors wanting to live the honorable raiding lifestyle were heading for Frosthaven.

With the road completed, the priestesses and adherents would now be able to make their pilgrimages to Silverbrook frequently, in hopes of grabbing more clergy and adherents to join them in Frosthaven. Now that Silverbrook had been made safe and had gained several improvements, people were coming from far and wide on ships once more.

Nick asked Jeffrey, “How do your connections work while you’re in the Ordeal?”

“We cannot hear each other’s voices, but we can hear murmurs, a gentle buzzing of our brethren. So even while we’re apart, we can feel that we fight together.”

“Neat. I’m glad to hear that your people are doing well. I may call you again for the Path of Kings run again, if you’re interested.”

Essentially, Shara was a part of his party now, but she would be replacing Irene, who was currently pregnant. Jeffrey had filled the last slot previously, and perhaps, he may be the best for it even now.

Myron was another option for a supporter, but Elyra couldn’t stand to be without her ‘Myr-bear’ for so long. One without the other just wasn’t doable. And even if he could, Nick didn’t want to bring Elyra. She would make it a challenge for him and his party to truly be Tested thanks to her amazing strength.

Jasmine was a bit of a ringer, but she properly limited her strength, making her feel more like a supporter. He doubted that Elyra could hold back properly once the fight began thanks to her berserking. He could, of course, also take just about any priestess of Seraphara instead of Jeffrey.

Jeffrey smiled. “My brethren and I are now ready to fight. Just say the word, and we will be there. It would be my honor.”

Sable added, “I’ve seen more of them around here lately. I do believe they’ve also increased their number.”

Jeffrey nodded. “That’s right, many of mother and father’s spawn are now fully grown, more than doubling our original numbers when we joined your kingdom. Not only that, but We have also started seeking other hives in hopes of having them join ours! We have made contact with our parent hive and one other, and some will be joining us at our hive to the south.”

Nick arched his brow. “What’s this now? You’re not like…attacking them, are you?”

“We are only coaxing them into the grace and safety of your great kingdom! Our people are very insular, and our ancestral hives have fallen behind. To be weak is dangerous, and we also espouse the many benefits to being here.”

Nick noted, “I guess thanks to my Trait, we only need to make the King and Queen of each hive my Followers, then the rest will follow. Good to have our fighters increase.”

Winny grinned. “These guys are hard workers, wonderful to have. We could definitely use more of them to keep building.”

Nick had ultimately chosen the area near the Monster Kingdom entrance for the defensive keep, and the reason was simple: his beetlefolk had already begun making what was effectively a decent keep to the south.

With the recent change in the geography from capturing Shadowvale, the situation had actually improved. Their hive, which was nearly a castle in its design, now overlooked a passage to the southwest–where Blackthorne and his army would surely have to come from.

They didn’t fully block the road. The valley and simple path were merely overlooked by their hive. However, they could easily monitor the path, and now, Nick realized, their strange communication would ensure that they could send messages immediately once they saw people coming. Their hive was less than a day away from Frosthaven thanks to bikes and other vehicles, but even a few hours warning could make a big difference.

“Master, there’s only a short time left before the event. Fang and Luna will be sad if you don’t go see the girls…again.”

“Alright. Let’s check out their training.”


Chapter 21 - The Monsterfolk Maidens



The party left the dojo and arrived at the open field. Lothar and his orcs were facing off against Fang and Luna, with the monsterfolk girls, Nick’s potential Maidens, while various shamans and even a priest and priestess sat on the sidelines ready for emergency healing.

Andross and Zarog could be seen, as well as their new star oni wives cheering them on from the back. Each was Fated with just one each, and even Lothar had an admirer.

Nick was a little relieved that not every single one was Fated with him, but he still had a handful that they were certain it was him. For now, he had kind of kept them at arm’s length, lacking the time to quench their…insatiable thirsts. One berserking, needy oni was difficult enough to manage for the time being.

But he couldn’t hold them all off for too much longer. They were effectively stuck at level one, unable to progress as cultivators. A month or two more wouldn’t hurt, but he shouldn’t make them wait much longer than that. Surely, after he reached the Third Stratum…the floodgates would have to open.

Fang had lined up a dozen monsterfolk girls, from the evolved kobolds–the scalefolk, the evolved snakefolk–naga, and then several more wolfen. Their classes were just as varied as Fang, Luna, and Sable were, but many picked similar roles, as if following in their footsteps.

Though Nick knew it had a lot to do with affinity and how Orion, the essence itself responded to them. Many tribal monsterfolk held similar mindsets and upbringings which led them to favor certain weapons, tactics, and magics and earn similar classes.

Watching the smaller monsterfolk girls fighting the same number of orcs was pretty surprising. The orcs had much more experience, were talented in martial combat, and were gifted in physical prowess. In a pitched fight like this one, size and strength were often key. On top of that, led by their warchief, they all received substantial bonuses. If they were being buffed by Agatha and her shamans, perhaps this battle wouldn’t be as close as it was.

But the monsterfolk girls held on. Mixing pack fighting, magic, and feral essence into their attacks, they were able to match up well with a near equal number of orcs. Even though the shamans like Luna cast spells or used totems, they were no slouches in melee combat. Fang stood up against Lothar’s strength with her shield and ice-covered body, howling and sending shocking waves of frost into the enemy team.

Enhanced by Luna’s buffs and the other shamans, the other allies wove in and out of the shield line, attacking with their spears and sending more waves of ice and frost, which slowed the orcs down and wounded them. Their bodies were their temples, but cracks started to form from the frost, even with many of them having similar cold resistance traits.

Nearly all of the girls had some Concept Fragment, building toward becoming actual elites. Considering they had only been fighting and training for a short time, this was quite substantial. They couldn’t quite measure up to Zarog and Andross, but those two had much more experience and time practicing their Ideal for most of their lives. Thankfully, Luna’s icy protection helped counter their advantages, covering every ally covered in protective ice.

Kaya’s tails flicked, a small grin on her face as she watched. “Those girls are pretty tough. They’ve nearly caught up with the orcs and in such a short time.”

Sable chuckled. “Yes. Compared to the men and women of their race who are still several levels behind and still trying to form their Concept Fragments, these girls are very driven. They have a firm goal in mind, trying to get the attention of a certain male.”

Eirwen shook her head. “It’s not just that, though. All monsterfolk have the instinct to grow stronger. They understand the importance of strength on Orion, that to be weak is to be dead, food at another’s feet. And that matches Orion’s Will–to constantly strive to become more. I’d say it was at least half their efforts and drive and half Fang and you girls’ help to move them along.”

Sable chuckled. “You might be right. Fang was pushing them hard just as much as they might have been pushing themselves.”

Jasmine asked Nick suddenly, “Do any catch your eye, Master?”

A few of the monsterfolk girls Fang had gathered stood out to Nick, and he realized they either held Early Mastery in their Concepts, guaranteeing rising to the Third Stratum, or he could tell they were rather close. This was proof to him that they worked hard, and he had heard from Fang that several of them had actually completed the Fifteenth Floor with their teams, a difficult boss battle. Of course, Nick’s as the lord was tuned a bit differently.

A few had been lucky to impress and join Myron and Elyra in their climbs. Thanks to that, a few had actually gotten even higher than that, joining the star oni.

The first that stood out to Nick was the scalefolk beast tamer–Thava. Evolved from the small kobold monsterfolk he rescued from the monster of the lake, the Noblefrost Scalefolk were not much larger than his wolfen wives but seemed to be growing as they leveled ever so slightly. They all had blue scales on their arms past the elbows and the same beneath their knees.

With a lizard’s tail and some scales going up their sides and spine and wrapping around the neck and clavicle area, they were similar to, but stood apart from, the Noblefrost Naga. Many of the scalefolk girls had a smattering of scales on their faces in random locations, almost like beauty marks.

Unlike the Noblefrost Wolfen, however, their hair did not turn a shade of blue but rather had blue streaks through their hair. Thava’s hair was red with blue highlights, a strange contrast to her scales, but perhaps a holdout from her old red, scaled skin.

The Alpha Drake had imprinted on her as its mother when it hatched, and she had taken well to its care. Fighting like a huntress with a spear or bow by her side, she could support the beast even directly with her feral Body Essence.

The beast was only a month or two old, but after quite a few high-essence meals and some hunts led by Thava and time spent in the Path of Kings Ordeal, the creature was already nearing the Second Stratum.

It took time for a beast to grow, even with the most ideal of conditions. Certainly, beasts grew much faster than cultivators, and essence was supernatural, but there were still limits to how fast bone and flesh could grow. It fought alongside her, already the size of a large dog. It was kept out of this fight for now because the creature wasn’t well-trained enough just yet.

The second that stood out quite a bit was Zara. Originally from the Ironclaw Tribe, the wolfling had gained the iron stomach, claws, and teeth traits from consuming those metallic centipedes. Then, she had earned a cold trait within the Path of Kings, led by Fang helping them through, and evolved to a Noblefrost Wolfen. She had a dark or tanned skin, much like Sable, and her dark blue hair had a metallic sheen to it.

She held many of the personality traits most of the wolfen held. High energy, high loyalty, and high happiness. And just like Sable, she was trouble–the kind Nick liked. Interestingly, she fought with her claws and fists rather than any weapon, much like Ironclaw had.

Lastly, was Thelisse. Her light blue scales were nearly white in color, and her hair matched. Originally a river shaman of her tribe, she had mastery over water. That carried over after she became a Noblefrost Naga, and began to include ice within her list of powers. Her elemental totem would spray freezing waters over the enemies, and it would quickly turn to crystallized frost in mere seconds, restricting their movements and freezing them over.

Her personality was…a little strange. She seemed to always know when he was watching, swaying her upper body as if dancing to a song only she could hear the moment his eyes found her. She did this even if he was all the way across the training grounds and not even where she could see him. Like a strange oracle or guru, she would say the strangest things, but she seemed sweet and somehow dependable, the other girls relying on her when Luna or Fang weren’t present.

“I think if I had to choose who among them were most interesting, I’d have to go with Thava, Zara, and Thelisse.”

Eirwen hummed as she looked over them. “Hmm…Hubby’s choices are not all that surprising. In fact, I expected them. These three seem the most driven, and two of them have that motherly feel.”

Sable chuckled. “Same here, those three were obvious to me, especially with what they’ll soon be doing. Boss wants the best mommies for his heirs, and ones that we’re sure could recover and ascend still. But for beastfolk and monsterfolk, it’s instinctual anyway. All of them will be great mothers.”

Jasmine nodded in satisfaction. “I approve of all of them anyway. Fang made some excellent choices. I can tell all of them will treat Master as they should, properly devoted to him and his kingdom’s or tribe’s interests.”

The rest didn’t really stand out to Nick, but what Jasmine said was true. The naga were more reserved, calm, and intelligent, and the females often chose hunter or shamanic roles. The scalefolk, perhaps because their race didn’t experience dimorphism, the women were more varied than the wolfen women. But they used their strength and energy in powerful bursts, their stamina not at the same level.

The scalefolks’ personalities were often rather brash and brazen, and this was one of the reasons why Thava stood out–she was not quite like the others. Many picked warrior-focused or beast tamer roles and without personal magic, even among the females, but he had seen them all among the converted kobold tribe.

The mock battle ended as the warriors on both sides ran out of essence and mana. It became too risky to continue, but everyone had benefitted from the experience. The spare shamans and clergy of Seraphara rushed over, removing ice and healing the numerous bruises and wounds gained throughout the battle.

Despite the few hunters among the packs switching to using spears for melee combat, they had handled altering their roles for the group training battle well. All the huntresses were archers who could fight well in whatever combat found them.

Lothar congratulated everyone on a great mock battle, giving pointers to warriors on both sides. Luna offered some encouragement to the monsterfolk shamans who participated in the battle, and Agatha added onto that. The girls put away their training weapons and gear, leaving them wearing tribal outfits, with skirts and tank or halter tops for most of them. It seemed the scalefolk chose tight shorts instead because of their thick, long tail that hung often parallel to the ground.

Eventually, the group came united over to Nick, led by a proud Fang and Luna.

Fang’s tail was wagging. “Boss! Did you see? They’re all so strong now.”

Nick couldn’t help but chuckle at seeing all their hopeful, happy, and proud faces. Tails were wagging and ears were whipping about, as if to gather some hint about what he might say.

“I did. I’m glad I made it on time to see it.” He smiled at each of them, taking time to meet each of their eyes. The idea that so many strong, talented, and beautiful girls had worked so hard just to please him and get his attention was rather exciting.

Still, he felt a little bad. He had prioritized others over them, making them wait. He had watched them from afar, doing little more than introduce himself these past several months since Fang had made the group and grown it to a…difficult number of girls to deal with.

It’s not like he truly owed them anything. Fang was the one who might have gotten them worked up, stoking their desires and perhaps setting their expectations incorrectly as she gathered more for Nick’s pack. If anyone needed to apologize to them for having to wait, it was her.

He knew this wasn’t necessarily the case, but usually monsterfolk relationships moved fast. These past few months were like an eternity to them, and he knew that Luna had thankfully helped improve whatever expectations they might have. That they had become true folk who could speak Orion Common and get along in society was of course a big deal.

At the same time, as a Lord of Orion, Nick always wanted to return loyalty and devotion with his own. He certainly didn’t disabuse them of the notion that he would eventually take them as his mates, but he also hadn’t done more than imply he wasn’t rejecting them or set a timeframe. He would fix that today.

“I have watched you all from afar these past months, and my Ladies have told me about many of you. I am proud of how far all of you have come and how driven you all are. None can question how hard you’ve worked and how you’ve produced results, excelling among your peers. You have become more, all with pleasing your Alpha in mind.”

The few wolfen girls’ tails started to take off in excitement. They could tell from his tone alone that something good was coming. Zara had a wide grin, puffing her chest out in pride. The scalefolk girls thumped their tails on the ground, and seemed to barely be able to contain their excitement, a few of them grasping onto each other for support.

Other than their breathing picking up and wide smiles on their faces, the calm naga didn’t show as much excitement, but he definitely saw pride in their postures. Thelisse had her hands folded in front of her, nodding to herself as if she knew what was coming somehow.

“And I am pleased. So today I will reward you all for your efforts and for your patience. Soon I will enter the Path of Kings, and so I don’t have a ton of time. But I will spend much of the day with you together, both before the event and after.”

If the four wolfen girls’ tails were wagging quickly before, now he thought they might somehow take off and fly–this was Orion, so he wouldn’t say that wasn’t possible. Fang’s was the same, basking in the shared joy of Nick’s pride in the pack she was creating for him. The girls all began to ‘woo’ and clap, and the nagas even began to bob up and down in happiness.

Nick chuckled, joining them with the clapping, and his wives joined too. He had started the tradition because he thought the sound and action of the wolflings was funny with their padded paws, but they continued it because they thought he enjoyed it. “I forgot about that.”

Sable noted, “The naga and scalefolk can finally woo! It was all weird gasps and hissing before.”

Fang nodded. “They always did their best!”

Luna got the girl’s attention. “We don’t have a long time before the ceremony, so we need to get moving. Let’s head to our home for very chaste rewards, understand?”

The girls were still just as eager, following Nick and his family through the city toward the Path of Kings Tower. Already, the streets were filled with stalls and carts, the numerous people beginning to gather for the event later. There was a lot of excitement, the people only knowing there was a significant announcement later.

As they neared his monolithic home, the stage was being set up, Rebecca and the many priestesses preparing the plaza. Nick wasn’t looking forward to having to address his people later, but it was necessary. It was a part of his Path one way or another.

They arrived inside the house, and even their presence inside alone was a big deal, a privilege to them. The King of Frosthaven did not have many visitors to his home, and that they walked through the front door meant witnesses would have some expectations of them being close to his family.

Odds were, all sorts of rumors would spread about these girls now, if there weren’t already–they definitely weren’t keeping their desires a secret. And Nick already had a reputation for having many wives. It was already well-known that several heirs were on the way. News about his Ladies and Maidens had reached the ears of many, and this was encouraged.

Because a Lord’s bloodline, his progeny, meant stability on Orion. The Lord of Silverbook was an elf, so he was long-lived, but he had not created heirs. This generated concerns among the people that their lord might fall and they could experience significant turmoil. The mayor was set up as a sort of next-in-line, following similar footsteps, but he simply did not have the same support as Lord Silver with his father. Without an Heir, the kingdom was always at risk. The weakening of the kingdom could lead to a nearby kingdom challenging it in Conflict.

Knowing that the Noblefrost Kingdom had several heirs on the way filled them with confidence and relief. This was especially so among his hundreds of Followers. If he fell, his Soul Pacts would carry over to them, the heirs continuing their protection with certain limits thanks to their weaker souls.

Jasmine had already prepared the living room, having expanded it to be able to accommodate so many visitors. To allow Thava to relax, she took the Alpha Drake off to the side to feed it a snack.

The living room had grown to be more sprawling with several more couches, enabling the twelve monsterfolk girls and his wives to sit in the same area. It still had the more cozy core area gathered around a large coffee table, but a few more couches were added off to the sides.

Nick sat down on the largest sofa after Jasmine helped peel off the plastic-like armor from his body, leaving him in just his robes. It was Luna, Sable, and Fang that quickly found his sides, and Eirwen and Kaya took the chairs nearest after selecting a soothing tune on their magical music slate.

They directed Zara, Thelisse, and Thava to sit across from them, and the rest quickly found their spots throughout the room, most gathering together.

“Good job, Fang. You’ve worked hard for me.” He started with rewarding his little buff fluff. Bringing her into his lap, he scratched the base of her ears on top of her head.

She leaned into his touch, vibrating in happiness as her tail wagged. Her smile was wide, and he could feel just how pleased she was. Still, she brought her tail to a stop, allowing him to brush it as they always did. Her smaller, yet strong body hugged onto him tightly as he reached down to brush her whole tail without difficulty.

“It’s just, I want your pack to be big and powerful, just like you, Boss. These girls are all great and all work so hard for you… and…I wish you’d hurry up and make them your mates already!” Fang pouted, blushing as she looked away from him–as if not wanting to meet his gaze.

It seemed her very mild criticism of him not meeting her desires was actually difficult for her to accomplish. She was his biggest cheerleader, having difficulty even imagining that he could do something wrong. He was The Boss, and everything he did was perfect, according to her.

That went to show how much she wanted him to eventually mate with these girls she had collected for him.

It wasn’t that Nick didn’t want to have sex, or to mate, with any of the monsterfolk girls in front of him. In fact, they were all quite attractive, like most cultivators on Orion–he knew he’d enjoy it very much.

It was that he was stretched too thin and far too drained. He found that breeding was…absolutely exhausting.

He had relaxed with the priestesses in their sanctum–his personal cabaret club–and he had made six more of them his Maidens, for ten in total. Three more of them were also now pregnant, and he enjoyed benefitting from a few more of their loving attentions–their worship. His dark and light heroic energies were building with him, perhaps almost double from the tithed amount.

But each time he did, it consumed plenty of his time, halting much of his swordsmanship and Soul Forging progress. Often not for just one afternoon, but two afternoons when he made another Heir, thanks to his need to recover, his body exhausted from expending so much essence. It had nearly taken a full week to completely recover from that first special night with his Maidens, and he was actually afraid of trying to repeat it.

That meant, thanks to his visits there to have three more children, he had lost more than an entire week in being able to progress properly on his swordsmanship and in his other methods out of the past month. Sure, he still made efforts even during those days, but he could feel how he wasn’t getting a lot out of the actions until he fully recovered.

To be fair, their worship did benefit him quite a bit too, but it was like each bit of worship he received, he had to go eat a mountain of demon cores to counteract the light he just gained, too, as it didn’t match up with how much darkness they gave him.

He had even taken to doing so before the act, to load himself up on the darkness. He no longer had any bandits to judge, so the cores and the small amount they gave him from their lust were his only source of darkness at this point.

While he enjoyed it, he had other goals he needed to accomplish. And he was concerned if he started sleeping with all of these eager monsterfolk girls too, and then the star oni girls, then he’d really fall behind his targets. In all, he was hoping that things might be a little different once he reached the Third Stratum, so now he was taking his time to get to know them.

Then, Shara was making it difficult for him to spend much time with any of them. The monsterfolk girls were hierarchical too, so seeing Shara’s displeasure was not something they would simply ignore.

When she was around, they would stop their flirtatious advances, and be much more reserved, not wanting to draw her ire. And even still, before long, Shara would drag him off to reassure her, so now he had to find means to distract her just to be with them.

Nick sighed internally as he thought about all of this. Being a lord with many Ladies and Maidens was tough. Still, he wouldn’t trade it for anything, but his psyche was getting a bit weary of the whole situation if he was telling the truth.

Soft breaths filled the room as the family relaxed, and he gave Fang a chaste kiss before he moved her off his lap. “Don’t worry. I won’t make you…or rather them, all wait for too much longer. After I enter the Third Stratum, I’ll be less rushed and able to find time with them.”

He brought Luna into it to take her place. “Thanks for always watching over and guiding the others, my mate.”

Luna rubbed her head into his hand, giving him easy access to scratch. “Mmm…Anything for my mate and his pack.” His tender lover enjoyed his touch and the brush, but her peaceful nature soothed him as he took gentle strokes along her tail. Her spirit touched his with a loving caress, helping him calm his nerves and relax just as he relaxed her.

Sable was next, and she stoked the flames as she gyrated her butt on his lap, rubbing herself against him as if giving him a lap dance as he began. She got a chuckle out of Zara, as well as a flash of desire in her eyes.

He did his best to ignore her teasing as he focused on rewarding her–she enjoyed that part just as much as the task at hand. “Thanks for watching over them too, Sable. I know you’ve taken several of them through the hunter Ordeal.”

She chuckled as he continued to scratch her ears and alternate brushing her tail. “It’s no problem at all. Sometimes teaching others helps move your own understanding forward. These girls don’t have the affinity for controlling shadows, so I had to bring things back to the basics.”

Nick considered that. Perhaps he should spend some more time with Kaya over the coming days to help her move closer to becoming a master. It may help him further, besides.

Looking over at their witnesses, Thelisse and the other three naga were swaying a bit to the gentle music. It seemed they couldn’t help but dance a little. The four scalefolk had some restless energy in them as they spoke to each other softly, but they watched Nick’s actions with rapt attention. The three other wolfen girls bounced in place as their tails wagged lazily.

Grooming activities were definitely a family thing within the beastfolk and monsterfolk, so their presence in this room was a big deal, a reward all on its own. Even if he didn’t pamper them at all, they would be happy for this privilege. Of course, Nick wasn’t going to leave it at just that.

Kaya was next, the girl blushing a bit as she took her place on his lap in front of the others. It was a stark contrast to the much smaller women that just graced the spot, her body much larger and thicker than the others. Her tails were even fluffier and longer, though she thankfully kept them down to three.

She loved the brush just as much as the other girls but was a lot less vocal about asking for it and did her best to hide her enjoyment. However, one time, it was like new tails kept sprouting after he finished each one, as if she didn’t want him to stop.

Kaya did her best to puff her chest out proudly and nonchalantly, folding her arms as he brushed her tails. But before long, her breaths were coming in heavily, nearly moaning as his brush gently scratched the base of her tail, and leaning into his every touch.

“Enjoying yourself?” Nick asked.

“It’s…yes.” She tried to deny she was enjoying herself but quietly agreed–as if all the wolfen couldn’t hear her response anyway.

“I appreciate you, both for your strength and talent, but also for how you support my kingdom. Many of the warriors of Frosthaven look up to you and now walk the Samurai Path with you leading the way. Not even Lothar can stand up to you now.”

Her tails beat against him a bit in happiness as they flickered around, the girl happy to receive his praise. Before she got too worked up, he gave her a kiss on the cheek and called Winny over.

Last among his wives, it was Eirwen’s turn. Jasmine, as always, did not want Nick to really serve her in any way, beyond letting her tie him up for sleep. Where she would serve him instead. The Alpha Drake now curled underneath Thava though, resting from its meal.

The brush worked through Eirwen’s curly but very soft, wooly, fur on her tail. Running his hands almost reverently through her silken locks on her head made her giggle a little, with her ears wiggling.

He asked, “Did this get even softer?”

“Hehe, noticed that? I’ve been practicing one of the Ideals from your mother’s books! Over time, my whole body should get a little softer for you.”

His eyes went to the obvious soft location–her breasts. He nearly reached for them but barely stopped himself, causing her to giggle. “Yes, even those, or perhaps especially so? It goes along with the flexibility I’ve been working on that you very much enjoy. That reminds me…we’ll have to give some of those books and techniques over to your potential Maidens over there…”

They seemed to get quite excited about that, causing him to chuckle. “Thanks for always looking out for us, Winny. I think I’d have died of exhaustion by now if not for your delicious cooking or you managing our schedules.”

Eirwen looked pained at that, a flicker of guilt on her face. “I wish I could help you a little more, Hubby. I can feel how exhausted you are. I know you’re doing your best to be a hero for everyone, but I hope this doesn’t go on for too much longer.”

“It’s not so bad. I am in fact enjoying my time–like right now. Unfortunately, we have threats on the horizon. Today we’ll become safer than ever, but if I cannot beat Blackthorne when he arrives, it’ll all be for nothing.”

They had finally gotten some news from their westward scouts, and it wasn’t all good. He was going to go over the findings in the event.

He continued pampering his first wife for a while, adding extra hugs in the mix to feel her softness, which she very much enjoyed hugging back. It was a strange duality because he knew there was a lot more muscle in her arms and legs after all her cultivation and hard work–she was very fit now. And yet, they felt even softer and more cushiony in areas than even an overweight girl.

Getting one more kiss from his lovely sheep wife, now it was time for the other girls.

“Alright. Now, we will get to everyone eventually, but we only have time for three before the event. There are three of you who have performed above the rest, forming your Concepts before the rest. You should be rewarded for your effort and your talent, and the other potential Maidens should strive to be your match.” He motioned over to those across from him, and the other girls all started to clap and woo again.

Thava clapped excitedly. “Yay! Oh, that’s wonderful. Just what is our reward?”

Nick motioned for Jasmine to come over, and she held out a platter to him. On it was some oil and a brush meant for the scales of the girls, as well as towels and fruits.

“You just watched me pamper my Ladies. So I will let you choose how to spend a few minutes with me. Would you like me to pamper you, or hug and hold hands, or something similar? This is your reward, so I’d like you to decide. I would like to learn more about all of you.”

Zara hummed. “Hmmm….my, I’m struggling to choose. One of you two should go first.”

“Ohhhh, I think I would like to go, yes, that would do nicely.” Thelisse nodded to herself. She spoke in a slow voice, calm and alluring. The girl undulated toward Nick and took his hand in hers. Her steely gray, serpentine eyes met his. “You pampered so many, but nobody took care of you yet. It’s just not right, no, no it is not. Mind lying down and taking off the top of your robes for me? I need to check you.”

She motioned for him to lay down, and he opened his robes pulling him to lay flat on his naked chest and grabbing the throw pillow for him to lean on. He allowed her, and she immediately got to work, pressing her fingers into his back gently. The end of her tail started to coil up his leg a little, but it seemed like she didn’t realize what she was doing–or maybe she did.

Of course, Jasmine gave him plenty of massages, whether he asked or not. But Thelisse sent soothing waves of energy, a cold sensation that worked deep into his muscles. It didn’t take long before she stopped in her motions, her voice filled with worry. “Oh no, this will not do. This will not do at all.”

“What is it?”

“Your soul aura flow is in retro-drip, and the negative energy is bringing your id out of alignment! We need to remove the kink from your tail root right away. Right away, I say. Yes.” She nodded to herself.

Nick frowned into the cushion. “Tail root? Is that a thing? You mean the darkness I build in me?”

“Yes, oh yes. It is very real. And no, not the darkness, the negative energy! But relax and do not worry at all. I shall take care of it, and you shall suffer no longer.” Thelisse paused for a moment, her hand running along his back. “Such a loving, strong soul aura. I can feel it strongly now that I’m so close to you.” She patted his back, then ran her fingers along his spine, and he shivered from her cold touch.

Nick couldn’t help but glance at Winny in the corner of his eye at that. She was stifling a laugh, covering her mouth. She was enjoying this interaction very much. Kaya was just confused, and Sable and Fang were chatting with the other girls.

Everything Thelisse just said rang true according to his Soul Sense–she completely believed every single word she just said. But as far as he knew, she was totally out of her mind–there was no way any of that was even real, on Orion or otherwise.

Thelisse retrieved a crystal from a pouch at her waist, and energy began running through it. It caused his soul to thrum, vibrating a little in his chest as a result. The crystal gave off a cold, magical energy, and she moved it around the base of his spine in lazy circles. The sensation was strange, almost like a pressure, but it was one that held no weight.

Thelisse began to hum, singing a wordless song as she swayed to her movements. Eirwen was watching her, and there was some form of soul energy being transmitted using her magic crystal, and it did appear to be soothing him.

Moving the crystal up and down his back with one hand, Thelisse used her other hand to knead his back, really putting her weight on him in different areas. He enjoyed her efforts for a couple of minutes until she stopped. “There! The negative energy is gone now! Here, you can sit up now.” She uncoiled her tail from his leg and helped him rise and get his robes back up and closed.

Nick was in a daze and couldn’t hide his disbelief–he absolutely did not believe it. He actually did feel better–a lot better. His weariness somehow just drifted away, and he felt even better than he did after a bunch of the energy whiskey or a full night’s sleep that he never seemed to get anymore.

“Mmm, mwah!” She kissed his cheek, Nick barely being able to respond to what she just did. “I loved my reward! You know, I think I know what we should do, us Maidens. We should make a special spa to take care of our Alpha and the Ladies! A spirit lodge. Yes, I think that would be for the best. Don’t you think that’s right, girls? I will reach out to my aunty, and then…”

To Nick’s even greater shock, as if a foregone conclusion, the girl left as she was talking to herself. She slithered out the front door, as if her action was the most normal thing in the world.

The wolfen girls had seemed to just tilt their heads in response to the spirit lodge mention, even Sable, Fang, and Luna. But the scalefolk girls and Thava, and the naga girls all bobbed and nodded, clapping and getting excited about the idea, even as she went down the hall and disappeared.

Jasmine fixed his robes a little more for him a little after the massage, and he said, “Huh. Well, I guess she…enjoyed her reward. I know I did. Which of you two girls is next?”

Zara almost seemed to want to dive over, but Thava wrapped her tail around her waist, stopping her and giggling as she went over to Nick’s lap first. “Me! Thelisse is a little strange like that. Her mind is a little… flighty like a bird? But she is very sweet, always having something that helps us. I think Zara got a little too excited seeing you without a shirt, so I thought I should go next.”

The wolfen girl huffed and looked away but had a small smile on her lips as her tail wagged. Sable gave her a knowing look, smirking.

“As for how I would like my reward…you don’t have any lovers with scales yet, do you?”

Nick nodded. “That’s right. But I did read a bit about it.” Of course, Eirwen had prepared him for this important task.

“That’s so sweet of you! In that case… I would like you to explore mine. However you like. And maybe… I’d like you to use some of that oil on my scales. I haven’t had a chance lately.” She gave him a warm smile and offered her hand.

Her hand was covered in tiny blue scales. He grabbed onto it and put pressure on the palm like he was giving it a massage. She flexed it and pushed some essence through it, and it went from being just as soft and smooth as human skin to being hard. The scales even shifted to where they felt rough, and going against the flow of the scales, they were actually sharp and could cut. This allowed them to deflect blows from weapons.

She retracted the essence. Having gotten a good feel, he got some oil in his hands and rubbed them together, and then actually began to work it into the scales.

“That feels very nice. Really put some pressure; my scales are thick and strong.”

Thava watched him intently, and her tail behind her wagged a little bit, lazily, as he worked the oil into her scales on her arm up to the elbow, repeating the process on both hands.

She cleared her throat. “You know, I usually take care of the ones on my sides easily. It’s the ones on my back that I have the most trouble with. Would you mind?”

Nick chuckled. “I don’t mind, but the tail will have to be for next time. I’ll do the ones on your spine though.”

“Drats, you knew. Well, that’s probably for the best. I know we don’t have much time.”

She lay herself down over his lap now, and he started on the scales on her upper back. The halter top was nearly backless, with a tie at the top of her neck in the front and barely having a band across the back just under the shoulder blades.

Thava “Mmm…I love that. Your fingers are so strong, but somehow gentle. Ahhh…” She moaned. “That’s the spot. Wow.”

He continued down her spine, and she really seemed to enjoy the attention, her body twitching in response when he found a good spot and put just the right amount of pressure on it. Her tail coiled around his leg for support and perhaps to keep it from smacking him instead.

Spending a little more time at the spots she enjoyed, eventually, her time ran out, and he toweled his hands off. He helped her up and said, “How was it?”

She gave him a lazy smile. “It was wonderful. Thanks, Boss. My, I’m going to have to work hard to return the favor.”

Strangely, the three scalefolk girls had finally frozen in place some time ago–no longer restless. He could tell they were quite excited to hopefully receive the same attention. The remaining three naga looked thoughtful, probably considering how they wanted to spend their time later when they got it.

Thava went to go sit back down but sat with the scalefolk girls, talking in hushed whispers as Nick was struck by a dark bolt–Zara.

She sniffed him with her arms around his chest, his arms somewhat pinned to his side in a hug. “It’s no fair that this has to be chaste! You just smell so good. But I think…I’ll just have to be a little boring. I’ll take those scratches–all the scratches you’ll give me. For now! Until I can…do something a little more fun next time. Look forward to it!”

Nick chuckled, and he obliged, scratching the top of her head between her fluffy, dark blue ears.

“Ahh…yes.” She sighed. “That is good…” She started to move her hips until she was facing away with him, and he realized this girl was also trying to tease him a bit, despite her words. Zara was fit, much like Fang, and the smaller girl felt amazing in his lap.

She leaned against him as she seemed to try to turn him on with her movements, but Nick stopped her. Every time she moved her hips on his lap, he stopped scratching.

Zara huffed. “Meanie. Fine, I’ll be good…for now. I can be a good girl for you…but a bad girl is fun too, isn’t it?”

Nick chuckled. “That’s true. I’m glad to have both.”

He continued his attention on the firecracker of a wolfen girl for a few minutes, but eventually, Jasmine tapped her wrist. It was time.

Nick patted her waist, dismissing her back to sit down on the sofa, and stood.

“Alright, that’s it for now. I feel bad that Thelisse left, but today’s reward was a part of me finally acknowledging you girls. I promise you girls that I’ll make you my wives, my Maidens, once I reach the Third Stratum. So keep up the hard work, and soon that promise will be fulfilled.”

Thava tilted her head. “But…you didn’t have to reward us. You’re our Alpha, our Boss. If you’re not ready to mate with us yet, that’s okay. Luna told us the truth. It’s not that you don’t want us–it’s that your time is too limited, and that’s okay. We wanted to get stronger so that we wouldn’t be a burden, but one of your strengths.”

One of the snakefolk girls spoke up, her voice smooth and eager. “Yes, that is all we want for our tribe. We were so happy we could help in the assault of Shadowvale, and to help come get you in the mountains.”

Zara tapped her lips. “Mmm… of course, going all the way would have been better. Still, all that hard work was really worth it. Now that I can see the goal more clearly, I think we girls are going to try even harder! It’s really different when he has his attention on you.” She noted, saying more to the other girls than to him.

Nick went to get changed, Jasmine helping prepare him for addressing his people. It was time for his people to meet their king, some for the very first time.


Chapter 22 - The King’s Mandate



Nick watched the proceedings from his enclosed balcony. Hidden behind the black, sleek slate surface, he watched the crowd gathering through the video monitor. He was wearing his much more majestic, golden, embroidered blue and black overcoat which covered his martial robes, giving him a look of authority.

The entire plaza and the main boulevards were packed with people, Nick’s many citizens lining up for the special event. His city and the surrounding area were now home to over three thousand souls, and nearly every single one of them was present today. There was some space set aside for later, but otherwise, the plaza out in front of the Path of Kings was rather crowded.

It was unusual to see all of these people at once. Many of the people of Zura were working on the farms in the surrounding area, and people like the beetlefolk and many of the monsterfolk lived out in the wilderness, only to visit in small groups. But today, they were nearly all present. So there was a sea of reflective, chrome-like forms of the many Noblefrost Beetlefolk, as well as the several hundred monsterfolk in their various tribes among the crowd.

And there were way more babies and toddlers than Nick had been expecting. He supposed with access to such bountiful essence even in the city, it would accelerate their first year handily. Still, perhaps it was a testament to the safety he was providing that people were seeing it as a good time to raise children.

And Nick was happy to see with his Soul Sense that his people were a sea of white and gray. These were all good people, or people who had to do some things they regretted just to get by. Now that they lived in Frosthaven, a safe place filled with opportunity, they no longer had to struggle–at least not in the same ways.

On the stage, Nick’s leaders and powerful Followers gathered. The stage had chairs for all his leading subordinates to sit, and all of his wives had seats as well–including his soon-to-be Noblefrost Maidens and his many priestesses, some of whom were pregnant.

Lothar and Agatha represented the orcs of Nagduros, and sat at the peak of the Second Stratum. Both were warriors and leaders, originally of just a couple of hundred orcs in total, but now they were instrumental in training and leading Nick’s monsterfolk, in addition to increasing the security within his domain.

Their Honorable Raids had a subtle impact, whether it was scouting, defeating lawless bandits or roaming monsters, or causing caravans in the surrounding areas to properly defend themselves. It was such a strange thing to Nick that their extortion for duels actually helped protect people, making everyone safer.

And thanks to Lumos, they did it while riding bikes.

Councilor Robins, the mayor of Zura, was in charge of most of the manpower and city planning of Frosthaven. Marissa and the many priestesses helped, but Nick was thankful for the curly-blond-haired, mustached man. He was the reason that his city didn’t look like a crazy mess where everyone just built what they wanted and actually seemed well-thought-out in terms of the placement of housing and shops and their styles.

This included managing the surrounding areas, the farms and natural resources present near the city, as well as strategizing the building and production. He was a font of knowledge and an excellent problem solver as a result.

Thankfully, the city grew when Shadowvale was added, but even if it hadn’t, Nick knew that Councilor Robins would have found a way to seamlessly integrate them and their homes, getting them built quickly and satisfying the residents.

Turon the bear beastfolk had taken over managing the Adventurer’s Guild and continued to aid with the integration of the Shadowvale people. Working with Councilor Robins, he had helped the nocturnal people find their place and become productive within the city. Some joined the City Guard to manage the night watch, others hunted, and some completed the more quiet construction and other compatible work tasks in a separate shift.

Last but certainly not least among his Followers in the city was Lumos. While Councilor Robins was crucial for managing the manpower, Lumos was the reason they had any or that they were so effective. She ensured they had the proper tools, as well as all the skills to and know-how to accomplish any of their goals.

While the people of Zura were extremely knowledgeable, they were very book-focused. Even if they strangely knew a lot about smithing for example, that didn’t mean they could actually do it with great proficiency. They helped push the technology and skill levels of his city forward too, but Lumos was quite the cheat, the fast lane to getting anything done.

Lumos made sure they could bridge these gaps, and for everything. She was building the tools that built the tools and rapidly progressing Frosthaven’s magical technology. And if that was the only thing she did, it would already make her worth her weight in gold.

But Lumos did way more than just that. She managed all of Nick and his wives’ cultivation resources and equipment, and Nick knew he’d be languishing without her help. He would have no choice other than to take up alchemy himself or have one of his wives do it.

It was the same for the many cultivators in Frosthaven, each one owing much of their progress to her efforts. It was impossible to overstate just how important Lumos was to his kingdom’s success, and he did his best to treat her like that was true. Whatever Lumos wanted, she got it if Nick was able to give it.

Rebecca was the one who walked forward to the magical microphone, speakers placed throughout the plaza to enable her to be heard. Eirwen joined her side to present, the two both well known as Nick’s ears and voice, people that represented Nick’s interests in any interaction.

A few of his other wives could be seen similarly, but those two often had the answers for nearly any topic or reason for them to seek Nick. Conversely, if Kaya or Fang were asked about anything outside of the city’s armed forces and Nick’s opinion on something, they’d have no clue.

Rebecca smiled at everyone. “Welcome, people of Frosthaven. Today we’re gathered for a special celebration, an event that I believe you all will remember for the years to come. There are many new faces here in Frosthaven, the growth of this great city has been tremendous. First, we believe a proper introduction of your leaders is in order.”

Eirwen gestured over to the pandafolk man. “First, we have Renzou Swiftblade, the Captain of the Town Guard. He leads with his great experience under two lords and exceptional skill with the sword. At the peak of the Second Stratum and with a Rare Class, many would consider him an elite on this shard.”

Rebecca and Winny then took turns introducing each of his leaders, waving and giving explanations much like what Nick knew of them. She also introduced Elyra and Myron, who would be increasing their duties to the city in the near future.

In most cases, the people knew of these leaders, but seeing them all at once was surprising. They were much stronger than the average resident, and on Orion, you could truly feel when someone was capable just by being near them. So this group of people actually felt impressive, in addition to looking the part.

Eirwen gestured to the girls in the back row. “I’m sure you’ve seen many of the women in the back row. These are all the Noblefrost Ladies and Maidens–your Lord’s wives! As you can see, we are many, and we are all strong cultivators. So you can expect many heirs and support for your great lord as he becomes more for us all. All of us act in our king’s interests, and his interests are yours. Few lords on this shard can say they have such a vast support system, so you can rest assured your lord excels.”

Rebecca added, “All of these people we introduced are talented and hard-working and serve the great city of Frosthaven. Each of them drives the success of this city, a blessing to have leading us to a better future. But none of them would actually be alive or here today if not for a certain hero. The same as for me and for so many of us all.”

There was a chorus of yeses, head nods, and a small amount of cheering and clapping among the many present. Whether directly or indirectly, nearly every resident or citizen recognized that, in some way, they were rescued by a certain hero.

Eirwen listed the hero’s exploits. “The orcs of Nagduros and the people of Zura, Seraphara’s Faithful, would not be alive or would have suffered a terrible fate–if not for a great Hero defeating the evil Bishop, a man who secretly sold people into slavery and worked to undermine Seraphara’s teaching for horrible ends. That same hero conquered the Path of Kings Ordeal, unclaimed after a thousand years in Havendale. He easily crushed Davon, the scourge of the city, rescuing it from decades of tyranny. This hero then went on to defeat a terrible monster of the lake, and conquered a mine filled with centipedes and ironclaw wolflings, uniting many monsterfolk tribes under his banner. If that wasn’t enough, he thwarted the plots involving slaves in Silverbrook–rescuing hundreds from a horrible, unjust life.”

Rebecca added, “And that’s not all. That hero even rescued the star oni of Starhold, Outlanders chased by Blackthorne and his men. He crushed the evil villains, each hoping to capture them for terrible ends. Finally, Elrash was defeated and Shadowvale was liberated, much like Havendale, its people saved from a place where children were stolen in the night, sold to slavers or shoved into brothels, or other terrible fates.”

“That great hero who accomplished all these deeds is none other than the Lord of Frosthaven: Nicholas Noblefrost. A man who walks both the Path of Kings and the Hero’s Path, he will destroy all evil and protect the good, becoming a beacon of hope and an upholder of the law. Your king, your hero, will address you now.”

The slate opened, and the balcony Nick was standing on slid out slowly. Before long, he was above the platform out in front of his house, his own ornate black podium in front of him. There was an applause as he waved at his people, their cheers having a lot more fervor than he expected.

The only people who hadn’t been truly rescued by Nick in some way were the few hundred people from Shadowvale, and the large number of immigrants from Silverbrook.

Not all of them were ex-slaves turned into indentured servants with short sentences, so these were the only people who may have had rather mild opinions about Nick. And at first, for them, it wasn’t like they arrived in paradise.

Many had to aid in building homes and roads, collecting resources, and working hard before they could say their situation had truly improved from the overcrowded city of Silverbrook, or the bandit-terrorized city of Shadowvale.

Overlooking his thousands of people, he couldn’t help his heart pounding and a knot forming in his stomach. He was not used to this, even though he had practiced. Pushing the Will of the Frost King to the fore, he allowed his Frost Aura to push outward, the crown of ice appearing on the top of his head.

“Hello my people, I am so glad to see so many people here, and all so strong and healthy. It has only been a few months, but things have changed so drastically since I first arrived. Today we have gathered for a special occasion and to relay some important news that affects all that live here.”

A hush fell over the crowd as Nick spoke seriously.

“To the West, around a week’s travel away, there is an underground kingdom–of monsters. And our scouts have reported that the monsters have confirmed the shift in the landscape, and the potential enemy has already discovered our defensive keep. It is only a matter of time before they begin probing it or attempting to destroy it. Even now, our scouts explore the underworld, learning everything we can about the potential threat, but so far, it is unclear at what point they may become a threat to Frosthaven, if ever at all.”

He continued, “And we all know that further away to the West, there is a bandit warlord who won’t be happy about our rise. Blackthorne lost Shadowvale, along with countless bandits and his minions in the forest near Silverbrook. The North is nearly free of lawless tyranny, and more of it falls under my dominion by the day.“

It was a positive note, but the threat of Blackthorne was on many people’s minds, especially those who lived in Shadowvale. All had heard the countless rumors of the threat he represented or had lived under it almost directly. The people of Havendale just had Davon as the one holding them down and might not have really understood who was pulling the strings.

“It is for these reasons that we have prepared. I have invested immense efforts in our great city’s defenses, proving how dear my people’s safety and security are to my heart. Behold!”

He waved his hand, and with a flash of golden light, the outer walls of his city on the hill suddenly shifted before a transparent golden energy rose up into the sky. The people let out exclamations of surprised ooh’s and ah’s as the massive light show occurred.

The light built up and connected, forming a dome that reached all the way to the tallest point of the towers, the Path of Kings in the center, and encompassed the entire city. The transparent dome didn’t stay golden but remained as a distortion all around the city.

The people cheered, understanding just how significant this barrier was. This barrier actually extended underground too, the essence of the Ordeals supplying its defensive capabilities.

“The Defensive Barrier. With it, none can enter our great city except those we allow through the gates, no matter how strong. Combined with Seraphara’s Light of Wisdom, a defensive turret powered by Seraphara’s Faithful, our great city will not fall without great costs to our enemy. Then, I have invested significantly in our many armed forces, who will protect this city, their home.”

Nick gestured behind the crowd, and at this moment, Nick’s many forces involved in the city’s security began their march, horns blaring and drums pounding, grabbing people’s attention.

The warriors began marching up the main boulevard, from around one of the Ordeals. It was a steady stream of warriors, approaching nearly a thousand strong. The plaza had set aside some space for them, with roped-off sections giving them an area to march around the outskirts. The crowd watched the armed forces, each of them having respectable equipment.

Nick listed out their forces. “The City Guard led by Renzou. The Honorable Raiders led by Lothar. The Samurai warriors led by my wives and Myron and Elyra of the star oni. And the Ashen Blades, the mercenary corps, led by Bryndor. These all represent my investment in the city’s defense, but also to expand and tame the dangerous wilderness and lawless bandits of Orion, increasing our city’s prosperity.”

When seeing them all at once, it was quite the sight to see. Many might have been aware that Nick had different guards and warriors, but they had never seen them all in one place–until now. The people clapped and cheered, excited to see forces that both originated from and also dwarfed their original city’s defenses.

“Our city of Frosthaven is new. This is true. And we have many people from numerous walks of life. The people of Zura, Nagduros, Havendale, Shadowvale, and immigrants from Silverbrook have all come together to establish something special: the beginning of the Noblefrost Kingdom, the city of Frosthaven. In the past six months we have accomplished so much, and for that, I thank you. Your hard work has proven to me that all my efforts have been worthwhile. That all you needed was safety and opportunity, and you could excel. I am truly proud of all of you.”

Some of the people actually seemed moved, some cheering or shouting out or whistling. But now he was getting to the crux of why he even did this event in the first place and why he needed to speak himself.

“I want you to know that all of you have equal importance to me, whether you fight, or you make, or you serve, or you climb. All of you are citizens of Frosthaven in the end, and I will put my life on the line to fight for you and do everything in my power to help you become more. I wish you all to accomplish your dreams, and I will fight hard to bring you all to a brighter future.”

He listed his plans. “The Defensive Barrier, Seraphara’s Light of Wisdom, and our armed forces were my investments in your security–your safety. Soon, I will invest far more heavily in your prosperity and your potential. A Crafter’s Quarter will soon follow, and then after that, our knowledge on cultivation will be unmatched on this Shard. So why are we here? What are we celebrating today, I’m sure you’re all wondering?”

Nick swept his gaze across all the people in the crowd. “Today we are celebrating my first declaration. I am announcing the Noblefrost Kingdom as a beacon of good, of hope and light here on Orion. Frosthaven will be a place of sanctuary against all evil, a place of good, power, and enlightenment. As a Lord of Orion, I will carry out Orion’s Will, making sure citizens in my kingdom have the resources and opportunities to become more.”

It was time for him to no longer hide behind a veneer of ambiguity. Up to now, he did not want rumors that his plan was to kill Blackthorne. He wanted that man to be unsure whether he would bow down to him just for his own or his people’s safety. No longer.

“To become that beacon, it will not be easy. Opportunity is a privilege, and to even begin to realize that goal, safety must be achieved. The Good are not truly safe until the wicked and lawless have been judged. It is for that reason we must destroy the greatest evil on this shard: Blackthorne. He gathers and feeds on evil, drawing thousands of bandits under his banner, all committing terrible acts and ruining countless lives. Many here can say they are among those who’s loved ones have been hurt, all fearing for when he might knock on the gates. Until he is defeated, we must sleep with one eye open, fearing for our children or our children’s children. His evil always lurking, insidious, and corrupting.”

The crowd was quiet once more, but their emotions were charged. Nick could feel the stirring of the essence, the people fearful or vindictive.

He continued, “I will no longer allow it. Today I claim independence of the North from his tyranny, and I will not bow or break this promise. I swear on this crown and my sword that I will not allow his evil reign, and this kingdom’s army will be wielded like a blade that cuts deeply into his chest, banishing his Dark Kingdom’s evil from this shard forever. My kingdom and I will make our stand against him, even if he or his armies show up at our gates.”

Some of the people were fearful, their faces masks of worry. But his wives and Follower’s faces were resolute, each filled with determination.

“Some of you are fearful. You think that we cannot win. That we will fall like the rest who stood against him or beg for mercy when he arrives at our gates, selling out the people we’ve sworn to protect. Just like the others.”

He shook his head. “But I will ascend until I am his match, and then I will Judge him just as I did all others, even going so far as to hunt him down myself. I have hired mercenaries led by Bryndor, the Ashen Blades, and we will make him and his minions pay for their many sins on this shard. I ask that we all work together, that every person in this city think about what they can do to help, and then do what they can to aid us in defeating this threat. If you don’t know what you can do, then seek one of the leaders introduced, and they will be happy to find something for you to do to help. I ask for no more than that.”

At first, Nick had been worried that Bryndor had picked so many with vendettas against Blackthorne. But now, it actually turned into a strength.

“Me reaching the Third Stratum will be my first step to deliver on that promise. Within the next few weeks, I will be entering the Path of Kings Ordeal, and I intend on taking on the Boss of the 20th Floor. I will become more and become a true elite on this shard, able to stand against him. Remember my words, for I have the strength, the support, and the talent to make them come true.”

The essence within the crowd stirred, the numerous people’s wills converging. They had tasted freedom and opportunity in Frosthaven these last few months for the first time in their lives, and they were willing to fight for it, some even to die for it. Many were afraid, but they wanted to believe.

Their king and hero had triumphed over many villains, and this was just another on the list. He had fearlessly declared that he would destroy Blackthorne, where so many others had failed.

Orion responded, the essence answering the people’s call. Their zeal wrapped around him like a cloak, the responsibility of his people’s desires and dreams weighing down on him like binding chains. Nick’s mana aura, the one he imagined as swirling chains of light and dark, latched onto these chains, his will and his people’s becoming one.

This was the Path of Kings. The will of the people would gather, their desires clinging to the living essence. As long as he held their loyalty and devotion, Nick, their Lord, was the executor of that will. Empowered by their collective wills and the essence, Nick’s Dominion now carried a weight far greater than himself. His will was the people’s, and the people’s will was his.

And that wasn’t all. Among many within the crowd, people wished for and cried out for a hero. Someone to save and protect them from evil, to redeem them and others from horrible fates. They had witnessed other lives harmed and feared they too would suffer. Others still were inspired, wishing to become a hero themselves.

This was the Hero’s Path. To redeem the weak from evil, becoming their savior. To inspire empathy and compassion in others, to make sacrifices for the greater good. To convince others to not do nothing, but to do what one could do.

The two paths fed into one another, Nick’s Path as a Heroic King creating loyalty and devotion through his heroic acts and maintaining it through returning his people’s loyalty with responsibility, capable leadership, and strength.

So much went into all of those things, but Nicholas Noblefrost embodied everything the people of Frosthaven needed from their Lord. Not every person within Frosthaven was his Follower, but every single person could feel his care in the investment he made in all of his people.

Slots in the Ordeals. The stalls in the Mall. Orion’s essence from the Ordeals, supplying various important buildings, in addition to constructing the buildings themselves, such as the Defensive Barrier. The gold spent on resources in Silverbrook, only to be brought back and shared with his people to build infrastructure and increase their safety and comfort.

When combined with his heroic acts and his capable subordinates, it painted a dramatic picture of a Lord they could, for the first time in their lives, truly have faith in. A lord to be thankful for his presence and a desire to return the favor and privilege.

The crowd had cheered and shouted, their fervor like electricity in the air. Not all truly believed, but they were outnumbered by those who held a much deeper trust in their hearts. Because of the weight of their wills, he knew that his Path Convergence skill was significantly improved. It had held the weight of his Path before, as it would for all Ordeal Owners.

But before, it was only his most faithful subordinates, his Soul Pacted Followers that held any kind of loyalty. Now the vast majority of his people treated him as their ruler, acknowledging their fealty to him.

“Today marks the day that I declared Blackthorne as our enemy and proclaimed my vision for our kingdom. From this day forward, it will be our first national holiday–The Day of the King’s Mandate. It will be a day of celebration of our successes of the previous year, but also a day you hear your lord’s voice, my decrees, goals, and aspirations for us for the following year. And of course–to enjoy food and entertainment, for no celebration can be complete without them. Enjoy this day, and look forward to the future we’ll build together, my treasured citizens.”

Nick turned away from the thunderous applause, and the balcony began receding back into the building.

Eirwen spoke from the platform, “Your Lord has spoken. You heard him–it’s time to celebrate! He has paid for all the cooked food and the special drinks imported from Silverbrook, so enjoy to your heart’s content. The road ahead will be challenging, but today is a day to feast and be merry. First up, we have Seraphara’s orchestra to play while you fill your bellies. Later there will be folk music, dancing, and a crafting and invention showcase! Look forward to it!”

Food was brought out, the stalls at the edge of the plaza unveiling various meals. Nick had spared no expense when it came to these preparations, hoping to make it a day that people remembered.

Nick was not taking any chances on the 20th Floor. With his training the past month and some change, the Hero’s Path had undoubtedly fully charged. He was likely to experience a damn near impossible 20th Floor where he was given both challenges at the same time, and so he needed every smidgen of power that he could muster.

While Nick was the Lord of Frosthaven as decreed by Orion as the Ordeal Owner, up to now, he only barely acted like one to the average citizen. This limited how much he could potentially gain from the weight of his Paths, and so he had devised this method–the same as his father did, among many others.

This was his first real attempt to ignite his people’s passions and drive to make a real connection to his people.

Soon, Nick was going to be entering the Path of Kings Ordeal, all to make his final preparations to Ascend. He reviewed his stats.

[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]

[Race: Archaen Primogenitor]

[Level: 19 Class: Lorded Soul Knight, Epic-Lord Class]

[Attributes: 68.12 Body, 91.44 Soul]

[Core: Frost King’s Crown, S Grade]

[Concept Mastery: Middle Heroic Salvation and Redemption, Middle Dominion of Frost and Fealty]

[Skills: Expert Archaen Swordsmanship, Expert Shield Mastery, Expert Soul Magic, Expert Body Enhancement, Expert Frost Magic and Manipulation]

[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Create Soul Servant, Remove Affliction, Frost Aura, Frost Shock, Power Strike, Double Jump, Harden Skin, Shield Bash, Heroic Cloak of Twilight, Inexorable Grasp of Winter]

[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Will of the Frost King, Soul Blade Efficiency, Monstrous Blow, Monstrous Body, Soul Fortress, Dreamweaver, Monsterfolk Empathy 2, Monsterfolk Bloodlines, Divine Concord - Seraphara, Soul Blade Resonance, Follower Nexus, Weight of Pacts, Archaen Primogenitor]

His most significant changes from the usual areas were certainly reaching the middle mastery on his two concepts. He gained eight Body and eight Soul Rating between the two.

But the biggest gain was actually from all the things he was doing. He had been tracking his stats, and since he had rescued the star oni, he had gained nearly 8 Body Rating and over 10 Soul Rating. This came from practicing his swordsmanship Ideal, his Soul Forging, judging and redeeming the damned, eating demon cores, and…spending nights with his worshipful Maidens.

And since dual cultivating with Shara and his wives also seemed to get additional benefits, he wasn’t sure just how much could be attributed to each individual thing. It seemed like his Body Rating had grown a lot recently, probably largely from the darkness he was gaining from the…naughty priestesses.

Nick’s stats were high, and this allowed him to punch higher than normal limitations. He doubted that there could be many people within the Second Stratum on a Frontier Shard that could ever be his match. On a normal Shard, there could be many that could exceed him. Nepotism was strong there, granting their children numerous useful traits that put them far ahead of the pack from numerous treasures and mystical techniques. Given that Nick had earned so much all on his own and with his wives’ help, even the things from his Heritage, he was proud of all that he had accomplished.

For now, he would go back to rewarding his potential monsterfolk Maidens, and then he would join his people for the celebration and show his face to as many people as he could. After that, it would be time for him to enter the Ordeal.

Soon it was time for the king to rise.


Chapter 23 - The Test of Governance



Nick had spent a couple of hours rewarding the remaining monsterfolk girls after the event, and they were all absolutely pleased to get some time with their Alpha, their Boss. With that completed, he went out and thanked his leaders, met with his citizens, and enjoyed his city’s first major celebration.

The mood was good, the people’s spirits light. He had felt during his speech that their fealty had built–their acknowledgement of their loyalty to him as their lord and also as their hero. Nick had a great time, and so did his girls. They had plenty of delicious food and drink along with dancing and speaking with all their subordinates and friends.

The crafting and invention show run by Lumos showed numerous tools and lifestyle inventions. The bikes and their many variants had become a big hit inside Frosthaven, and there were numerous other things that Lumos had decided to tackle. From tools for most civilian professions to magical appliances, things that would make people’s lives easier and more enjoyable. A magic washer, dryer, and fridge were all interesting, requiring only a supply of mana each use or a weekly recharge.

After going through one more cycle of his usual cultivation–time on the Throne, his Ideal, the Soul Forge, demon cores and priestess worship, he had rested a full three days in preparation to enter the Ordeal. His original plan was to begin with that, but Thelisse’s strange soul healing had him wanting to take advantage of the special recovery and get just a little more in.

The family all got geared out, most of them having upgraded armor from Lumos. She had refined the frostiron ore into froststeel, and so now his entire family upgraded to the armored variants created by it.

Everyone wore a stonesilk gambeson and chausses underneath their armor, a powerful defensive weave created by Jasmine. Closer to Kevlar than linen, the magically woven thread fibers provided excellent protection against projectiles, and with essence flowing through them, they caused them to have more properties of stone, which also had excellent protection against slash and stab attacks.

Fang, Kaya, and Shara went with something that did look a lot like samurai armor, with small interwoven plates–a lamellar armor. They were bound together using Jasmine’s stonesilk threads, making the connections strong and sturdy, and replacement plates for those removed during battle were available for her and Eirwen to repair them easily, with or without her skill and essence pearls.

The rest had gone for a little lighter, more focused set of armor, having helmets, breastplates, bracers, and vambraces meant to protect critical areas of their body, leaving only the Kevlar-like stonesilk to protect their joints and similar parts.

Jasmine was an exception. She wore stonesilk woven by her only, but hers was different in several ways. Her stonelight threads could only be worn by her and allowed her to not only store more light energy but also use it to improve her defense. It needed her stonelight essence to maintain the improvements the special material provided. Otherwise, she would have gladly woven the limited resource for his entire party.

Despite being silk, the stone properties really showed in the way it looked while she wore it. It looked like she was wearing plate armor made of stone and rocks, but she could use any property of it that she wished to take advantage of.

And Nick was, of course, another exception. Lumos had done a fantastic job keeping his armor with a similar feel, somehow merging the froststeel and gems from the mine to make a sort of metal-ceramic. It still looked a lot like his old, plastic, carapace-like armor and shield, but it was now even more accepting of light and dark essence and had a light blue sheen. As always, he wore his black and blue martial robes underneath, recently woven with the strongest stonesilk Jasmine could provide.

Important to his family, all equipment was designed to be easy to remove. The stonesilk under armor had special clips their top armors snapped into, allowing for a quick peeling off of their equipment. Even if that weren’t available, it turned out there was a skill for that, which Supporters could grab.

Thanks to the skill, Eirwen and Luna could both easily undress and dress them for battle now by infusing their essence and making the armor more flexible for brief moments.

Still, being able to remove things easily, whether those two were around or not, was helpful. They had no idea what the Ordeal was going to throw at them.

Everyone had gotten an upgrade from Lumos and the crafters of Frosthaven when it came to their weapons too, except for Shara who had her ancestral tetsubo, and Nick, who only received the improved shield. Froststeel was the mainstay, but Sable’s gear had needed special materials broken down from the bandits and sourced from Silverbrook. Still, her shadow bow, arrows, and spear were deadly, enhancing her frostshadow attacks.

Froststeel was accepting of ice mana and essence, which meant Nick’s party would be quickly covered in a protective layer of ice during battle, and Luna’s skill added onto that. They had tested it in the Training Grounds, and the defensive properties were substantial. This equipment would serve them well early into the Third Stratum, so he was happy about the upgrades.

Birdy and Jasper had returned, and Nick had finally used his Soulscape to learn the demon bird’s name: Ishkara. He hadn’t gotten many other details from the bird, but it seemed while it was alive, it was in the Third Stratum and had a master.

And that master was alive, currently underneath the Frostspire mines. The demon wouldn’t or couldn’t say more, and it seemed to be a combination of Orion preventing it and her having a bunch of grief regarding its situation. Whatever the case was, Ishkara was happy to be alive, but she had a tragic death that she did not want to delve into.

Nick was only able to learn about the name thanks to it being in his information crystals, a way to divine a name from the souls he held in his Soul Scape. And he could communicate with demonfolk on a level that wasn’t all that different from how he could communicate with monsterfolk. It was general impressions and feelings as they spoke, and they understood him the same way.

Ishkara and Jasper were both larger and more deadly, and Nick was impressed at the powerful, cold auras they emitted. The two had truly improved on their frost essence, and now he couldn’t wait to see them fight.

He was excited to learn that it wasn’t actually that hard for monsters and demons to evolve. They only needed to eat a powerful enough monster or demon core with enough essence, and it would occur. He hoped to get something good from within the Ordeal for them.

Arriving on the 18th Floor they were once again bombarded with some information, a set of memories that helped establish the stage. Nick arrived in a throne room nearly by himself, only having Jasmine and Eirwen next to him, and barely had a chance to look around before a man entered.

Nick immediately recognized this man, despite never seeing him before–not like this. It was a cheetah beastfolk man, wearing tribal-themed armor and with two curved swords strapped to his belt. The man approached Nick before removing his helmet and kneeling, holding the helmet to his side.

“Milord, I have news. The Town Guard has encountered and detained some suspected spies, but one managed to slip away, and two are dead. They were caught snooping the grounds across the keep from the common areas, and we moved to capture them as soon as they were spotted. They bear no mark, but we suspect them from the Tagron Kingdom.”

Despite being a cheetah beastfolk, this man was somehow Renzou. Nick’s subordinates, who had entered the Path of Kings, now appeared inside the Ordeal, like strange facsimiles or clones that acted a lot like the originals and bore the same names. His implanted memories told him about his various subordinates and allies of the coalition, thankfully making this transition relatively seamless.

Nick replied, “Would you like some tea? Please, have a seat or at least relax, Captain–no need to kneel on ceremony. I’d like to hear more about how your men made this capture.”

Renzou chuckled and stood as his long, spotted tail flicked behind him. “No, that’s okay, thank you for offering, Milord. It seemed they smelled off–they underestimated our beastfolk and monsterfolk guard. It was fortunate we caught them…they had some explosives.”

That was a little alarming. “But one got away, you said? What kind of explosives? I take it they weren’t very open for questioning.”

“No, Milord. In fact, in detaining them, we lost two–they managed to take some kind of suicide pill. But the third, well…we disarmed him in time. As for what kind, it likely couldn’t accomplish much on its own. I think they intended to disable our wards or harm our reputation rather than accomplish anything meaningful. With only one of them left, they will likely flee–Orion’s Will makes their chance of the explosive even working in the first place rather minimal.”

Nick nodded. “Good work. I’d like to question the prisoner myself tonight. You may go, unless there is anything else?”

Renzou nodded, as if it was normal. “Understood. And no, I will get back to my duties.” He saluted and marched out of the room.

Jasmine arched her brow at his retreating form. “That was a little freaky. Like a strange doppelganger that doesn’t look like them but talks and acts like them…kinda.”

Eirwen giggled. “I can’t wait to meet Andross and his wives! They’re drakans now. It’ll be different.”

This floor continued the story that began on the 11th floor at the Marshall's Grand Ball. On that floor, his family had convinced a number of nobles to join their cause, to stand up against the Tagron Kingdom rather than accept it bullying each one individually.

Not only that, but the kingdom he ruled within the scenario now strangely resembled his own, like looking through a distorted fun-house mirror. His Frostspire Mines were replaced with the Diregator Spawning Pools as a significant, important resource, and the geography was completely different. But his people and their makeup were now largely similar, their races changed to show a similar makeup among his populace.

And his choices during the 11th floor mattered. Some time had passed within the story, Lord Brightclaw, the ratfolk administrative lord, forming the center of his coalition to counter Lord Tagron’s kingdom. After building the fortress over the course of a year, they had the geographical advantage, able to prevent the enemy’s forces from carrying out their threats to the several, more vulnerable kingdoms, even if Lord Tagron’s Control Radius reached far beyond.

Thanks to this, there were very few Paths that would offer Conflicts where his people could not actually reach. Nick couldn’t activate his Land Skirmish to earn land that wasn’t contiguous, for example, and so all Lord Tagron could do was harass the allied kingdoms using non-Orion sanctioned methods. And if he got caught, then their coalition could gain valuable Cause for Wars–justifications for initiating Conflicts on their terms, depending on their Paths.

The price Lord Tagron’s armies would pay to pass the fortress that was nearly complete would simply be too great to make it worthwhile. Thus, Nick’s kingdom had to send constant support to the fortress they built in both manpower and supplies, and so did the other kingdoms they allied with.

And it wasn’t just Lord Tagron they had to protect against. He had his own coalition of lackey kingdoms that bent the knee, and there were Monster Kingdoms that constantly flooded the lands with monsters, requiring an army to defend against them. The keep was a constant target of these attacks, and it was all thanks to some maneuvering by the Marshall's. The man was letting those monsters through, making it difficult for their coalition specifically.

The challenge made Nick wonder what things would have been like had he made other choices on the 11th floor. If he hadn’t taken it seriously and gotten what he considered the best possible outcomes, would this floor be harder? Impossible? Easier if he just took the low road?

At that time, the floor prompt merely stated that the goal was to set up your kingdom for success and survive the Marshall's Grand Ball. Nick could have left Lord Brightclaw to his fate and merely bent the knee to survive, giving up the Diregator Spawning Pools. Or maybe that wouldn’t have worked anyway if he tried? It was impossible to know.

But Nick didn’t want to bend his knee, even in a fictional scenario. And besides, the Ordeals were about testing oneself and becoming more. And choosing a way that went against his beliefs and values, who he was, was not something that would do this.

He had learned a lot about how the essence of Orion worked since that day, and now he was glad he made that choice. It’s just…now he was going to have to work his ass off for that choice, so he was lamenting it as he read the prompt.

[The Test of Governance. The Path of Kings requires the skills, or at least the understanding, of governance. Lord Tagron is not happy to be denied the resources he believes are rightfully his. He plots to destroy your coalition and claim your resources for his own. Display your leadership, consideration, and foresight by preparing your kingdom and coalition for these threats as if this kingdom were your own. Defeat a satisfactory number of plots and prepare your kingdom as best as possible for the future to proceed to the next floor. Your decisions can influence the next floors and the threats you might face.

Note: Time is significantly dilated within this floor, nearing a five-to-one ratio compared to the outside. As a balance, the essence within is significantly reduced outside of recovery.]

There was no such thing as a free lunch on Orion. While he was excited about getting five times the amount of time to work on his cultivation within, the lower essence made it barely worthwhile. And the time dilation had a well-known side effect, according to Rebecca.

It had a strange impact regarding connecting to Orion to progress one’s Concepts. As cultivators tried to become one with the essence, it would feel sluggish or slow, to the point where it was actually worse than the normal situation.

For example, if he spent all of five days working on his Concept, he would actually gain less than a single day’s worth of effort on the outside of the Ordeal. That’s not even considering that at home, he had a Concept Chamber, and in this strange facsimile of his kingdom, he did not for some reason, as other buildings or fixtures did seem to have equivalents.

This truly limited what he and his wives could potentially accomplish to better themselves and prepare for ascension, shifting the focus of their personal progression. Rebecca was excited to feast upon the knowledge in the extensive library, as this seemed to match the vast knowledge of their Ancestral Archives. And each of his girls planned on continuing their weapons training to bring themselves closer to Nick’s capability between tasks. Surely, Nick could spend some time with each of them to improve their mastery.

There were tasks that Nick now had several of them doing already. Sable was leading a group of hunters, clearing known bandits as she headed beyond Lord Brightclaw’s Kingdom for espionage of the enemy coalition. The prompt itself warned that this Lord Tagron plotted, so Nick wasn’t about to sit there and do nothing as he did so. He would uncover his plots, thwart them, and prepare his fictional kingdom for success.

And Shara, Kaya, and Fang headed to Lord Brightclaw’s Kingdom escorting supplies with their drakan soldiers for now. Instead of orcs, Lothar and his people were the evolved form of this monsterfolk race, having aspects of them that were similar and yet different.

The coalition formed around Lord Brightclaw was only as strong as the support for the fortress was, and all it took for the house of cards to fall was him not receiving enough.

While their coalition had five entire kingdoms in it, they were more like small, individual city-states, and each was only a few days on foot away from each other at most. Even less with bikes or his utility vehicles. He was somewhat thankful for that, but this was normal on most shards of Orion as they opened.

The North of their actual shard was the matured result that often occurred over time, though not usually before the Open Relay was established. Most of the time, it only took a few decades or up to a century for this to happen and would lead to the shard rapidly changing toward this paradigm. Ordeals would be destroyed, merged, claimed, and spawned as the landscape sprawled, slowly taming the wilderness as Orion shifted and changed it.

“So, what else is on the docket for today?” He looked over to Eirwen and smiled as Jasmine poured him some more tea. They had already spent a few hours getting their bearings and sending people on their tasks, and he thought he was starting to get the hang of it.

Winny opened her book in front of her. “Hehe, looks like it really considered me your seneschal, huh? I guess that’s right, but here it seems formal-like. I know you’re not big on that, but this is kinda fun.”

Nick chuckled as he looked over this throne room again. It was the stereotypical room of lords, with an area filled with small tables and chairs for the court near the entryway and the red carpet down the center of the room.

His throne was on the dais, and there was a single table for Nick to meet with valued visitors or advisors, like he had offered Renzou to sit with him at. There were also a few chairs and sofas aligned facing the court next to his throne–places for his wives to sit, which he found interesting.

“It’s different. It has a certain sort of charm, but if it does not serve me, then I am not willing to waste my time and resources. If we had real ambassadors and other people showing up to Frosthaven, you better believe I’d give them the appearance of majesty and professionalism. As for the seneschal role, you’ve always been the one to manage both my personal and business meetings and manage much of our family’s resources, so it’s very fitting. You know I appreciate you.”

“I know, Hubby! This is neat, but I do love our cozy home and our friends visiting more than this stuffy old place. Anyway, it seems the tribal clan heads are visiting later, discussing funding for equipment and rights to a logging camp. Then it seems that the froglocks have some concerns for the diregator spawning pools, that a dam appears to have been built upstream, and the water is receding. If this continues for too long, we’ll lose our treasured resource. Also, they seem kinda pissed.”

The frogloks were basically the replacement for much of the monsterfolk that Nick had saved in his kingdom. They replaced the wolflings, kobolds, and snakefolk he originally had, but there was a separate replacement for his beetlefolk–mantisfolk.

The little frog people were like goblins mixed with frogs, and they excelled in beast taming–perfect for managing the diregators. They made up a substantial amount of his forces thanks to all of this, and so he had to keep his valuable people happy.

“Damn.” Nick chuckled. “They’re just throwing me right into this, huh? Fetch me a map, and then we’ll take a look at what we can do about this before we meet with them.”

The day went on, and Nick had to work through the challenges presented, and he also had to gather information to make plans for future potential challenges. It was like he was given a ton of puzzles to solve, using his people and his resources effectively.

After the meetings with the two factions, he was working in his study, researching information about the problems he had coming. It wasn’t so easy as to just destroy the dam in the river–they would have to cross unallied territory to reach it. And it looked like it was nothing more than a trap–they could just dam it further upstream or somewhere else entirely.

This would force him to have to play dam Whac-A-Mole. And that was if he didn’t start some international incident in the process, opening his people up for Conflict–likely the true trap.

Nick needed a permanent solution, one that his enemies could not easily tamper with. If he could just tap into the natural spring nearby, then…

Things were going smoothly in his research of the area until suddenly Jasmine came into the room with a frown.

“Master, I’m sorry to bother you with this, but… You sent Winny off and now Elyra and Myron are here, and they’re unhappy. Luna is trying to talk them down, but… I think you know how that’s probably gonna go.”

Nick groaned as he got up from his desk. Rather than star oni, Elyra and Myron were moon gnolls. They were like tribal, anthropomorphic hyena people. And the differences that made on his valued mother-and-father-in-laws were…rather unfortunate. He wondered if the Keeper was just screwing with him or what, making this more annoyingly difficult than it should be.

Leaving his study, he arrived near the conference hall around the corner, where…noisy barking could be heard.

Luna’s calm voice could be heard. “Lord Noblefrost would never slight you. He cares about all his warriors, and I’m sure he has a task for you in mind. He is only keeping you in reserve because he values your speed, not because he looks down on you. You–”

Elyra’s voice was rather upset, already taking on an accusatory cadence. “You think I’m gonna believe that, ah? That you gave the drakans such an important task, leaving us to stay here and fiddle with our nipples, like a bunch of useless younglings?” She then barked several times angrily, the high-pitch barks actually hurting Nick’s ears from around the corner. Then she said, “Where’s the Lord? I must speak to him about this wronging at once!”

“Yes, speak at once, we say!” Myron’s altered voice was heard, followed by a bunch of deeper barks, as Nick stood at the edge of the hallway.

Luna sensed him near. “He’s on his way. He’ll be here in just a moment.”

Nick took a deep breath, doing his best to get in the right mindset. As dumb as these two were, they were strangely extremely perceptive about body language and scents. If he let himself feel how weird it was to speak with them, they would sense it, even smell it. And it was very weird, and not just because they were so different from Myron and Elyra.

The expression about the nipples thing was related to them having most of their…everything pierced, including their nipples–of which the females had more than just a single pair. He shivered just thinking about it.

That out of the way, he rounded the corner and then called out to them with a smile. “Myron, Elyra! My valued leaders. What brings you here to the keep today?”

Walking toward them, it was still difficult despite his preparations. Elyra was actually a rather small gnoll, about the size of the wolflings originally, her barks reminding him more of a chihuahua than anything else. And they both wore weird, crisscrossed leather-strapped armor, almost like something straight out of a bondage outfit, barely covering their furred forms.

And Myron was the large one, larger than Nick, and he actually reminded him of the wolfling alpha with the ball and chain that he killed to claim Fang’s wolfling tribe. It caused the unfortunate side effect too, where both of their intelligence…was less. Much less when that was Myron’s original strong point.

The two still acted roughly how they did, or would, if they were moon gnolls. In the end, it meant that with both of them, they had all their disadvantages with none of the advantages–as far as their personalities went. But the males were huge, much like the star oni women were, and their moon aspect had similar properties to fatestriding and starlight magic. So, the men were valuable as warriors, and the women were good at support. There was no question about this, and Nick respected their capability.

Nick nodded at them seriously, meeting their eyes and doing his best not to look anywhere else. “I understand that you’re unhappy. Taking the resources to the fortress is critical, and it is an honor to carry out.”

Elyra snarled. “You know it! T-Then–”

“But I have a more important, more honorable task in mind for you and your people. And, can I tell you a secret?”

The moon gnolls leaned in, with grins on their canine faces. Moon gnolls loved secrets but were terrible at keeping them–they would bark, howl, and brag about just about anything, real or made up.

He leaned in and said quietly, “The task I’m going to send you on is definitely going to have much more action. The drakan? They’re likely to be the ones… fiddling with their nipples, doing nothing exciting. You guys will be taking a gift of two dozen diregator eggs to our allies in the coalition, and you will almost assuredly see some battle. And if you don’t, you’ll still earn much more merit than them for completing such an important task, surely.”

He looked at them seriously, standing up once more. “But you need to keep it quiet. We normally wouldn’t want our enemies learning that we are transferring diregator eggs. That would be dangerous.”

Of course, Nick had worded that in a way that it was still true–he couldn’t lie, after all. Even still, he felt a little uneasy for misleading them. If they were actually his Followers there was no way he would be able to last however long this crazy floor was without caving in and telling them.

Their eyes lit up, and Myron started barking, howling with glee, and bouncing up and down as his tail wagged. His weight actually shook the ground, the monsterfolk heavy and large, just like Elyra the star oni was.

Elyra said, “You mean it? Oh, so you do value us so!”

“Of course I do. Now, I need you to prepare your people to leave for tonight, so make haste and prepare your warriors.”

The two saluted and left with their tails wagging, and Nick was happy with the spur-of-the-moment idea. It was two, and if he was lucky, three birds with one stone.

Elyra and Myron would no doubt blab their secret task to everyone, and they would see action because they’d get ambushed as a result–just like he promised. Then, it was a concession to buy one of the coalition kingdom’s loyalty, as well as a show of force, both from showing the moon gnoll’s capability and also in thwarting whatever ambush their enemy created.

There were talks about Prince Tagron’s investments in the allied kingdom, so this was a reminder that their current allies valued them–and that they were watching. Their people even had beast tamers, so a promise of frequent diregator eggs was going to be enticing for buying their loyalty. There was even a small compatibility with the moon gnolls, that should go well enough as they stayed at the allied kingdom.

And thankfully, Agatha and Lothar, despite being drakan, would be much more understanding of hearing whatever crazy rumor was started as a result of the moon gnoll’s bragging. And that was if they didn’t just think the moon gnolls were blowing hot air, as they often did–Elyra was all bark and no bite in this strange world.

Jasmine came over to his side and pouted. “It was smooth. I liked how you dealt with them, Master. But…”

She knew his thoughts. Nick chuckled, smiling at his maid. “I’m gonna need your help, Jas. You’ve got two dozen eggs to cocoon so that they don’t get damaged, and then a band of gnolls to rescue from trouble. Would you do that for me?”

“I don’t like it, but you know I won’t say no to you. I’m worried… what if the prince or his father sends some powerful assassin? They had explosives, after all!”

Shak’terra suddenly appeared, the troll manifesting her flaming spirit body near them. “Tis’ not a problem. This place is heavily warded, and I check their integrity frequently and have added some backups of my own. That’s in addition to my scrying and the lady checking the town with her Soul Sense. We just weren’t here to defend against their plots yet when it happened–we weren’t on the floor yet.”

Nick added, “And it should only be a few days before you’re back. I’ll be very careful until you or Sable arrive, I promise. I still have Winny, Jeffrey, Jasper, Ishkara and Luna here too. They’ll keep me out of trouble until you’re home.”

Jasmine sighed. “Okay. I take it that it won’t just be me, right?”

Nick nodded. “Take some mantisfolk with you. They are excellent at blending in and hunting, but make sure they stay downwind. We wouldn’t want the moon gnolls to smell them.” He hugged her to him, having her lean her head down for him, and then kissed her lips. “I appreciate it, Jas. I’m counting on you, and don’t worry. We can still visit each other with the Soulscape here.”

She smiled. “Mm. Well, I suppose if we’re here, we are going to have to do our best to enjoy ourselves. We can’t win a war when we’re tired, after all…”

Nick chuckled. “I don’t know how long this scenario will run, but it’s already proven interesting. It’s challenging in ways managing our home is not; this is a good experience for all of us.”

Luna smiled, her tail wagging. “I’ll say. It’s kind of fun, even if it’s challenging! But those angels are going to be a real pain in the tail, I just know it.”

Nick already understood how important and valuable this floor was. This was a place for him to test his Path, his sort of thesis for how to rule his kingdom, much like the crazy vision he experienced. And he wouldn’t let this opportunity go.


Chapter 24 - The Darkest Road



Nick was working in his study, filling out a ledger–a work that he usually avoided in Frosthaven. Managing his kingdom’s finances was frustrating when he really had to pinch pennies, something he hadn’t experienced since he had gained a mountain of gold from all of his heroism. Robbing thieves and taking wicked merchants’ hoards was quite profitable.

The shadows in the room shifted, and Sable’s voice called out to Nick suddenly. “Boss! Lord Brightclaw is here to see you now.”

“Lord Brightclaw?” Nick frowned as he closed the ledger and got up from his chair. “That’s odd… here? This can’t be good.”

It had been about six weeks since they arrived, and things had been going quite well. They had several trade agreements among the coalition now, and people were really starting to grow from their mutual cooperation.

They had even won a few minor Conflicts against the enemy coalition under Tagron thanks to his incessant plots unraveling, and so their strength was truly becoming a substantial threat. The land skirmish itself and the economic sanctions by Lord Bronzebeard weren’t overly exciting, but it won them rights to a mine and some extra funds for resources.

It turned out that having many Paths was a pretty useful advantage for a coalition, because there was almost always some way to penalize the opponent for breaking the law and attacking outside of sanctioned conflicts. Information became power, and Nick had several powerful scouts among both his wives and also his unique people.

Orion had rules for how it wanted Conflict between kingdoms to occur. While it was entirely possible for an enemy kingdom to just attack another with armed forces and slay everyone, Orion would make them regret it with punishments so severe it often wouldn’t be worth it at all when caught. Gathering and hiding evidence became incredibly important, and so this meant his roguish people became incredibly valuable.

Nick wasn’t sure how long this scenario would last, but he thought there was a good chance it was going to end around the upcoming event. It was a special Conflict scheduled to begin in a little over a month over some resource Orion would spawn that would give either coalition a significant advantage over the other and even push the Control Radius of the winners.

And if not, it was imperative that they deal this blow to Lord Tagron to increase their safety.

He reached over to the shadows Sable’s voice came from, and her head popped out for him to give her some headpats and some ear scratching. “Thanks, Sable. I’ll go see him now. Come with me?”

Sable grinned. “Course, Boss.”

Heading over to the meeting area rather than the throne room with Sable hidden in his shadows, he found that Jasmine had already served Brightclaw tea and a serving for him and then left. The balcony sat behind the table, where a few extra tables sat for outdoor eating or conversing. The room was empty aside from the ratfolk man and their tea.

The anthropomorphic rat man had a confident smile on his muzzled face as he stood to greet Nick, but Nick could see the truth as he shook his hand. “What’s going on, Lord Brightclaw? I’d say it is a pleasure to see you, but you don’t look so good.”

“Hm?” Brightclaw had backed away after he shook his hand, but now he looked down at himself, the rat man frowning, before he had a small, wry smile. “You can tell? Most non-beast or monsterfolk couldn’t tell.”

Nick chuckled. “You didn’t hide it that well. I can tell you’ve been biting your nails, your whiskers are stiff, then your fur is matted, and…oily in other places. And your posture–”

Brightclaw interrupted, “Alright, alright! Maybe…anyone would notice. But… I appreciate that…you really see me. I’ve met many elves and humans, and…they don’t. I could wear my shirt inside out, and they would not notice.”

Nick looked significantly at his somewhat regal but rather disheveled red and black tunic. “Actually–”

“What! No way! Ah…you’re joking with me.” He sighed as he looked at his fur near his chest. “Shit, is my fur going gray now too?”

Nick sat down. “Don’t worry about it, you do look regal–normally. What is it, my friend? I thought things had been going quite well.”

Brightclaw let out a breath as he sat down, and he drank some more tea. “I mean, they have! Our coalition has led to my greatest gains! Trade is booming, and my people prosper. Prosper! But now, I’m…afraid. I… think this coalition has been a mistake. It’s not enough. The enemy is just too strong, too dangerous! He’s tried to kill me several times now, and I thank you so much for looking out for me, but I think my time has finally run out!”

Nick, of course, knew what Brightclaw was talking about. He had several of his girls and subordinates eventually take up rotation in the fortress to help protect against sabotage and assassination.

Sable and Jasmine each had thwarted attempts on Brightclaw’s life, and they had actually moved him to the fortress from his city to better protect him. He was the lynchpin of their coalition, and Nick had actually convinced him to take the sort of leadership role within it.

It was because Nick and his kingdom were the strongest. He did not want the appearance that this coalition was his tool, and he wanted his actions to match. Brightclaw merely had the ability to break ties in their consensus, and this choice made a significant difference in their perception. Nick knew if he was the leader, Lord Tagron’s messages would wear away at their wills, whispering that he was just using all of them for his own kingdom’s success. Actions spoke louder than words, even when you were Nick and only spoke truth–people often made decisions while you were unable to debate.

“Tell me. What has happened?”

“I got…a letter. You see, in the event we have coming up, Lord Tagron said that if I don’t bend the knee…then he will kill me, and destroy my city, and turn all my people into slaves! That he will crush us all, no matter the cost! He’s too powerful… I know he can do this.”

Nick was unbothered by the threat, taking a drink of tea slowly before setting it down on the saucer. “What will he give you if you do bend the knee? And I assume… let him through your fortress and at the rest of us?”

Brightclaw’s eyes were wide. “How can you be so calm? This is dangerous, disastrous! He said…that he’ll leave us alone, and he’ll even reward us. That one of the coalition’s Ordeal Cornerstones will be mine, and he’ll let me stay or go somewhere else with it.”

Nick arched his brow. “You believe him?”

Brightclaw slammed his hands on the table and then stood up and spread his arms wide before pacing as he spoke. “Do I have a choice? I’m…I’m not like you. I don’t have a powerful blade or wives that leap from shadow to shadow… wait, is she here now?” He looked around nervously, then cleared his throat. “It doesn’t matter. Or who can blow away my enemies with a point of her finger and a deadly beam of light as she pours tea at the same time? I’m just an administrator! I’ll be lucky if I ever even reach the Third Stratum in my lifetime!”

“I see. I understand the threat this represents, and I am not taking it lightly. Please, sit.”

Brightclaw let out a breath and sat back down.

“You fear Tagron, and you plan on bending the knee as you feel that you have no choice. Yet you came here to warn me. I respect that very much.”

“I…it was the right thing to do. You’ve…done so much for me, for my people.”

Nick shook his head. “I have not done that much for you. It’s only been a few months? But I have also done it for all of us. You have earned my support through your own actions, for doing what is right for you and for your people. I see your love for them in all that you do, in how hard you work and every choice that you make. I respect you very much, Brightclaw.”

For a moment he looked moved, but then his eyes widened. “That first part is not true! You have gone far above and beyond mere mutual aid. Really, you’ve done more for my people…than I have done, in some cases. And the coalition, you let me be at the head of it, but everyone knows you and your subordinates lead it, that you’re the only ones holding us all together. They’d all have defected by now or been killed or run out of resources by now if not for you!”

That was true. Nick was truly blessed that even his fake subordinates–when wielded correctly–were actually extremely capable compared to others he had met. “Let me ask you something. On that day that we met at that Marshall's Grand Ball, why didn’t you want to bend the knee then? Why not give the prince what he wanted so he would let you go?”

“Because…he wanted my kingdom! My people, he’d have treated them like chattel, slaves in all but name, if not in actual name! They see us as lessers–”

Nick nodded. Lord Tagron was a known bloodline purist. “So now, you’ve built a fortress with a handful of allies and thwarted several of his plots to kill you. His plots have actually led to levies on his kingdom, Orion-sponsored sanctions that have, without a doubt, weakened him and upset him. Perhaps by far more than what he might have gained if you gave him your kingdom in the first place. His offer went from you giving it to him for nothing… to you keeping it and gaining an Ordeal Cornerstone. Not bad.”

“You…what are you getting at?”

“You think he no longer wants your kingdom? That if you let him into your fortress, he will just continue on, ignoring your people and not wanting revenge? Even if that’s true today, will it be true tomorrow? Did he even offer you an Oath? What is the wording of it?”

“He…didn’t give one yet. He said his son shall offer it at the event.”

“He will offer it when your back is against the wall and the only choice is your death–and it will be for terms that are reprehensible, mark my words. Lords that force obeisance through extortion and dominance are not the kind you should ever bend your will to. For they are tyrants, and their sovereignty will always seek to grow, their greed never coming to an end. The moment you bend your will to them, you already wear a collar in their mind. It just hasn’t been placed around your neck yet.”

A look of realization went into Brightclaws eyes, and his voice trembled. “What…what should I do?”

Nick stood up and walked around the table before grasping Brightclaw’s shoulder. “What should we do, my friend. There is still time. If he gave you this offer, it means he likely gave others similar offers. We can protect ourselves with Oaths of our own, and I can give you my own promise as we prepare for his threats.“

“Promise?”

“That I swear I will do everything in my power to help protect you and your kingdom during and after the event, even going so far as to face Lord Tagron myself. I cannot just give my life or my people for yours, so I am not unilaterally promising I will sacrifice for you. But I will do my best for you because I know if your kingdom falls, or if we give in even once, it will be his boot on our necks in the end. You can have faith in that, in that I will do what is right for us all, even if it is dangerous.”

As always, Nick’s promises were ones that people could feel were true. While he didn’t make a Soul Pact, and couldn’t with Lord Brightclaw anyway, his promises were nearly the same thing.

“That… is a rather loose promise, but…” He hesitated. “I understand, and I do trust you... Still, what could you do against him? He’s in the Third Stratum! There’s no way you could stand up to him!”

Nick chuckled. “It wouldn’t be the first time for me. I’ve faced two in the Third Stratum already, and while I didn’t kill them, I didn’t fall. I probably can’t take him on my own, but we are not alone, are we? This proxy war event coming up promises a relatively fair playing field. We have a chance to earn a big prize and a chance to become more. And more importantly, for our people to as well. It is worth the risk, as Orion decrees.”

“I…well, you’re right. I guess… it’s worth it to try. With you…I feel like if anyone can make it happen, it’s you. I should be off then. If I’m going to give my people a fighting chance, I really need to do my best!” He stood, and Nick clapped him on the shoulder with a chuckle.

“That’s the spirit. Let’s do everything in our power to prepare the keep. Thanks to that letter of his, we know he intends to march on it soon after, or perhaps even during the event. He will find that it’s definitely a tough nut to crack, or if he tries to attack us after the event on our way back, he’ll end up in a terrible pincer. When you know what your opponent is going to do, sometimes it does not matter how strong they are.”

Brightclaw looked much happier and more confident than when he came in, giving Nick a polite nod as he started to leave. However, he only got a few steps before he froze and turned to Nick, his eyes blinking. “You…really didn’t offer it.”

Nick frowned. “Offer what?”

“There is another option. I could…give my kingdom over to you, and then Lord Tagron wouldn’t be able to target me easily if you just led my forces. You could protect me and my people better, and then… we would maybe even be better off, have a better chance of success.”

Nick let out a breath. “Of course, I’m aware of this. But I believe in your Path, and I believe in you and your people. I cannot ask a friend to give up his Path. For anyone who has become a Lord of Orion, it feels like a death of its own to lose their kingdom, many failing to cultivate after such a thing happens. I wouldn’t be your friend, let alone an ally, if I offered you that. Only if our backs are truly against a wall, or if you were the one to offer, and only then, I might.”

What Nick just said was true. Which was yet another reason why the strange vision of the lord of dark and light was so inspiring. The man had effectively died twice, and yet he still got back up to continue again, even ascending in the very end. As for Lothar, his dream was thankfully a little different when he became a lord–it was only a means to an end.

Brightclaw snorted. “You don’t think our backs are already against the wall? Whatever his plan is, if we don’t do it now, we may never get the chance… but you’re right. I would rather not give up my kingdom, my people. I’ll fight it tooth and nail–” He looked back to his hands. ”Er, I’ll need to sharpen them again. But I love my home, and I love my people. I won’t give it all up over some…bully! I won’t! I have a responsibility to my people, and I won’t give it up to anyone like him!”

Nick smiled. “That’s the spirit. The proxy war will be a great challenge, and so will getting away from it with all our lives intact. Let’s do everything we can to prepare so we can give this bully a fat lip.”

Brightclaw grinned. “Let’s do it. And… I said all that…but if I had to choose anyone to take my place and run my kingdom, it would be to you.” They shook hands, and Nick just returned his statement with a smile.

As Lord Brightclaw left the room for real this time, the shadows in the window flickered, but not in the way that he liked–by Sable. He had to hold back the groan as an angel landed on the balcony and then opened the glass door to enter the conference room.

It was an angelic woman, wearing diaphanous clothing. Her proportions were just the same as the beautiful Irene, and with her clothing being see-through, it was like she was pretty much naked. “Do you think that was wise, Lord Noblefrost? Or more importantly, ethical?”

Nick knew the woman’s spiel–if he whined about her eavesdropping, she’d explain and argue how it was totally ethical for her to do so. “You heard all that, did you? Thank you for not interrupting us.”

“Yes, well, I couldn’t help but overhear. But it was none of my business, after all.”

“It’s a surprise to see you on this day, Councilor Robins. To what do I owe the pleasure? Would you like some tea, Or?”

At first, Nick thought the humans of Zura being replaced by actual angels was going to make his job easier, the magical people having strong light affinity and power.

But nothing could have been further from the truth. They worshiped a similar goddess named Litiana, but rather than one of their core values being wisdom, it was replaced with ethics and morality–they were philosopher, or perhaps more accurately, sophist angels.

The damn angels would argue philosophy and debate all day long in their temple. And when they didn’t like something Nick or his people did, which was frustratingly often, they would fly over to his keep and debate with him about it. They would talk and talk but never do anything, and it was absolutely infuriating.

And as much as he wanted to just…lock the windows on the balcony, they would still find their way inside and then lecture him for a few hours about inconveniencing them. Or debate with him about how a lord should never silence his citizens’ voices, or…the list went on and on.

They had similar values to worshipers of Seraphara in Peace and Compassion, as well as Purity. Combined with their holier-than-thou attitude, he was surprised they hadn’t just become extinct, murdered by anyone with a pointy weapon who came near.

But the angels were strong. He’d give them that. Their barriers were actually something else entirely. Typically, the angels resolved fights with barriers so powerful they would just tire enemies out and then make them leave, and the ones that they couldn’t stop, they would just fly away and be the ones to leave. He actually learned a little bit from them regarding using light essence.

He didn’t know why Councilor Robins had been genderbent into a woman. At first, he was more surprised that the man had ever entered the Path of Kings at all, but it turned out he had joined a run to earn the early Trait on the first floor. And now it was difficult to meet the councilor’s eyes, thanks to two headlights flashing at him.

Robins said, “No, thank you. I do like your servant’s tea, but there’s no need to trouble them. At first I was on my way over because I heard you once again meddled in the affairs of another kingdom–I heard the moon gnolls tore apart some mercenaries and bandits outside of our kingdom? But now, I think I’m much more disappointed to hear that you convinced Lord Brightclaw to fight a losing battle because you knew it would be better for you. Unethical…and reprehensible.” She gave him a very disapproving look as she walked past him, her wings spread out wide.

Nick rubbed his chin. “Ah, I see. So it wasn’t your business, but you have no problems sharing your feelings on it, is it?” The Councilor just turned to glare at him over her shoulder, waiting for his answer. They’d played this song and dance more than once, and he knew that the angels hated to repeat themselves–unless it was to say, ‘I told you so,’ or, ‘you’re wrong.’ They absolutely loved saying that.

So he replied to her statement, “Better for me? Lord Tagron does not only wish for me to be under his heel–he wishes the same for the entire coalition and has wished it long before I formed it. When someone tells you who they are, you have to listen, and he told us who he was when he wanted Lord Brightclaw to give up everything for nothing, using extortion. He almost killed him and me at the Grand Ball; this is an undeniable fact. And so it is my hope that we can all avoid a fate where we live underneath his boot or are killed by his hidden blade.”

She spun to look down on him, her frown full of disapproval. “A coalition you created, and all because you didn’t want to give up some pathetic creature spawn and make peace. You convinced them all to risk themselves and their people’s lives by going against Lord Tagron. Not for a promise of safety but a mere possibility of success. You call it hope, but I call it gambling with souls that are not yours to wager, manipulating someone to fight a war on principle. It is not noble; it is coercive and utilitarian.”

Nick sighed. He really wanted to point out that if it was unethical to even convince someone of something, then these damn angels were the most unethical people he’d ever met. But then that debate would go on for hours before they got back to the original point.

He admitted, “Perhaps, in trying to do what I believed to be the right thing and a righteous cause, I exposed these people to greater risk. But I have gone above and beyond in my aid, helping these kingdoms grow to make this possibility of success a real fighting chance. However, I will not apologize for convincing Lords of Orion to do what they desired to do in the first place. If a Lord cannot decide on their people’s fate, there is no one qualified, and that is not up for debate. Orion’s Will is very clear on this, and not even Litiana herself would go against it. They chose their destiny, and we are now where we are, in this coalition, and where Lord Tagron would have us all collared or slain even if we beg for forgiveness. So now that we are here where we are, what do you believe I should have done with Lord Brightclaw? What would be the ethical thing to do?”

“He wished to bend the knee. That was his choice. To persuade him otherwise–was that justice? Or simply the imposition of your will under a noble name?”

Nick smiled. “Ah. So the ethical thing to do would have been to do nothing. What a surprise? It feels like that’s often your conclusion, Councilor Robins. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that you debate all day so that you can go back to your temple to sleep with a smile on your face, knowing that you did nothing.”

“Yes, but you do know better, don’t you? When chaos reigns, we bring order. When people bleed, we offer compassion. And when–”

“When someone does something you don’t like, you talk them to death so you can feel good about being right, yes, I am painfully aware of that. Well, you’re right, I may have exposed my friends to some undue risk in hopes we can stand up to evil and so that we can all truly thrive if we prevail. What’s done is done, so if there’s nothing else, I do have things to actually do.” He gestured to the balcony.

“I simply wanted you to understand that there was a more ethical path. The river yields to the mountain, yet it carves it down in time. Resistance is not the only path to victory. You think yourself and your actions righteous, but that righteousness will make your sword heavy, and you will not bear that weight alone. Others will die beneath it.” She left with a look of smug satisfaction on her face, flapping her wings as she flew away and got the last word.

Nick groaned as he realized she was finally out of earshot and sat back down. “God I hate those damn angels.”

The shadows shifted again as Sable rose from out of them with a chuckle. “Damn, but you can bounce a copper coin off that ass though. She has points, but they are still rather meaningless. You already formed that coalition months ago, and Lord Brightclaw’s mind has already been changed. Is there any value to debating something you already did and can’t undo? What are you supposed to do, call him back in here and then tell him to go back to his original belief?”

Nick laughed. “I swear they get off on hearing the words–you’re right. It’s the only reason. Well, they say that it’s because they wish to enlighten everyone so they can make better, more ethical, and moral decisions the next time.”

Sable snorted. “Yeah, but does that ring true?”

“Actually…from most of them, it does. But some, like Councilor Robins there…it makes me wonder about the real one.”

Sable shook her head. “Nah, the real Councilor Robins is a good dude; this place is just weird. I think the Keeper just tried to give us just enough to latch onto with our minds. To make it more reasonable for you to manage. Having to learn fifty brand-new subordinates from scratch might have been a little much for our period of time, especially when combined with their races and everything else.”

Nick considered it. “Insightful. There could be a hundred reasons why. Like making me care a little bit more if one of them dies, drawing parallels to my real followers so I don’t just squander them or something. Or…they just wanted to screw with me. You can’t look at Elyra and not think that.”

Sable laughed. “That’s true. There are also some other interesting parallels with Lord Silver and Lord Brightclaw. If Blackthorne had shown up before now and attacked him, when you were more ready…what would you have done? Could you have helped him?”

Nick realized she knew what Nick felt about his ability to face Blackthorne before now–it wasn’t good at all, so she asked about helping Lord Silver instead.

“Hard to say. I would have had to do something, though–I couldn’t just do nothing. Thankfully, Lord Silver had his father to fall back on. I’d only need to buy him some time for reinforcements to arrive rather than truly put my neck on the chopping block.”

“And now our army should have a real fighting chance. His lackeys have proven to just not be that strong and capable. Otherwise they wouldn’t serve under him in the first place.”

“Somehow I doubt that the people in his Dark Kingdom really have that much talent or loyalty, but I’m not about to underestimate him. We’ll prepare our army before we make our expedition.”

Fang and Luna burst into the room, their tails wagging as they approached him at his seat. They bowled into him, offering their heads.

“What is it, girls?”

Fang replied, “We’re cheering you up! Every time that lame angel shows up, you get so annoyed.” She narrowed her eyes in happiness as Nick showered her in head pats and ear scratches, and did the same for Luna.

Luna added, “That one especially. I bet Becca is on her way already too. We’re really not good at handling people like that Councilor Robins, I wish we were better at making her go away.”

Jasmine came into the room as well, clearing her throat. “I’m sorry I make myself scarce with her around, Master. I can’t bear to watch you speak with her with how she treats you. I think if I stayed in the room, I might just try to eat her in a rage.”

Sable chuckled. “Eat her? You mean in the carnal sense? Can’t say I blame you.”

Jasmine examined her nails. “No, I mean eat her. In my original body I would just eat them all up, and they would be such a delicious meal. I can’t stop thinking about it whenever we’re near. Well, a lot of that is because she’s a bitch.”

Nick chuckled. He would almost be alarmed for Rebecca and Irene for when she got her body back, but he knew the only reason this was a problem for her right now was because of how much she hated the angels.

He continued to relax from his angel visit, peppering his girls with head pats and ear scratches. Sable joined him on his lap, the three smaller women crowding him.

“Things going well, Fang, Luna?”

Fang replied, “It’s been kinda okay training with these knight guys and the frogloks; they are fun. But it feels like a waste because they are just gonna disappear when we leave the tower, right? Kaya and Shara are enjoying it, though. They mostly just beat each other up while others watch.”

Luna added, “I find it interesting how they advance. Each week or so they enter the tower, and they come out just a little stronger. And since it has so many towers just like your home city, they are growing fast. Otherwise, I’ve just been focusing on my shamanic magic, trying to improve for our proxy war.”

Sable was often on guard duty or performing espionage tasks, which was just the right experience for her.

It was one long day of many, but Nick and his wives were gaining plenty of experience doing other things, just the same as him. This tower floor was challenging, but they were making the best of it.


Chapter 25 - ♥♥♥ - The Office Break



Nick groaned. “Ugh, those fucking angels. If we were back at real Frosthaven, I’d turn on that Light of Wisdom to just automatically blast them out of the sky. Or maybe have Lumos make, like, a giant fly swatter. You think maybe a net would work? I’ve been working on that with my chains. I could just test it out.”

Sable chuckled from the shadows beneath him as he furiously walked away from the meeting room, heading toward his office. “I haven’t seen you this annoyed at anything besides the Keeper and maybe that Elrash or Blackthorne guy. Those sexy angels got you all riled up, huh?”

Nick snorted as he kept walking, holding his folder with miscellaneous paperwork inside. “Stupid, sexy angels. Now I lost like an hour that I could have been doing work for nothing. Absolutely nothing gained.” He arrived at his office and placed his hand on the doorknob, but he frowned before he opened it. The blinds were drawn. It took him only a moment to realize two of his wives were already inside.

Sable hummed, and he thought he heard her sniffing. “Mmm, I think you’re gonna like what’s inside, Boss.”

He turned the knob and opened the door, revealing a very naked, bound, and gagged Kaya, with Jasmine standing there next to her with her four hands folded in her lap in front of her, waiting.

She smiled at Nick. “Might want to close the door behind you, Master. Wouldn’t want a random subordinate getting an eyeful? Even if they’re not real.”

Kaya gave a piteous whine, and Nick considered it before closing the door and locking it. At the very least, he’d prefer not getting interrupted.

Sable hopped out of the shadows, a sultry grin on her face. “Just as I thought. This looks like a good time.”

Nick was already getting a little excited. “This does look like fun. What’s goin’ on, Jas?”

“Well, I knew you were seeing one of those confounding angels, and I thought… How could I cheer Master up? I found this one had just finished her bath after returning from patrol, and I asked her if she wanted to do just that. After she confirmed it, well, I didn’t give her much time to think about what I meant or how. I tied her up in a cocoon and brought her here.”

Nick chuckled at the imagery. “Cocooned her, and then you snuck her here? Didn’t she give you a tough time? I know she can cut those webs when she really tries.”

Jasmine grinned. “A maid has her ways. She might have fought back a little, but she didn’t fight it, if you know what I mean? I told her what you were probably going to do to her when you arrived as we went, and she was already dripping wet by the time we got here. Then it was easy to just loosen what needed to be loosened and then tighten what needed to be tightened to get her undressed again, you know?”

Nick wasn’t exactly sure what she meant, but she had managed to get Kaya both naked and bound onto the desk, the ropes of nearly unbreakable yet somehow still smooth like silk restricting her in just the right places.

He handed Jasmine the file in his hand, then walked over to where she was on her knees on his cleared desk, with a small smile on his expression. Her breath hitched as he ran a hand over her heavy breasts, teasing her nipple as he did.

She was upright on her knees, her arms behind her back with ropes of unbreakable pink silk that wrapped all around her body. The bands even went under her breasts and around her waist and ass, lifting the places and making them look even more inviting.

He ran his hands over each area, inspecting her as she began to whine, clearly aroused. He parted the wet folds of her pussy, finding her ready for him.

“Nice work, Jasmine. And my red panda beastfolk wife is really a sexy one, and this is quite inviting.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “But you know, I do have a lot of work to do… this is tough. I already lost an hour to those damned angels.”

Jasmine was quick on the uptake. “Ah! You know, you’re absolutely right, Master. A lord’s burden is truly heavy. Why don’t you sit down and get to work, and when you have time, you can enjoy yourself? Here. Allow me to clear the mess.”

With three hands, she easily hoisted Kaya’s webbed, whining, naked form into the air, and then she wiped off the table, removing Kaya’s wetness, with a cloth with the other before setting her down in front of the desk. Then she tossed over the file from before onto the top of the table.

Nick sat down at the desk, opened the file, and began pretending to work. Jasmine flittered about, serving tea and preparing more files and books for Nick as he asked for them.

It didn’t take long before his belt buckle was undone and his robes opened by Sable, and she began coaxing him awake with her tongue. The dark-skinned wolfen girl grinned as she licked and sucked him, bringing his cock to full hardness.

Obviously, Kaya could both hear and smell this occurring, her ears and nose far too sensitive.

Kaya made a pitying sound, then tried to speak through her gag. “Mmph. Mmph!”

Jasmine scowled from the other side of the desk where she stood. “Stop making noise over there, Kaya! Your Lord is busy, so very busy.”

Kaya hesitated–what she just said was true. Was she wrong? No, she could see Sable’s soul through her senses, and they were both close to each other, no doubt.

“Mmph!” She whimpered.

Sable brought her breasts out of her leathers and wrapped them around his cock, sucking the tip that peeked out of her breasts. She groaned as she took him into her mouth; his length rubbed between her sensitive chest with each movement. Devotion essence rushed inside him, sending a delightful sensation as she served him, the girl’s tail wagging with mischief.

This was what the girls had all learned thanks to Irene’s modified mantras. Every time they served him, especially, they focused on this to bring him an even greater pleasure and build something within his spirit. It wasn’t a lot, but the starlight or devotion essence was mysterious. Like a low buzz of energy, it just seemed to heighten everything they did for him.

How Sable could even fit his girth into her mouth he didn’t know, but he enjoyed it just the same. He noted that she had already removed her leather pants, ready to continue this game as he wanted.

He pretended to work by flipping through his file as Sable continued her efforts, sucking and slurping on his length. Feeling their special pack connection, he could feel her shiver as she enjoyed his pleasure.

Sucking his cock and rubbing her breasts against it sent pleasant waves of sensation down her body, getting her ready to receive her mate. Much like what was happening to Kaya, no doubt. When a beastfolk or wolfen girl was near their aroused mate, their body would quickly become ready.

He gripped Sable’s hair behind her ears and really began fucking her face and breasts as she held them together tightly. Kaya whined as she tried to get any sort of sensation or pleasure using the silk rope or even see what was happening, but with how Jasmine tied it, that was a challenge indeed.

Kaya fell over and began worming herself over to get a look at what they were doing under the desk.

Jasmine picked her up by the bindings like a kitten and let out a sigh. “You piteous thing. You can’t wait to be called on by the master?” She picked up on Nick’s thoughts. “Fine. You can sit and watch, but you need to be a good girl, understand? Good girls get rewarded by the master, like Sable there.”

Kaya said something that sounded a lot like, ‘I’m a good girl,’ but it was muffled by her gag just before she was deposited next to Nick’s chair behind the desk. She got a perfect view of Sable’s lips and breasts wrapped around his cock, really going to town and being less overt about her moans now. Nick pinched and tweaked her nipples as he fucked her large breasts and face, and now he was coming close to his peak.

But rather than cum inside her mouth, he pulled back on the wheeled chair and motioned for Sable to come onto his lap. Facing away from him, she sat on his length, his cock stretching her tiny pussy. She placed her feet on the chair and hands on the armrest, allowing her to bounce up and down on his cock.

“Oho yes, fuck! Mmm…” Sable moaned as Nick guided her thick ass up and down his length. Her tight tunnel gripped and pulsed in all the right ways as she rode him, and Kaya’s breaths became heavy as she smelled the musk in the room spreading, getting even more turned on by the moment.

Nick brought Sable’s chest closer to his own, leaning her up against him as he began to play with her breasts. Giving her the precious belly rubs wolfen always desired, her body started to shake and tremble with pleasure and desire.

“Haaa, haa, oh fuck Boss! Ahh!” Her pussy went wild on his cock as she came, Nick pinching her nipples once more. She bounced even faster, riding out her orgasm as she brought her thick ass down on her mate over and over, sparkling essence shooting through his cock. Her gripping and pulsing pussy eventually brought Nick near his peak, so he stood up and began lifting her up and down on his cock even harder, right in Kaya’s pitiful face.

Sable’s moans went wild as he fucked her harshly, pounding her cervix with every thrust. Kaya whimpered as Sable screamed through another orgasm, and then pulses of his cum splattered onto Kaya’s face as he dumped his spend inside his willing wolfen girl. The rest filled Sable’s stomach as he continued to fuck her through his and her orgasm.

Nick didn’t stop pounding her pussy, fucking the moaning and nearly screaming dark-skinned girl right in front of Kaya.

Sable moaned. “Yes! Yes! So good! Mmm!”

As her body was wracked with orgasm, he willed Jasmine onto her knees next to Kaya and pulled out. His cock was covered in Sable’s fluid and semen, and he brought it in front of Kaya’s mouth. Jasmine removed the gag, allowing her to open her mouth and take him in.

With no shame, she pushed forward and deepthroated him, sucking him and giving a pleased hum as he finally involved her.

Jasmine smiled. “There, now that’s a good girl. Take good care of your mate. Oh! You’ve gotten much better at that, haven’t you?”

Kaya began bobbing even faster at the mention of pleasing her mate, her body shivering with desire. Nick handed a blissed-out Sable to Jasmine, and she set her down lovingly as he began to fuck his bound wife’s face. And she was a good girl–devotion essence ran inside him, confirming just how much she loved and adored her mate.

He ran his fingers through her wild hair as she bobbed, scratching between her ears. Teasing her, he said, “That’s a good girl. You’re doing a great job, my mate.”

She liked that way more than she would ever admit, moaning as she began to bob even faster, a shiver running down her spine. The girl could take his larger girth now and into her throat, and he could see her wetness dribbling down onto the carpeted floor. She slobbered and sucked his length, her purple eyes meeting his with intensity.

Jasmine responded to his thoughts, “Oh! You’re in for a treat, Kaya. You feel this hand? It’s mine, but the master is driving it. Can you tell?”

Nick moved Jasmine’s hand, caressing Kaya’s ass and grabbing it tightly. Her eyes widened, and she nodded, understanding what was happening, her caress feeling like Nick’s touch. He parted Kaya’s folds with Jasmine’s hand, using it through his Soul Bound connection. Inserting two of her fingers into her pussy as she leaned over. Her ass was in front of where Nick was fucking Kaya’s face, and he began to tease her pussy through her panties.

“Mmm, thank you, Master. I ache for your touch.”

Jasmine grinned as Nick plunged her fingers into Kaya’s pussy over and over, rubbing underneath her clit from behind. Kaya moaned as she bucked, having a hard time finding a rhythm to get the maximum amount of her lover into her.

“Master, she’s positively dripping, and her pussy is nice and tight, gripping my fingers hard. She wants your cock so bad right now, I can feel it. Isn’t she shameless?”

“She is, but that’s what I love about her. She’s been a good girl for me lately, working hard just like you and Sable.”

Kaya began to fuck her own face even harder, and Nick used another hand of Jasmine’s to start teasing her clit. The girl moaned as she was quickly brought to her climax, whining around his girth. She didn’t bring him to orgasm, but he was close. He willed Jasmine to change things up.

“Ah yes, your red panda fleshlight. Roped and bound, this tight and wet hole will undoubtedly feel amazing on Master’s cock.” The bindings shifted rapidly as her hands grabbed onto Kaya, and now Nick knew what she was talking about from before. Her spider legs on her back moved quickly as areas were loosened but then wrapped even more tightly around certain areas. Kaya was quickly bound spread-eagle, her arms and legs tied nearly in the splits.

With her four strong arms, she lowered Kaya’s pussy onto Nick’s upright cock. Finally her pussy was stretched out, her warm tunnel pulsating with the pleasure of finally receiving her mate. Jasmine fucked her harshly with her strength, pumping her down onto Nick’s length rapidly.

“Ahh! Oh god fuck!” Kaya moaned, her lust having built for far too long. As usual, she came easily when her embarrassment had risen so high.

Sable snapped out of her daze and was now fingering herself as she watched Kaya get fucked. “Damn, Boss. I think I could go for some of that too.”

He called Sable up to his lap and began kissing and playing with her breasts and clit. “Mmm, fuck yeah, Boss. Mess us both up at the same time.”

Nick could do even better than that. He gave Jasmine permission. Her eyes widened as she felt the sensations her master felt over their Soulbound connection, her hips suddenly jolting as she began to enjoy it. Half of her pleasure was that she could confirm just how good she was making her master feel with her actions, her lust rising in a rapid crescendo.

Jasmine continued to use Kaya’s pussy on Nick’s cock, fucking the girl’s body onto his thick girth and filling her repeatedly.

Kaya moaned, “Oh yes! Yes! Mm! Fuuuck, I’m going to cum again!”

Nick swirled his tongue around Sable’s, pulling on her nipples and getting her to whine. She was rubbing her crotch against his chest, trying to get any amount of sensation on her pussy to heighten her pleasure. As he brought her to another orgasm and Kaya’s pussy pulsated along his length, his balls boiled as he filled his beastfolk wife with his cum, causing her to cry out.

Jasmine set the blissed-out girl down on the ground, then grabbed Sable the same way–this time without rope, but her two arms and thighs were spread apart by insurmountable strength, and she was lowered onto Nick’s throbbing length.

Sable chuckled. “Hoooly fuck, Boss! You stretch me sooo good.”

His smaller lover was once again used to please him, Jasmine fucking her wildly on his cock. Sable’s moans increased as her lust built, the girl already close to climax from him massaging her breasts. He grabbed onto her nipples as Jasmine fucked her, the maid’s waist twitching as she enjoyed her master’s pleasure.

The girl came hard and fast, drenching him with her girlcum. Slowing down and lifting her off his cock, Jasmine then set down his smaller wife next to Kaya, the girl blissed out from too much pleasure at once.

Sensing what Nick wanted next, Jasmine removed her panties and got on all…sixes, lifted her maid’s skirt, then spread her legs wide as she raised her ass off the ground, keeping her feet on the floor. The woman had such long legs and was so tall now after leveling up that she actually had to do this in order to give him easy access while bent over.

He slotted himself inside her wet heat, grunting as he grabbed her perfect ass.

“Oh yes, Master! Thank you for using this one! Mmm! Use it as much as, mm! You like!”

Her pussy gripped him tightly, massaging all along his length as he fucked his sexy maid. He could feel her kegels bringing him closer to the peak, and his hips began to blur as he pounded her harder and faster.

“Mm! Fuck me! Oh yes, yes! Mmm!”

When Nick came inside, he didn’t stop pounding her. She moaned in delight as he continued to fuck and use her, the joy from her service sending waves of pleasure up his spine. His soul thrummed with desire, and that only roused her own in turn. The odd position didn’t allow her to move too much, so she focused on bringing her master pleasure through her pussy, sending ripples and pulsations with her essence.

He filled her pussy a final time, her body twitching and trembling from shared pleasure. She stood easily from the odd position and turned around to kneel, lick, and suck his length, cleaning it off. She had a pleased, loving expression as she put him away and tied his robes back, allowing him to sit back down at the desk like nothing happened.

“There you go, Master. I’ll clean everything up now so that you can get back to work finally. Please call me for absolutely anything. Anything at all.”

He thanked her with a kiss, then Jasmine did the same for Kaya and Sable, cleaning them up with a rag and trying to snap Sable out of it. He sent them both off on tasks, Jasmine having spare clothes for Kaya.

Nick looked back at the file and realized that work would have to wait. Rebecca was on her way to the office now, her connection sensing the fun he was having, and Shara was probably doing whatever she could to free herself from her training in the fake training grounds.

He’d have to have Winny help him complete it all later. He let out a breath, looking at his blissed-out wives. At least he could take a fun break whenever he needed it.


Chapter 26 - The War Preparations 



Three months.

Three months of Nick and his wives solving issue after issue within his fictional kingdom, all culminating toward this day. He was getting close to what the floor wanted, and if this proxy war didn’t complete the floor, he would be absolutely shocked.

He had done everything he could think of to prepare his people, and Nick couldn’t be prouder about his wives and all they accomplished.

His wives had overcome a lot, and Nick actually got some much-needed rest. He got through all of his information crystals Irene had set him up with and learned more about different paths and kingdoms. He even read some of Rebecca’s crystals, since he had run out of things.

Now he felt even more ready to rule Frosthaven even as he began to deal with other kingdoms in the surrounding area.

Frosthaven’s Control Radius kept growing, and it was only a matter of time before it bumped up against a kingdom he would rather not destroy because it was secretly led by a bandit warlord or run by monsters. That meant that Conflict was inevitable in the future. Orion would make sure of it.

Silverbrook and Frosthaven’s radius started overlapping, but they had already made a small pact or agreement about their ownership. He was no longer pushing out East at all, and only North, South, and West–and more West than the other directions, and Silverbrook ignored the West toward Frosthaven.

And if anything special appeared between where they overlapped without an Orion-sanctioned event to go along with it, it would go to Nick. Of course, Nick didn’t expect it would go without any kind of concession. But he was perfectly fine with working together to make use of the resource or splitting the ownership of it into fair portions based on investment if at all possible.

Rebecca was so proud about how much he personally read and was happy about how much she and Eirwen had learned from the place’s library. She, along with Kaya and Shara had dueled with Nick so that he could practice his swordsmanship and improve their own capabilities almost daily.

Not much of his tasks in the past few months stood out to Nick individually, because there were just so many. One outing there was an assassination attempt on Nick, but it was easily thwarted by Sable, and Nick was ready for it anyhow thanks to his Soul Sense.

And Shak’terra did show her value on numerous occasions, speaking with the elemental spirits and scrying the nearby areas. She caught several ambushes, allowing them to easily overturn the threats. Nick was frankly shocked at how many resources Lord Tagron had invested in trying to bring his kingdom down a peg, but he was thwarted at nearly every turn.

One thing he had noticed was that having so many kingdoms nearby at a rock-throwing distance, it was actually quite busy.

There were constant meetings with diplomats and the need for knowledge of all sorts of etiquette and information, due to so many races and cultures being involved. He was now thankful that Frosthaven was so remote, having so little to deal with on the day-to-day.

And he felt tremendous gratitude to his real Followers. The distorted clones were kind of fun sometimes too, but Nick was going to go give Lothar, Renzou, Turon, and especially Councilor Robins some bro hugs and gifts as soon as he got back. And Lumos…he would give that cute little workaholic robot anything she wanted.

Her equivalent was not present in this Ordeal and her presence was sorely missed. She made so many problems just go away with her magical engineering, usually before they even became problems.

Conversely, issues requiring ingenuity or crafters in the fake Frosthaven took weeks or months, and some of his problem-solving efforts were still pending as his people marched. He was sure that Lumos could have drilled down to that spring in a week and had some extra water flowing to the swamp in that time too.

Even with earth mages and frogloks with control over water, they finished the first part of the project in a little over a month. The second and third parts to improve the water health at the spawning pools were still pending as they marched.

His real Frosthaven leaders and Lumos all made his life so much easier, and he now appreciated all of them even more than he did before. He knew before that they were capable and valuable. But having to deal with a bunch of subordinates’ bickering and constant one-upmanship, as well as other annoying traits like alcoholism and laziness, was seriously a chore he was glad he didn’t have to live with.

His real people were driven, reliable, and just got along well. While he thought it was a bit because of the Soul Pact, it was also that each and every one of them had overwhelming gratitude in their hearts for Nick and were genuinely happy to be in his city. They’d put up with a fair amount of bullshit that Nick threw their way because they had true loyalty for him and respect for how he had saved them all in some way from horrible fates.

Even though it was a fictional kingdom, Nick still did his best to try to cultivate some of that on this floor. Perhaps this was why the copy subordinates weren’t so amazing to begin with, to give him a true challenge in managing people who were much more difficult and had much more room to grow. It was a simulation of what future interactions with new subordinates could be like, and he had handled it about as well as he could have, he thought.

Fake Elyra and Myron were both much easier to deal with after a few honor gains and a few kegs and other gifts, and they actually grew a fair amount stronger besides. And they were far from the only ones among his retinue that he could say the same for.

And the frogloks were quite happy at resolving both the issue with the dam and also creating a new river for them. He pushed for better housing and equipment for them, making all of them truly feel valued. Not just the tamers and combatants, too.

But he knew, even with all his efforts, his subordinates and their underlings, their loyalty and capabilities, still weren’t anywhere near any of his actual Followers. It was only roughly 90 days, after all. And with so many kingdoms to choose from as a place to hang their hat, it was easy for people to have that grass-is-greener syndrome.

Until he finished the project for the spring, the frogloks had gone on and on about leaving for some lake kingdom that he didn’t even think existed, or maybe they were saying they were going to go start their own? He didn’t know.

Nick looked over his preparations. His forces gathered at this Conflict event, as well as the numerous coalition armies setting up their tents in the surrounding area. At the other end of the valley and on the other side of a difficult-to-pass river, Lord Tagron and his coalition could be seen, and it was a bit intimidating.

Orion was likely allowing him nearly double the forces of the average army present because he was early in the Third Stratum. He had roughly the same number of allies as Nick, but some had longer histories and thus more actual army strength. Not all of the members of the armies would be fighting in the proxy war, but Orion allowed for forces to protect their exits and retreats in the case of betrayal or third parties.

In all, Nick didn’t think he could have done that much better. He did learn a fair amount about both kingdoms on Orion, but also about dealing with many cultures and peoples.

He finally got a chance to practice some diplomacy, and he had only made a few minor blunders. When like five things seemed to blow up per day in his or the surrounding kingdoms, he’d count that as a huge win.

And it seemed Orion agreed. It gave its prompt just after they finished setting up his command tent, the arches for the exit portal rising from the ground next to him. The shield for the Safe Zone appeared in an area around their tent, allowing Jeffrey to have a safe tent of his own nearby.

His forces were now sprawled similarly in tents across the battlefield, and his wives were just about to head inside with him. The Conflict would begin tomorrow, and he knew it would be utter chaos, and they would need their rest.

[Floor 18 Complete. Checkpoint Set. Your Command Tent and the surrounding areas are considered a Safe Zone until dawn. Should you flee without completing this floor, you may continue from Floor 19 using this Checkpoint. If you would like to attempt the Test of Governance again, you may. However, keep in mind that the floor’s contents and challenges will be completely different the next time.

Floor 19’s Test details will be provided at dawn along with the specific Conflict details.]

[Floor Rating: A. Reward: Pending Ordeal Exit. Loot from the treasury based on the party's various gains will be provided to the Frosthaven treasury.]

[Evaluation: You took governance of your facsimile kingdom seriously, managing numerous subordinates and resources effectively, and handled tasks and issues expertly. Using your people’s strengths and making considerations for their weaknesses, you accomplished many difficult tasks, all while cultivating loyalty and respect within them, following your Chosen Path. You’ve Tested yourself, and you and all your Ordeal Climbing Party have become More.

Your effective use of talented subordinates led you to triumph over several threats and enemy plots, losing very few warriors in the process and cultivating your allies for this final challenge. Your army and kingdom, as well as the coalition itself, are prepared nearly as well as they possibly could be, minus a few small failures and less than optimal choices.

You failed to make the best use of the adherents of Litiana, underutilizing their powerful capabilities. Their presence alone from a few well-placed pilgrimages could have truly aided you, reducing your risk and also garnering a little more respect and rapport for granting them the opportunity.

And also, getting them out of your hair. Let this be a lesson to you, that even difficult people you dislike can be strong and valuable when wielded correctly. You have come a long way since you first set foot in this Ordeal. Now you show it the proper respect that it deserves, bringing strong allies and with respectable preparations for yourself, and take a proper mindset toward bettering yourself following Orion’s Will. You are walking Orion’s Paths in earnest–after you finally fixed your own ignorance. There is still much for you to learn and improve; do not forget it. But you are now passable, descendant of Noblefrost.]

Nick groaned as he read the last parts of the prompt about his failures with the angels but couldn’t help but be moved a little by the closing statement. It had been a long road since he first entered the Path of Kings completely unprepared for what was within. But now, it seemed even this Keeper, the one who hated him, now thought he was passable.

He was going to share it with his wives–but then, it shifted into glitchy lettering before it disappeared, like it was never there in the first place.

He asked his wives, who were all reading their personal evaluations. “Hey, did you girls see that?”

Eirwen looked around for a moment, wondering what Nick was on about. “See what, Hubby?”

He shook his head. Whatever the case may be, did it matter? He was originally upset that the entity was looking down on him and the arbiter of life and death within the Ordeal, but he had made peace with it now, thanks to Irene finally providing him more information.

These entities, the Keepers, were nothing more than servants of Orion, and they followed a series of rules to alter the floors and encounters in the Ordeals to match the entrants and help them grow and become more. The entity was likely punished for breaking these rules with his colored commentary but also shoving that Optional-Test for Nick inside.

Orion was all-seeing, but it acted more like a mixture between a strange, primordial drive and an ancient computer with the goal of making people become more, its purpose unknown to most aside from that.

What happened before the Keepers came into existence was that it was driven so deeply by this purpose, it lost sight of the value of life. Vast devastation and destruction from deadly conflicts lead to powerful people–but then there was nearly nothing left, and the next generations were destroyed. The chaos had nearly led Orion to extinction.

Now, the Keepers manage the risk and the rules for the Orion-Sanctioned Paths and how Conflict could take place. It was meant to be a gradual crescendo of risk versus reward–it did not often put people into deadly situations where there was nearly no chance any longer. Then, lords could not lead a war against another Lawful Kingdom without first seeking other Conflict options, no matter the Path. There needed to be a Case for War, even if you had some kind of greed-focused Path like Lord Tagron may have.

The Keepers also created his heroic quests and may have at least mediated his Heritage Quests, and there might just be a few Keepers per shard, or individual ones might even manage several. Irene wasn’t sure. For Nick, they had represented an authority he couldn’t see or give a name to. So that had made him a bit impatient and angry, his first many forays into the Ordeals proving extra frustrating and like they were out to get him personally.

Nick was over it now. “Never mind, Winny. It’s not important.”

He couldn’t help but look over at the sexy angels with a bit of blame, as they floated imperiously over everyone, the almost-naked people not wanting any kind of tent. But as one of them turned to meet his gaze, he looked away, letting out a breath.

That was close. He really did not want to have another debate over whether it was moral or not to fight and lose his people’s lives over the diregator spawning pools. They were here to heal and protect the wounded, as well as bring order to the chaos if somehow Lord Tagron tried to disobey Orion’s Will.

It was never about the gators. It was that their opponent, a bully, would take a mile if you gave them an inch. That would lead to even more turmoil and death, and with the enemy’s boot over his neck–and a gator eating his feet.

Kaya followed his gaze from before and then smirked at his unease, nudging him with her hip. “You thinking of that Councilor Robins again? She’s back at fake Frosthaven, she can’t hurt you here, and likely not anymore.”

Sable chuckled. “It’s so weird that it changed his gender for some reason. Too bad they’re so stuck up. Those angels are pretty hot. I bet Boss would enjoy having a few more angels around.”

Nick shook his head. “I’ve learned these last few months that I got two of the best angels already. I’m good on angels, thanks.”

Rebecca smiled. “Sweet talker. Even I must admit they were a bit frustrating; they had tried my patience too. Councilor Robins was the worst, constantly lecturing me over the violent use of fists and my staff and wanting me to increase my wisdom around morality. Seraphara values morality and ethics, but true compassion doesn’t come from creating a list of reasons not to help someone, let alone lecturing them about those reasons. That’s like kicking someone while they’re down.”

Winny giggled. “Three months of dealing with them was a little long, but I think we gained a lot here for what was only about 20 days outside. This proxy Conflict should be interesting; I just wish we knew what it was going to be like exactly to better prepare.”

Luna was looking over the moon gnolls, who were shoving each other and cackling madly. The chihuahua-like hyena girls all laughed and cheered as the two groups faced off. She chuckled at their antics.

“The moon gnolls are fun! Weird though. Now I know a little about how Nick felt watching us before we evolved.”

Shara added, “The frogloks are kinda cute, but it’s also a bit gross how they lick their own eyes. Still, they do grow on you.”

Fang pointed over at Jeffrey, who was once again being accosted by one of the mantisfolk girls. “Hehe, they’re after ‘em again! They love his shiny carapace and his big body, different from their usual weak males.”

Nick called him over, and the man was blushing as he arrived. Patting the beetlefolk’s shoulder, he said, “I told you, my friend. Do not lose your head over one of them girls. I won’t be able to revive you until we get out.”

Jeffrey’s face went white, drained of blood. “What? Those are just rumors, aren’t they? If they’re not hungry, they won’t…right?”

Kaya laughed. “How many men have you seen over there, Jeff? They are born one to one. There’s a reason there are only so many left, and it wasn’t because the men forgot to make sure their girl was well fed before they got busy.”

“But they said…” His shoulders sagged. “It’s too bad. Their leaves and colors on their carapaces are so pretty.”

Nick chuckled. The mantisfolk were like anthropomorphic mantises that could actually change their colors and looks to match the environment. When not fighting, they would choose vibrant colors, flowers, and leaves to cover their bodies, which reminded Nick of male peacocks and their strategies.

“Don’t worry, my friend. We’ll find you a nice girl at home. One that won’t eat your head.”

After their march to this valley, the family was exhausted. If it was just a march, it wouldn’t have been that big of a deal. But monsters filled the valley, and the jungle leading to this green prairie required constant vigilance.

Orion had sent both coalitions to a neutral location, and while they were prepared for war, the proxy war was not going to be the same thing. Nick had to balance how many forces he brought for this event, how many to escort them back, and how many to defend the fortress. Thankfully, this Proxy War had both limits and restrictions that both sides had to adhere to.

In fact, there shouldn’t be any shenanigans by Lord Tagron before or after the event. Events like this were sacred, and attacking the enemy after losing would often cause a tribulation or other severe sanctions. It was why Nick and the coalition were willing to head to the event. Otherwise, what would be the point? Of course their enemy would just crush them with their superior strength on a battlefield of their choosing.

The family gathered in their large futon bed, woven from Jasmine’s silks. It behaved a lot like an air mattress, in that it folded up into a much smaller thing, but with just a bit of her essence, it ballooned up into something larger than two king beds. They all found their places together, taking turns relaxing in Nick’s arms.

In the morning, Jeffrey rejoined them as dawn arrived. The golden lights of Orion swept over the valley, and then areas formed in front of each. Nick immediately noticed that the essence was now at normal levels, and there was something else. It felt like he felt more complete, suddenly was about the only way that he could explain it.

[The Test of Strategy and Leadership. Even seekers of peace must prepare for Conflict. It is one of Orion’s many truths, and war is common among kingdoms. Lead your kingdom to success in the Proxy War. Victory in the event leads to the success of the Floor.]

[Bring your designated forces for the Proxy War to the field. Noblefrost Kingdom is allowed one hundred and twenty-seven participants. Lords from each kingdom must enter for their army to participate, but they are not at risk of death in the challenge. You have ten minutes until the Conflict: Proxy War begins.Note: The time dilation and essence limitations have now been removed.]

The note explained it. It was Nick’s connection to the essence of Orion and his Concepts. Now, he could properly make progress and gain insights, crystallizing the truths of Orion into his Path like normal. This was good news.

They didn’t know what they were facing, so Nick brought what he thought were the best, well-rounded forces. His army needed to be capable of handling most types of threats on their own while also considering just what kind of allies were in his coalition. For that reason, he didn’t want to bring many archers, because his allies all had those in spades.

The frogloks and their bonded diregators counted as not quite two, it seemed, as ten of them only amounted to fifteen on the counter in his Menu. Then, Jasper and Ishkara only took his slot as the Lord, which went along with what he knew–he wasn’t penalized for using Soul Servants.

Confirming this, Nick divided up his team, adding even more of the frogloks and their diregators. He’d take advantage of them, even if just to spite that jerk Lord Tagron who wanted them so badly.

He brought drakan warriors and their shamans with only a few archers, moon gnolls, mantisfolk, Nick’s wives and him, an assortment of random beastfolk, humans, and elvish warriors and hunters, and a few handfuls of knights. Not all that different from samurai, all things considered, but different enough. And, taking his feedback seriously, Nick brought five of the angels too.

Most of Nick’s fake subordinates were present, with only a few of the most trusted, like Lothar, Agatha, and Renzou watching over the fortress in case the enemy attacked. The number of people who had headed through the Path of Kings Ordeal at some point was actually a point of pride for Nick.

With the slots all taken up, nearly half of his people remained in reserve. Because even if attacking with some crazy plot would cause sanctions, that didn’t do anything for Lord Brightclaw if he was killed by an ambush when he got out.

As he saw his allies of the coalition gathering on their own fields, he realized that his army, because of his personal strength, was nearly fifty percent larger than his allies. And across the way…thankfully, only Lord Tagron’s was bigger than his. But it wasn’t by too significant of an amount.

It was tough. If Nick was right, the enemy coalition’s army was nearing, but not quite, double of theirs. It would not be easy to defeat the enemy, and this was Orion making things ‘fair.’ The average level of them was likely going to be a little higher for Lord Tagron’s army. Thankfully, not by a ton–he was only early in the Third Stratum, after all, and his level was likely significantly above his armed forces.

Nick’s army was transported somewhere else in the valley, and other armies of the coalition were too, even closer than before. The five lords in Nick’s coalition stood on the hill behind their armies, holding their battle standards with their house family crests. They billowed in the light breeze, and Nick felt something special coming from the one he held.

The prairie was largely flat with only small hills throughout, with very sparse trees dotting the landscape. In the center was a tower structure slightly raised on a hill, with a stone ground surrounding it, with several portals open. Nick couldn’t really see around to the other side of the tower thanks to the small hill, but that was where the enemy coalitions were situated. If the battlefield was symmetrical, he guessed it was only about half of a mile to the enemy lords and their army, and as they fought toward the tower, it would definitely become less.

An archway rose from the ground next to the lords, and then they received the prompt.

[Conflict: Proxy War - Orion will spawn a special resource, the Ancient Canyon of Majesty. This pocket realm contains crypts, relics, and valuable resources for harvesting.

To decide location and ownership, Orion has created a Proxy War. The fight is not expressly against each other but competing in a battle against the local Monster Kingdoms. The challenge is meant to be at the Trial level of danger and rewards.

Each kingdom involved received a similar allowance to represent their kingdoms in the battle. However, in accordance with the strength of the lords and their kingdoms involved, the larger, more dominant kingdoms have been given advantages to acknowledge the disparity in strength and quality.

The lords are not allowed to fight, their weapons and offensive magics sealed. They are only allowed to carry their Kingdom’s Battle Standard and use their auras and support spells, should they have them. Lords may not steal standards from other lords.

Loss of the standard without retrieval in under five minutes is an immediate forfeit of their army from the Proxy War; their army teleported out of the event. Stolen standards do not only eliminate enemy armies, but when combined with your own, they increase the effectiveness.

The Battle Standards are more than just a flag. They enhance special Auras and Concept’s range, enabling them to encompass a larger area, but the extended range may not overlap. They also protect against death. An unbreakable barrier is provided to the lords that will not disappear even when the standard is stolen. Abuse of this personal barrier will not be tolerated.

The Monster Kingdoms are also getting a similar chance for victory, should they be able to grasp it. Eliminating other kingdoms from the battle is allowed, but do so at your people’s peril. The coalition with the most monster kills will be the victor, should they survive. Soldiers and lords alike may flee and leave the field of battle through the archways. The battle will begin in ten minutes, giving you an opportunity to test and understand the natures of your standards.]

The explanation was long and complicated, but the challenge seemed simple: kill more monsters than the enemy. Don’t allow the enemy to steal your flag. Try to steal their flags, but don’t get greedy–you still have to win against the monsters.

He thought the bits about the standards were an interesting nuance to the challenge. It meant that any aggression against the other army was extremely dangerous, but success would be dramatic. Nick played out several possibilities in his mind, and aside from sending an elite force with unique skills to steal a flag, he couldn’t see an easy way to benefit from the option seriously.

If Lord Tagron used his larger numbers to try to snuff out one of Nick’s armies, he would lose so many soldiers that he would likely lose the war against the monsters. And yet, he wouldn’t even kill any of the opposing lords. If he instead only sent one of the armies to try to force their way through and claim a flag, it would be one army against five, and the reverse would happen. If they didn’t send the flag and a lord on their attack, then they would have no aura and be at a severe handicap–losing valuable people and creating a disadvantage in all likelihood.

He looked over a few of his allied lords with a tiny bit of suspicion. Thankfully, perhaps because they were invulnerable, they could not steal flags. However, nothing actually stopped an allied army from attacking and killing one of their own coalition’s armies.

The lords in his coalition had made Oaths to one another, but one could never know how Lord Tagron might plot. There was nothing stopping small groups of soldiers from betrayal, as only the lords could truly provide Oaths.

As much as Nick wanted to make Soul Pacts with these people, they were not quite real–they did not have real souls, only the makeup of something that very much looked like them. Nick could not Judge them, though he could still sense someone’s character or detect lies–and even interrogate people in their dreams.

He would have loved to have the anti-betrayal cheat just as he had at home, but he would have to live with the Oaths they made to be what protected them from betrayal. The lords were forced to aid them during the event, and the same was true for their return travel to their kingdoms. At the very least, Nick knew the allied lords could not suddenly order their men to attack the others or otherwise betray them by helping the enemy.

Monsters began spawning from the portals in rapid blasts of lightning and flashes of light, and a substantial force was built out in front of them in just a few moments. It reminded Nick of the event he teamed up with Lothar and competed in, killing the monkey and ape warriors with the wolflings and orcs.

Only this time, it was an army of feral orcs, goblins, kobolds, trolls, ogres, and more. They wore stolen bits and pieces of armor and wielded weapons in poor condition, as many armies of feral monsterfolk people did.

As monsterfolk evolved, they could become more or less feral or monster-like, or more human-like. Of course, Nick’s many monsterfolk had become more human-like, their looks palatable for a human in terms of attractiveness, but also their intelligence and civility.

The enemies in front of them were all versions of the monsterfolk who went the other way, evolving to have bulkier bodies filled with monstrous mutations and feral looks.

The orcs became a darker green color, and their bone structure changed to where it was obvious in their faces or other areas. Like the difference between a human and a neanderthal, with larger bone ridges for their eye sockets or even areas like their giant shoulder bones making them look like they were wearing football padding underneath their skin. Often, they also lost their hair, and their large, bulky skulls with big eyes made them even more alien looking.

This evolution led to an increase in aggression and violence. It was easy to identify how hostile they were just by the expressions on their faces; their mouths curled into permanent snarls. Usually, they got this way by eating civilized beings and just being violent in general. Their actions and desires reinforced what they became by Orion, and so they became more monstrous and feral as they evolved. These were essentially creatures of darkness and forces of evil and chaos, and their souls matched this.

Nick turned to Lord Brightclaw and the other three lords. “My friends, this battle will be a great challenge. My men and I will gladly take the vanguard–my Path will work well for this. I believe Lord Brightclaw and his men following the rear would be best, and Lord Bronzebeard with his dwarf and human legion can take the left flank. Lord Regios and his jackalfolk can take the right flank. That leaves only Lord Quilbane and his quilboarfolk, who will fight from range at Brightclaw’s side.”

Lord Brightclaw was quick on the uptake, nodding as he looked across the army with his hands behind his back. “I see. So Lord Quilbane and his forces are meant to intercept any attacks from the enemy or to rotate in to support our vulnerable positions. I think this is a good plan to start with, making use of our Battle Standards as best as possible.”

Nick nodded. “That’s right. As much as I’d like to mix our people to take the maximum advantage of their strengths and weaknesses, it seems this might not be for the best thanks to our auras. Does anyone object to me leading the battle? I will call out the orders at the front lines.”

Lord Bronzebeard, the dwarven lord chuckled, running his fingers through his beard. “No, you are the best positioned and most qualified among us to do it. I am but a merchant, not a warmonger.”

Lord Regios was a jackalfolk lord dressed in an almost Egyptian, tribal king’s golden armor. His deep black eyes narrowed his eyes at Nick but eventually nodded. “Yes, I do believe that would be for the best. Your people are taking the brunt of the danger, and you are the most qualified among us in battle–this is easy to see.”

Lord Quilbane snorted. “No objections. None can doubt your bravery or strength. We would not be here if not for you. If we have a hope for victory, it is with you at the front leading us.”

All of Nick’s allies except the dwarves were considered ascended monsterfolk, becoming their own unique race and losing the ability to evolve in the same way, since they were no longer monsterfolk at all.

It was not the same thing as Nick’s monsterfolk. After several generations, they essentially removed all monstrosity from their bloodline and were eventually treated as their own folk. While they seemed a lot like they were similar enough and maybe should be called beastfolk, they were not–beastfolk did not have a monstrous ancestor, and feral beastfolk were yet again different.

The distinction was important to some. Racism, or…speciesism, was relatively common on Orion, as many sought bloodline purity and held prejudice and distrust for other races. And Nick kind of understood–there were so many different cultures that it was a bit scary, with all sorts of paths that led to even more chaos than the humans on Earth. People feared what they didn’t understand, and many did not seek to fix their own ignorance, instead becoming more insular and isolationist.

It was one of the reasons why Nick desired his monsterfolk people to evolve and have a more human-like appearance and to have the intelligence and social abilities to match. He did not want his people to be discriminated against or looked down on.

That goal might be impossible in truth, because bloodline purists would hate them no matter what, but he certainly didn’t want to add on to the list of reasons for anyone to hate his people. He was shocked at how easily the monsterfolk took on to it, but it seemed his wives had a lot to do with aiding them and making it happen.

And Lord Tagron was an elf and one such bloodline purist and supremacist. Even though each of the three kingdoms in the coalition were truly ascended monsterfolk, as seen by Orion, he still saw them as monsters because of their ancestors.

Though Nick knew the truth–he wielded hate as a weapon, a reason to see people as lesser and justify his attacks on them and to make them slaves, to use them to his own ends. Whether he believed it or not didn’t truly matter, because he was definitely intentionally taking advantage of it.

Only Bronzebeard’s people had nothing to fear regarding that; dwarves had no monstrous ancestry. Then, much of his population was actually human or elves, and his location was far enough away that Lord Tagron had no hold over him.

The primary reason he teamed up with Nick’s coalition at all was for personal gain in the beginning; their kingdom required protection from other threats in the area. But their mutual cooperation had led to many gains for Bronzebeard’s kingdom, to where he had built a respect and gratitude for the coalition.

The standard, the blue flag on a pole with his Noblefrost Family Crest, was light in Nick’s hands, but he could feel the sturdiness. He was interested to see how this was going to work.

The five lords called out to their armies, directing them into position for their march, and the five began to move into position as the enemy army seemed to have finished spawning and were getting into their own ranks. Nick saw a special place in his Menu that would count the number of monster kills, allowing him to monitor just how close the battle was.

As Nick arrived at the front of his army, he activated his Frost Aura. The frost spread nearly double the usual distance, the cold dominion covering most of the army’s front. The ice spread around the ground, and he was interested to see the effect on the enemy. Nick was supposed to not be able to attack, but could he freeze people to death with his mere presence?

Spearheading the army were more than a dozen of the diregators with their froglok riders, with drakans in full plate armor, shields, and polearms interspersed between them.

The powerful purple-scaled drakan warriors were not all that different from the orcs in that they built up a rage or fury as battle went on. Normally, the drakans had a fiery aspect and could also breathe flames once their rage reached its peak. But just like within the actual Noblefrost Kingdom, his people carried a frost aspect instead, and so the drakans breathed frost and were similarly resilient to ice.

The same was true for all the people of fake Frosthaven. So when Nick’s Frost Aura covered them all, it felt like home, and most were accustomed to using it to fight. The area was quickly chilled, a thin layer of frost covering the tips of the grass showing just how far his Aura truly reached.

He arrived next to his waiting wives, Soul Servants, and Jeffrey, who waited only one row behind the drakans and frogloks.

Sable whistled as she looked at the distance his Aura covered. “Not bad, Boss.”

Curious, Nick tried infusing his Heroic Salvation and Redemption Concept instead. An Aura extended outward, empowering his nearby allies with a layer of light.

But it wasn’t just half the range–it was even less than that. Perhaps good to empower his wives, but the Frost Aura felt extremely compatible and effective with the banner. If he had to guess, it was because the effect of empowering himself was to be forced to empower others by the magic of the banner, making the overall effect weaker.

He switched back to the Frost Aura, understanding that his control of the battlefield by weakening a large number of enemies would be more helpful.

Nick turned to Jasmine. “The frogloks didn’t give you any trouble?”

Jasmine smirked. “No, Master. They are happy to fight and feed their gators. The only ones giving us a little bit of trouble are the mantisfolk, because they are hovering near Jeff here and won’t leave him alone.”

Nick frowned as he watched a few of them still preening near Jeffrey. “Hey, leave Jeffrey alone for now. I need you gals near the middle so I can direct you to hit the enemy. We have a few more of those essence pearls to hand out for those who perform well in the battle.”

The mantisfolk girls clicked unhappily, but they listened to their fake alpha and left him alone, backing off to the middle ranks.

Jeffrey said, “T-Thanks, Boss. What is weird is I know a few of them back at Frosthaven. Do you think…the real ones might be interested?”

Luna and Winny both chuckled at that and then promised they would be glad to pass on the word if he really wanted. The beetlefolk guardian was strangely timid outside of battle, it seemed.

Kaya looked over at the frogloks. “Can’t wait to see these guys fight in a real battle. This should be fun.”

“Hi hi, froggies! You guys are awesome!” Fang waved as she bounced from foot to foot, her tail wagging. Many of the frogloks waved back and ribbited, making happy high-pitched croaking sounds in response as they too began bouncing up and down on their diregators.

The frogloks didn’t understand what she said, but that didn’t matter. They could tell she was happy and excited about them, and so that made them excited too.

Jasmine was about the only one besides Nick that could truly direct them with more complicated commands, but it seemed they definitely followed his wives–especially if he said, follow Fang.

The frogloks even provided ice protection to their bonded diregators. The powerful creatures could manage being in the cold for much longer than most to begin with, but with their enhancement, they had almost no difficulties at all.

The diregators were huge. They were longer and wider than Jasper, though the Frostwarg Alpha stood taller by a fair amount. Their maws were large and had extremely powerful biting force, and really, the average drakan warrior would have nearly zero chance against one in a fight. Let alone with frogloks riding it, attacking from its back.

Several frogloks would ride the larger diregators, which they used to powerful effect. Having an archer or shaman along with a froglok spearman was common, so his fifteen diregators and nearly forty-five frogloks were quite the valuable fighting force, taking up nearly half of his available forces. He couldn’t wait to see them in a real battle and not just against some monsters in the wilderness.

His wives were going to do some tests with the flag, and then it was time for the battle to begin.


Chapter 27 - The Proxy War



As the two armies neared one another, a rain of arrows and spells came from both sides of the battlefield. The monster kingdom had ranged attacks from archers of their own and even shaman-type monsters launching spells.

And thankfully, Nick’s aura drastically took much of the momentum out of them by slowing them down once they touched his dome-shaped dominion. The arrows, while slowed, flew true despite slowing down–and he thought it had to do with how they focused essence on the arrowheads and shafts themselves.

Both the ratfolk and the dwarves had similar front lines, with their frontline shield and polearm users having crossbows. Not that dangerous against a second-stratum cultivator normally, but it gave them means to contribute to the battle at range.

Each used shields to protect their crossbow users while they fired, and the further back archers and casters launched attacks safely from range. It seemed the casters primarily used wind walls and similar protections to prevent their archers from being easily attacked.

It was a constant rain of arrows on the slowed and chilled monsters, thinning out the enemies and weakening them. Nick was pleased with the ratfolk’s ranged effectiveness.

The monster army was noticeably much larger than Nick’s, and the swarm of hundreds of enemies running at them was intimidating. Nick’s Aura slowed them down and did start freezing them over, but he could not actually use his chains. Still, enemies that spent too long with his aura would actually die on their own.

If not for the flanking dwarves and jackalfolk in their own protective phalanx, Nick’s spearhead would quickly get surrounded. Instead, the diregators quickly trampled right over a bunch of goblins before crashing into some orcs, and the surrounding enemies quickly got flanked by dwarves, drakans, and jackalfolk as they were bombarded with arrows and crossbow bolts.

The two battle lines were met. The diregators with their riders and the drakan, along with many of Nick’s wives. Kaya, Shara, Fang, Luna, Sable, Rebecca, and Jasmine were all fighting near the front line, smashing and slicing the weaker enemies and stemming the tide of monstrous people. The flanking forces formed curved lines a little further back near the front of their arrowhead formation, handling the numerous diverted enemies.

And Jasper and Ishkara just went wild, attacking everything with frost, claws, maws, and talons. He just wanted them to moderate their essence expenditure, because this was an endurance battle when it came down to it. Normally, their killing of enemies alone would empower him or provide cultivation energy, but he had been maxed out for quite some time, and he wasn’t able to fight while holding the Battle Standard.

As Nick watched the Menu for the counter of monster kills though, they were not doing better or much better than the enemy. The enemy team’s army numbers were simply higher, and so they were likely able to push forward safely. From what Nick could tell by the flashes of lightning, it appeared every time an enemy spawned on their side; the same happened on the other. The faster they killed, the faster the enemies would spawn.

Leading the battle, Nick was able to watch and focus on all of his wives’ actions and how they thrived on the battlefield. And since he was standing close enough to them, they benefited from their special Traits.

Fang, Sable, and Luna all fought close together with their spears, the three using tactics in perfect coordination. Fang shield-slammed a goblin, sending it flying into a larger orc–only for both to be skewered by Sable through the chest. Meanwhile, Luna darted in and hamstringed another orc, allowing Fang to stab into its open thigh and then chest in rapid pumps of her spear.

Shara and Kaya worked together in a similar fashion, with Kaya dancing to the tune of drums in her mind. She was a whirling dervish of axe blades, her three tails whipping about as she spun and swung her larger axe, cleaving enemies in two and cutting off limbs and more. And Shara followed her with graceful steps, swinging her heavy club and sending orcs and goblins alike flying with nearly every movement.

Targeting one of the large ogres stomping toward the line, Kaya swung her axe powerfully into its shoulder, nearly sheering off its arm as she ran past it. It turned at her in anger with its club raised with its one working hand, ready to bring it down on her in retaliation.

With perfect timing, Shara had leaped up and then smashed it on the back of its unprotected head with a downward swing. The large monster toppled over to the ground, landing on a goblin, and the two women continued their path until they returned back to their diregator ally’s side.

Rebecca fought near Jasmine, Nick finally getting to focus on watching the fighting nun in action. The ends of her staff, feet, and fists would light up as she struck out, Seraphara’s Wisdom enhancing her attacks. She moved fast and sent enemies flying with every swing of her staff or fist, controlling the enemies by stunning them as well as ending them with deadly blows to their heads. With the already slowed enemies from Nick’s Aura, she had no issues weaving in and out of the incoming enemies, retreating to Jasmine fighting in her armored petrasilk form.

Jasmine used her larger size to deadly effect, her front spider legs piercing out even as she swung her polearm. Nick saw where a powerful orc swung its club from her side, and she had just ignored it as her stone-covered armor rejected the attack outright.

She finished her current swing and brought the polearm around to cut into the offending enemy. She was deadly and durable, her large presence drawing enemies in. Jasmine did not use her webbing very much, saving her essence.

The girls were fighting conservatively, using limited amounts of essence and mana to accomplish their goals besides keeping their auras condensed. Those that fought in the front couldn’t stay up there forever. Mana and essence eventually needed to be restored. The new enemies were fresh and dangerous, full of essence and mana. Even fighting conservatively in a shield line, people would find themselves spent eventually.

That included the diregators, even if they cycled which ones stood at the front. They needed a break from time to time, and so the quilboarfolk people, who looked a lot like some kind of mixture between an anthropomorphic pig and a porcupine, rotated into the front lines and allowed them all a break. Nick and his army retreated back as they rotated in, but he didn’t just let them cut through.

Instead, he lured the monsters into their formation, as if they were retreating and on the back foot. The feral monster people got excited as they extended deep into Nick and the dwarven and jackalfolk formations, only for Nick to spring his trap.

The mantisfolk came out of their grassy hiding spots, their devastating scythe blades cleaving through with terrifyingly sharp essence. Only Kaya’s sharp axes could compare; the orcs and goblins were cut through like scissors through paper. The moon gnolls also charged in as they pushed out with their magic cutting a deep swath through the enemy’s formations.

As Lord Quilbane’s people brought up the rear of the mayhem caused by their run, their spearhead formation pushed even deeper than they had been previously.

Luna brought out her recovery totem, a soothing and calming energy encompassing much of their allies as they rotated to the middle of the formation. The soldiers ate essence fruit and water as they recovered, as well as received healing from the angels and shamans. The frogloks cheered as they fed their diregators many of the corpses collected, tending to their tamed beasts and helping restore them as well.

The flanks were not expending nearly as much essence, so they could mostly handle their own front-line management without help. With his men largely pulled back aside from their ranged efforts, Nick looked over his allies.

Nick wasn’t sure what Bronzebeard’s aura did, observing them from afar. It appeared to make his people stronger with a bronze-colored haze, and perhaps more sturdy, too.

Lord Quilbane’s Aura, Nick couldn’t tell what it did until his people had swapped places with his own. It was definitely a defensive aura, and it seemed to bring out an effect much like Jeffrey’s capabilities. Damage was reflected back to their attackers, and it appeared to occur even when they blocked attacks.

Watching Lord Brightclaw’s Aura in action was interesting. With one of his hands glowing brightly and extended, the ratfolk all moved with eerie synchronicity and haste, reloading their weapons and firing them rapidly, almost like a lesser version of Winny’s Rapid Reload skill. It was as if he was a conductor or a puppet master that improved the speed of all those he influenced. He had an Aura like Nick’s, covering almost the entirety of his small force and making them even more effective.

The rows of crossbowmen took turns firing and loading as their lines shifted and replaced one another, something that they would even be able to do if attacked in melee. The ratfolk were weaker in a melee than the dwarves, so they relied on a phalanx to defend while their archers rained hell down on the enemy.

Nick had been the one to teach Brightclaw of this strategy of how to best use his people’s advantages, and he implemented it with respectable efficiency with some help in gathering the necessary resources. Before, he had a rather weak-looking shield line to go with his archers, focusing on keeping his people mobile to take advantage of their speed.

But Nick knew this would serve them much better going against the wide variety of people and monsters on Orion. Because unfortunately, while they had advantages in some areas, they were rather middling at best compared to their peers thanks to their size.

The ratfolk were small and not that strong, even if they cultivated some means to increase their strength. They found more effectiveness as a whole to go along with their personal natures, seeking speed, tenacity, and sharpness as their common Concepts and Traits. Since they didn’t truly excel, Nick thought it best to invest a little more in their defenses, and go to with the densely-packed formation instead.

Shak’terra appeared in front of Nick, the spirit returning from her scouting.

“What did you find out?”

“The enemy is pushing in a large wedge, using their superior numbers. It seems they’re a little faster than us. In all, I don’t think we have too much to worry about. Their subordinates are not better than yours, and they are not managing their endurance well.”

“Are they moving toward us at all?”

“They are holding off, for now, perhaps scouting us out. When your team keeps its pace and surpasses them in kills, they are likely to get desperate though.”

Nick nodded. “What are their auras?”

“Not much different from our allies, Boss, but most are rather close-ranged. Lord Tagron’s is like a short-range aura that presses down on enemies, making them easier to be slain. If I had to guess his Concept it’s likely some kind of superiority or sovereignty. It almost reaches half as far as your frozen will.”

That meant it was likely that it wasn’t an aura normally, but something that was probably much more like Nick’s Heroic Salvation and Redemption and merely tuned to influence an area thanks to the banner.

“Alright. I have a plan for getting a flag, but head back there and see what you can learn about people with powerful ranged skills or abilities. I don’t want our team getting blindsided.”

“Aye aye, Young Lord. I’ll get back to watching the enemy. I’ll come back if I see anything dangerous.”

The battle continued through several cycles for a time, and Nick had Sable switch to cutting down enemy scouts rather than fighting alongside her pack. The only real change among the monsters was that enemies had larger tamed monsters come out at some point.

Larger creatures like the diregators fought alongside their monstrous allies, making it a special challenge to take them down without losing soldiers. His wives showed their worth here, focusing and killing them with little loss.

The battle handling the Monster Kingdom was going well, and Shak’terra’s prediction had come true. Their enemy’s pace had slowed, and they eventually surpassed them on kills. His strategies for the battlefield eventually allowed them to get ahead and stay there, making use of his people’s advantages and having effective tactics.

Shak’terra appeared in front of him once more. “Young Lord, there is a contingent of enemies that broke off from fighting the monsters moving near. They definitely appear to be the more stealthy kind, with their camouflaged cloaks and grass-covered gear. I may not be able to fully track them in real time when they conceal themselves in earnest, at least not without Winny’s help.”

He asked, “Where are they headed?”

“If they continue their heading, it looks to be on our right flank–Lord Bronzebeard.”

“What about what I asked? Anyone with dangerous sets of skills?”

“There are some decent archers among them, but none at the level we need to truly fear. As for mages…some of those elves are talented. But they are mostly busy with dealing with the Monster Kingdom’s larger monsters. They are relying on them pretty heavily, especially now that they cannot keep up with the rate that we are spawning them. I recommend hitting the allied armies toward your left flank. They seem to be positioning themselves to help those stealthers on the right flank retreat.”

“It looks like it’s time then,” Nick said, looking near the sun in the sky and the shadow it cast. It was nearly noon. “Ready to fly, Jas? You’re going to need to get nearly right on top of them for Sable.”

Jasmine covered herself in her large blanket as she transformed into her caster form, her spider portion shrinking as her elf-like features increased, two additional arms and her human legs sprouting out of her torso.

Her parachute unfurled as Luna jumped onto her back, her wind totem blowing into the wind sail. Jeffrey and Rebecca joined them, flying into the air and grabbing threads. The two were meant for support in case shit really hit the fan, both uniquely suited to protect and heal allies and able to stay in the air long enough to escape.

Jasmine’s feet dug a furrow in the ground as everyone got into position before she leaped into the air. “I’ll be right back with that flag, Master!”

“I’m expecting a big reward if I pull this off, Boss,” Sable said as she leaped into the shadow cast by the parachute.

Jasper and Ishkara both head in the same direction, meant to help them retreat safely.

Nick laughed. “You got it. Just stay safe.” He looked over to Winny. “Take the mantisfolk and take care of the sneaks. I doubt that’s the only threat, so…be on the lookout for allies as well.”

Winny chuckled. “I doubt they’ll get very far with the flag, but that might not be their real goal.”

“Real goal? Hm. Good point.” Something nagged at Nick, so he waved someone down to come speak with him–and made sure he kept his eyes high as he arrived. “Hey, Frederick.”

The handsome, angelic man wore little more than a nearly see-through kilt and bangles on his wrists. The Adonis of an angel actually smiled at Nick as he landed from his short flight. “Lord Noblefrost. To what do I owe the pleasure? Did you wish to discuss the slippery slope of justifications for resistance?”

Nick coughed. “Maybe later. I was hoping you could help me out. I believe there will soon be chaos here in the coalition, even more than the threats we face from the monsters. There’s a strong chance a tragedy is about to occur with many people hurt, and I think that you and your brethren can bring order.”

Frederick looked concerned, a gentle look in his eyes as he replied, “Chaos? Tell me how we can help.”

Nick’s eye twitched. Was it that easy? He had noticed that the male angels, as few of them as there were, were just a little bit more amiable for some reason. But he hadn’t thought this much, even if he did phrase his request in a way that might make them more accepting of the possibility. It was for this reason he brought all male angels into this Proxy War, and it looked like this was paying off.

He shared his suspicions, and Frederick guided his allies to take up position and watch over the armies he most expected for there to be a threat. As Frederick was about to leave, he just had to say something. “It’s really bothering me. You seem so…helpful. But the others…”

Frederick chuckled. “Ah, well, I’m in a bit of a good mood. You see, you got those bitches out of our hair for a few hours, and we could finally have what could be considered a pleasant discussion. And I do very much look forward to our talk later, Milord–I enjoy discussing your choices. While I do not always agree with your actions, I understand and respect your efforts to do the best thing for your kingdom and what you believe is righteous. Do take care, and worry not. We will bring order to the chaos.”

Nick was left speechless, nearly dropping the flag from his hands as Frederick looked him up and down with…what seemed to be obvious interest before turning and flying over to his brethren.

The battle continued, and Nick watched Jasmine and his team through her eyes. She was able to get her altitude high enough that while they tried to hit her with dangerous fireballs or blasts of cutting winds, she was able to handle them mostly on her own by creating her luminous stonelight curtains.

And none seemed to be aware of the threat of the shadow cast by the large parachute-sized sail, allowing Sable to leap from the shadows, strike the lord, and snatch the flag. She then skated on the windsail’s shadow to run away, which only picked up speed after she confirmed grabbing it.

They had tested this during their ten minutes of free time with the flag, that while they wouldn’t be harmed by an enemy’s blow, they would still be ragdolled by the effect. And while Nick could hang onto the flag well, it would almost slip out of his hands when grabbed with enough force.

If a lord got surrounded, even if they were strong, fast, and skilled, losing the flag was inevitable–all it took was tackling them to the ground and wrestling the almost slippery thing from their hands. He could potentially take it back easily enough thanks to his speed, thankfully, but it was actually difficult without hitting the carrier, which he was not allowed to do–it was like the barrier stopped him from doing so.

And Jasmine released a burst of light just when it happened, blinding nearly everyone who looked up. They hadn’t realized what had even happened before they picked up speed, the Lord’s aura disappearing. Only some faster cultivators could even keep up, and Jasmine and Rebecca each launched beams of light down at her pursuers as they flew toward their army.

Jasper and Ishkara were also ready. They created a dense field of ice and a misty haze, making it difficult to chase and appear even more dangerous than it actually was. This field was no problem for Sable to traverse at all, but once again, only strong cultivators capable of managing running across slippery ice could quickly pass. They fled toward the left flank of the army toward Lord Regios, their theft a success.

Winny and the mantisfolk hit the enemy stealthers on the other side at the right flank at the same time. She sent out an arrow sparkling stardust overhead, which caught onto the moving stealthers she could see with her Soul Sense. The scything blades of the mantisfolk cleaved right through some unsuspecting elves and beastfolk using Sneak, the mantis women leaping with their fluttering wings and cutting through them with incredible speed.

They really stood little chance. The counter-ambush was successful, and they raced on to meet with Sable and the rest fleeing. But it seemed someone was waiting for this chaos.

Within Bronzebeard’s formation, a group of men had gathered, nearly thirty strong, and started moving toward Bronzebeard. Loyal men moved to defend the lord, but it was definitely not enough to match such a large number–it was nearly half of Bronzebeard’s forces, with many busy in the front lines. Not only that, but the crossbowman and few mages hesitated to attack those on their way.

Bronzebeard was clearly angry by the tone of his voice. “What’s the meaning of this, Son?”

“We’ll be taking that flag, Father. Lord Tagron promised me a Cornerstone if I get it.”

His men knocked several of the loyal dwarves aside, as Bronzebeard only backed up, trying to stay away from them.

“Why, Son? You’ve been given slots in the Ordeal, and nothing says you won’t inherit. What could you have to gain?”

“You’re the one who taught me to seek profits. I’m taking the most I can get my hands on!”

The men shoved forward until the larger group of men surrounded Lord Bronzebeard.

Bronzebeard shook his head. “But what about honor? A dwarf’s gold is only as bright as his honor. I taught you this–you know better than this.”

“Honor doesn’t line our pockets or revive us when we’re killed by Lord Tagron! Now, give me that!”

A barrier of light surrounded Bronzebeard, rejecting anyone trying to push in. They struck it with their weapons repeatedly, but it held solid.

“What…what the hell is this?”

Frederick and another male angel floated above them, looking imperiously down on them. “Cool your heads, and think calmly. Don’t you think it is wrong to betray your father like this, killing and causing the deaths of your brethren, your allies? Let us discuss the morals of acting for personal interest and find a way for both parties to get what they want ethically.”

Bronzebeard’s son looked at him like he was crazy. “What… What the hell are you on about? I don’t care about morals, and you’re not going to convince me otherwise. I’m taking this flag!”

Frederick examined his nails. “Those with weak values and lacking a strong, moral compass are merely instruments of chaos. We shall not allow those who do not understand or properly justify the implications of their actions to cause it. Set down your weapons, or you will be made to set them down.”

Bronzebeard’s son laughed. “Make us? You two fairies? How?”

“You lack imagination.” He gestured with his hands, and bindings of light wrapped around several of them like ropes.” Frederick then added, “Please, friends, do only restrain your brothers. We would not want to cause unnecessary harm.”

With the attack on the king thwarted, the dwarves and humans nearby quickly restrained the rest of the group of men, and some of the Quilboarfolk had arrived to assist. They surrounded and restrained the enemies and had the light bindings replaced with real ones.

It was at this time that Sable returned, handing Nick the other Battle Standard. It disappeared into motes of light and rushed inside his own.

[Flag Captured. Radius doubled, and empowerment increased. Lord Anders and his army have been ported out of the Event.]

With Nick’s radius increasing to nearly half a football field’s length and his wives returning, the monsters became even more manageable, despite their strength increasing as they went. The many goblins and orcs became easy to deal with, and Nick’s team began spearheading the formation even more.

The diregators chomped down on the frozen targets and tossed them aside, and the enemies were easily flanked by the trustworthy members of the jackalfolk army and dwarven armsmen, supported at range by the ratfolk and boarfolk.

Thanks to one army being eliminated and the effectiveness of his wives and Nick’s Aura, they took an even larger lead over the other coalition’s army. The creatures only continued to spawn faster and faster as they dealt with them, their lead broadening.

They somewhat expected that the enemy might try assaulting them, but it seemed they continued fighting on their side. From what Shak’terra told Nick, it became extremely difficult to break away, because as Nick was pushing this side, the spawns increased on the other before they could deal with them. This amounted to losses on the other side, and so Nick was glad that his force was never very far behind. Being routed was possible and dangerous for his people.

Their enemy’s plots had failed, and now only suicide missions had any real chance of turning things around. As they reached the center and pushed further toward the portals, the enemies got bigger and more deadly, but their size only made them bigger targets for the rain of arrows and spells thanks to Nick’s frozen dominion.

Eventually, they had cleared their side of enemies and closed their portals and started working on their enemy’s side, sealing the victory.

[Conflict: Proxy War - Complete – Finish off the monster armies to complete the challenge, you now may no longer attack the enemy coalition’s armies. The Victor: The Broken Chain Coalition. Reward to be placed at Coalition’s choice location within 1 week.]

They retreated to rest and waited for Lord Tagron’s armies to either win against the spawned monsters or flee.

Shak’terra appeared in front of Nick, laughing. “That Lord Tagron sure is pissed. They actually lost a fair amount of people to the monsters once the mages ran out of mana and you just kept pushing.”

The remaining monsters did eventually charge the coalition, but they were dealt with easily. The armies were eventually ported out of the challenge, arriving back at their camp. Nick had expected there to potentially be a fight when they got out of some kind, but he was more shocked by what he was seeing. First, he checked his prompt.

[Floor 19 Complete. Floor 20 is encounter-based. Proceed in your nation's or coalition’s best interest, and remain vigilant. Lord Tagron and his coalition are not likely to accept their defeat lying down.]

[Rewards upgraded, pending Ordeal Exit.]

It was an odd message. It meant that in a way, Orion hadn’t fully decided what his 20th Floor challenge would be–it depended on how they proceeded. What they did or how they did it could influence the difficulty or the contents of the challenge they faced. This stage was truly free-form, allowing Nick to come up with whatever method he chose for handling it.

Of course, they knew that the keep was likely under attack. But they had to prove this to Orion in order for the enemy lord to suffer sanctions or pay for their wrongdoing. And then, they had the difficult Lord Tagron and his army, who likely wished to wipe them out in the field before they could return.

Back at the camp, the angels of Litiana had shielded off an army of bandits, preventing their advance. Each attempt to breach the barrier was deterred by the many archers from his coalition firing at them. Their arrival broke the deadlock, Nick’s elite party rushing out.

Shara laughed as her horns sparkled starlight and she kept pace with Nick. He sliced through bandits and heavily armored mercenaries left and right, and her club swung out with her steps, crushing and sending them flying through the air.

“Haha, too weak! Try again in your next lives!” The woman was vicious, having a hatred for the lawless bandits, especially thanks to Blackthorne’s men.

Kaya was once again a whirlwind of axes as her tails flicked and she spun, cutting enemies down and without even slowing. The party and the reinforcements launching countless arrows through the air must have cut down more than a hundred in just a short period, but they continued to flee.

Nick knew that Orion’s penalty for attacking them at the Conflict location would only be if they could prove he was somehow responsible for the attack. And that its protection would only truly be for most of the day at most, and much of the valley they participated in the event.

It was best for them to hurry back to their keep, which may already be under attack. Still, he had Jasper and Ishkara grab a few bandits so he could attempt to question them.

“Noblefrost Army, halt the chase! We must prioritize heading back to our keep. The battle is not yet over. Follow Lord Brightclaw’s army.”

Nick turned to his side and saw Lord Tagron watching from the other side of the river, seething. Orion had set things up where someone would truly have to go out of their way to pursue and would penalize them for doing so besides.

He dashed back to Eirwen, “Winny. We need Shak’terra to–”

“She’s already on it, Hubby. I’ll even have her check the keep after doing a quick survey of our paths.”

“That spirit has certainly proved useful. I feel a little strange having her do most things.”

“Hehe, that’s why I was happy to pick her! She’s an experienced and capable subordinate. Many of us can achieve the same things, but she’s just faster and more effective at them.”

It was true. While Shak’terra was like a Swiss Army knife, a tool that solved all his issues, Sable and Eirwen had long since been able to accomplish many of the same things. She was just a bit faster thanks to having a spiritual body for travel and was more capable at speaking to the spirits and more.

Eirwen was perfectly capable of speaking to the spirits and reaching much further and faster in scouting than most, but she still couldn’t hold a candle to Shak’terra.

“Well, I appreciate both her and you. She fills in a number of areas we were lacking, just like you planned. You’re awesome, Winny.”

Rebecca nodded with a smile. “Winny’s Class and her capabilities are amazing. When we reach the Third Stratum and increase our wisdom, we should be able to match Shak’terra’s capabilities a bit better, but she does have curses and other magics we likely can never be skilled with. She’s a great addition.”

Winny’s ears were wiggling, and her tail swayed a little in pride. “Hehe, thanks! I’m glad I can help us all in a big way now.”

They continued their march out of the valley, making sure to make haste. Eventually, Shak’terra appeared.

“Bad news. The keep is under siege by Prince Tagron and a few of the minor nobles of the coalition kingdoms, but that is not their real plot. They have been sieging nearly since we began the Proxy War this morning, and what they are doing is carving a path through the terrain. Using earth mages, they are building a land bridge that will get them over the mountain and bypass the keep.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad. We just need to stop the mages and collapse the bridge right?”

“That’s not all. It looks like they plan on hitting this army. Lord Tagron has a contingent of strong knights and his best subordinates on powerful mounts, and his army is moving to intercept us on our way back despite needing to move further through our territory. Then, the monsters have been stirred up, and it seems our journey back would be even more challenging than our way here. If we planned on taking the original path back, he’d surely catch us long before we could arrive.”

Nick chuckled. “Rough. They’re pulling out all the stops to kill us. I didn’t think they’d go this far, but I think it’s well within our plans.”

It seemed this facsimile world had much more powerful mounts than what was present on his shard. Though, a several-hour charge was very different from months of travel.

Their march continued until they crested over a hill, arriving at a forest adjacent to a river. There were also hundreds of stumps present; the area had every tree cut down. Numerous large makeshift rafts awaited, made of a dozen logs and tied together with rope. There were many spare logs just waiting to be turned into rafts, as they weren’t completed.

This was part of why his family was so exhausted the night before. His party had moved ahead, and his lovely red panda lumberjack really went to town on all the trees with many of the others, enabling them to quickly build out a fair number of the rafts using rope or Jasmine’s petrasilk thread. They could build out the last of them as they loaded the army onto them.

Nick smiled at his preparations. “Now everyone. It’s time for our army to disappear.”


Chapter 28 - The Bargain



Building out the final rafts as they loaded people on, the frogloks riding diregators then pulled the rafts to increase their speed. There were some more narrow, rocky parts of the river that required them to truly have control over both the flow and the amount of water to pass safely. This was one of the reasons Nick was sure Lord Tagron, or more importantly his subordinates, wouldn’t see this move coming at all.

A few frogloks and their diregator went with each raft, carrying roughly fifteen to twenty-five soldiers, depending on the races of those being moved. With around eight hundred soldiers, nearly fifty rafts were necessary.

There were not quite enough diregators. A few frogloks and the more talented drakan elemental shamans helped with the last few rafts, and a few of the smaller races, like the ratfolk and the moon gnoll females, joined in riding the diregators themselves with harnesses. Lastly, a few boats were brought out of storage, a few of the lords having sophisticated items like Nick’s portable cottage.

Jasper and Ishkara froze enough ice that with Nick was able to help direct them to make a barge of frost, fitting even more people of his own and guided by Luna and the drakan shamans.

It shaved hours from their journey, making the path even more direct than the winding valley roads. Without the monsters riled up in the forests, only the moon gnolls, jackalfolk, and mantisfolk could really make their way through the forest at even close to the same speed. With the monsters enraged in the forest, this seemed to be the only path to evade their enemy.

So with their river travel, there was no way for Lord Tagron to catch up to them. They arrived near their keep, shaving several hours from their journey, and with hopefully enough time to spare, ready to hit the enemy from two locations.

Jasmine and Sable had worked to take out a few of the enemy’s scouts on the way, as it did appear Lord Tagron did eventually have some eyes on the forest. But they likely hadn’t caught them all, and he had probably learned about their dodging of his intercepting force but was unable to do anything to stop them.

Nick had managed to question the bandits in a forced dream and learned that Lord Tagron’s subordinate had at least been smart enough for plausible deniability; they weren’t aware of who hired them.

It wasn’t enough proof for him to swear to Orion. However, it may not even matter. Attacking them on their way back or attacking the keep at the time of the Conflict was definitely going against Orion’s Will; Conflicts were sacred, and using them to take advantage of an enemy kingdom was something that sanctions could be created–drawing from the tower’s essence of those involved, in addition to economical costs.

They marched until the mages and mercenaries were in clear view. There were a little over two hundred of them, no match for their army. Their coalition started lining up their ranks in the adjacent forest, and the enemy hadn’t spotted them within the trees, completely unsuspecting.

Lord Brightclaw called out to Orion.

“Orion, hear this Lord’s words. I have witnessed the enemy coalitions unsanctioned attacks on my lands during our Conflict, breaking the sanctity of the event. I ask for the right to carry out justice and that the enemy kingdoms involved in breaking the spirit of the Rules of Conflicts be heavily penalized.”

A golden ring of light emanated from Brightclaw, pulsing outward. The light spread across the environment, and it headed over to where the keep sat, which was not fully visible through the heavily forested location they now traveled through.

[Orion hears the Lord’s plea. For breaking the spirit of the Rules of Conflict for the Proxy War, sanctions against the involved members of the opposing coalition have been increased. Your Control Radius has increased to encompass more of the surrounding lands, and theirs has been pushed back as a result of this penalty.

However, this area was within the enemy’s Control Radius at the start of their attack, and they had used tools of their Paths to initiate their own Case for War. Lord Tagron’s Sovereign Destiny allows him to initiate attacks against non-city structures within the second ring of his Control Radius. His attacks may continue, but you can protect your land without granting the enemy additional Cases for War.]

Brightclaw was shocked. “Second ring? Just how did he push his Control Radius so much and so fast?”

They had chosen this location explicitly because it was outside of that radius, and by a fair margin. But it seemed their enemy had found a way around this.

Bronzebeard grunted. “If he’s offering people like my son Ordeal Cornerstones for their success, it stands to reason he may have more than one spare. He may have established a city closer to us recently.”

Nick shook his head. “We’ve been scouting his lands daily. The only possibility is he added Ordeals to his main city.”

Lord Regios shook his head. “He risks a Tribulation? How foolish. With multiple Ordeals, all it takes is waiting too long to start a climb, a failed climb, or retreating because you couldn’t finish a floor, and then your people will be the ones who suffer. Greedy.”

Nick sweated a little about that and scratched his neck. It had been fine up to now, but he was also playing a dangerous game having many Ordeals in his city. However, his people benefitted, and they needed all the advantages they could get to grow as fast as possible to be able to stand up to Blackthorne.

It was possible to give up some of the benefits and move an Ordeal to a new location, effectively establishing a new city and reducing the risk of a Tribulation. Perhaps he would look into this after he beat Blackthorne, but for now, he’d have to stay the course.

“Let’s wait for our scouts to return before we move.”

They waited a minute, and Shak’terra returned from her most recent scouting trip. “It’s not looking good, Young Master. We don’t have a lot of time.”

“What’s going on?”

“Lord Tagron is coming with some powerful knights on mounts–you know that. But he has a gigantic creature with his army now too. I don’t know how it obscured itself from me, but it was likely what riled up all the monsters in that forest. It’s not just in the Third Stratum, but also an immense size and has a powerful bloodline. We need to hurry, or they’ll catch us out in the open.”

“How much time do we have?”

“If you hurry, you should be able to make it in before the knights arrive. Under an hour.”

“Try to find out when the rest of his Proxy War forces will arrive.”

“I’ll do what I can. But something is making it hard for me to speak with the spirits in the area. It’s either that beast or…something else.”

That was ominous. “What could obscure things from you?”

“Plenty of monsters in the Third Stratum could; I doubt it is any of those subordinates of his. I’m only powered by Winny right now, and that limits my potential strength.”

“Alright, just do your best and be careful, then. I’m sure we’ll make it to the keep okay.”

She nodded and left, and Nick called out to the coalition. “Alright, Broken Chains! Let’s split up and hit both forces at once. We move to capture these men ahead of us, then march double time to catch up to those heading to the keep! Do not chase the enemy into the woods if they flee. We must not get caught out from our defenses if we have a hope of winning this!””

Nick directed the two groups, making sure his slower allies made their way to the keep first.

Defeating the mercenaries and earth mages was simple–they did not even put up a fight when their much larger, split army of more than four hundred came from behind. The soldiers and mages quickly dropped their weapons and were chained up. The land bridge was about half-built, what was effectively a large ramp that bypassed a low point in the mountain to reach a plateau.

Of course, they had surveyed for possibilities like this when they chose where to place a keep. It wasn’t actually a great path for weaker cultivators. Only an elite team could really get that much further up the mountain pass and to a path they could use to hit the keep from behind or bypass the keep entirely. Unless they planned for a much longer siege…

He wondered just what Tagron’s game was here. Was he just hedging his bets? If the mages had more time, a few days, he could bypass the keep. But maybe, despite this bridge being incomplete, some elite forces had already passed through.

Nick could now run on air without his Cloak of Twilight, and most of his wives would have no issues leaping and climbing; Winny could have comically walked up the mountain at level 1 with no issues, and someone who mastered their essence control could easily make their feet and hands grip or stick to cliff faces the same way. Of course, they’d be incredibly vulnerable during that time, so it was not a great idea for a large army to do.

Watching the men get chained up, Nick was surprised when there was a class and school of magic meant for draining the mana and essence from prisoners to make them less dangerous and less of a flight risk, but Lord Regios had people specialized in this.

Some of the special collars the slave merchants used would stop the mixture of mind and soul essence, which would prevent them from building up mana. Essence was powerful on its own, which was why special measures needed to be taken for prisoners that might attempt to overpower their captors and escape.

The slave brand’s light mental compulsion helped with this, and this was also why control rods were necessary. For getting people to march though, the jackalfolk who used the draining curse were effective enough.

When they arrived at the keep, it seemed the opposing army had already pulled back from their siege. Despite their best efforts to eliminate scouts, word had somehow gotten to them. Only two dozen people stood in chains, the soldiers captured.

Nick noted to the other lords, “Looks like we only caught a few of them out. Let’s hurry and get into the keep.”

The soldiers marched up and into the keep, bringing the prisoners inside. About half of their forces had gotten inside already when a cloud of dust from horses could be seen in the distance.

Nick and the other lords gathered on the top of the battlements above the gate. The fortifications with crenellations overlooked the path, and his wives all joined him above. The lords had their own personal guards standing nearby.

Nick was happy to see Lothar, Renzou, and various other facsimiles of his subordinates ready for their defense. He had left several capable ones here to help defend, and it seemed they did a fair enough job in holding the fort by the amount of blood below. While he did not see any corpses, he could tell a few enemy soldiers had been slain.

Eirwen had plenty of means of scouting even without Shak’terra. She was simply what made it easy mode. The sheep girl cast several spells, her eyes glowing white as she consulted the spirits, and she did frown every few minutes.

“I see what Shak’terra was saying. There’s some presence obscuring my talks with the elemental spirits in the area. But there are a lot of presences coming, hundreds nearby. I cannot look further.”

Eventually, the army could be seen and counted coming down the path. Sable had eyes on the forest, and they spoke through their Soulscape.

[Looks like about four hundred, Boss. And there’s some kind of monster. It looks pretty tough.]

It seemed the army they were besieging the keep with came back along with Lord Tagron’s knights. This made the enemy’s army rather respectable, but it wasn’t all that they could bring to bear. It was only a matter of time before the armies from the Proxy War event showed up. Nick wasn’t sure why this amount would come to the gate at all, and he was sure it wasn’t for anything good.

The knights who arrived were powerful, clearly Lord Tagron’s strongest combatants. These were people specialized in facing armies, and Nick only partially understood why some of these men were not used in the Proxy War.

His plan from the beginning was probably to wipe out the coalition and pay the price. The Proxy War would not allow the lords to die inside the war itself, so their plan was to intercept them on the way home. If the knights were tired or weakened from fighting, they just might not be able to do that.

The giant monster arrived next.

Trees tumbled as they were shoved aside, and a monster that almost looked humanoid strode through. Its flesh was brown with spots of blue, a mixture between scaled and furred. It had a wild mane of blood-red hair, with horns curled upward like a crown. Able to stand on two legs, and with a lion’s or wolf’s muzzle and deadly sharp teeth and long arms with claws closer to a human’s than not, this creature was dangerous. It had a large spiked tail, looking like that of a reptile’s.

Rebecca was shocked. “A beast king!”

Eirwen noted, “It’s collared.”

Nick frowned. “I guess that’s the thing that got all the beasts riled up. A pet.”

Luna sighed. "I wonder if we can somehow free it? Much better than fighting it."

Rebecca replied, "Winny can have Shak'terra check when she returns, but I doubt it. A collar that can control that kind of monster at all is going to be powerful, and that kind of monster is truly savage. Freeing it will just make it kill indiscriminately."

Lord Tagron and his son, Prince Tagron, arrived at the front of the army on their thoroughbred horses.

The prince hoisted a figure up by its bindings, and it made Lord Brightclaw’s eyes widen in shock. It was a tied-up ratfolk woman, holding an infant in her arms. “My wife, and my heir! How…how could this happen?”

The elf noble grinned and, using essence, spoke loud enough for them to hear them up on the battlements. “We know you’re up there, Brightclaw. You protected them well in your Crown Sanctum. But it wasn’t enough. All it took was a little fire and some rumors to lure them out of their disgusting nest. Now, if you want them alive, little rat, you’ll have to join my father’s kingdom.”

Lord Regios looked over at Lord Brightclaw, his eyes narrowing in disdain as he looked down on the shorter lord. “I thought we all agreed to defend our loved ones together here at the fortress. You already had two attacks on your life back at your city. How could you think your home was safer for them?”

Not everyone’s Crown Sanctum was built stronger than a fortress, like Nick’s. Even now, at the peak of the Second Stratum, he could hardly put a dent in the side of it. But everyone else’s was dependent upon their own investment. Most materials had numerous downsides that could be exploited, and no Crown Sanctum was truly a hundred percent safe.

A determined, prepared adversary could get around most protections unless someone truly invested a ton in their own protection–something the people in his coalition did not have. Nick had Shak’terra to shore up the wards at this current location, and Regios had some interesting resources for that, but the others had to pay huge amounts of money for specialists that could not always be trusted. Nick was blessed in many ways, both in Frosthaven and the fake one.

Lord Brightclaw was wringing his hands. “I just… didn’t trust those we left behind to protect them! And I wasn’t necessarily wrong to–just look at what happened with Bronzebeard’s son! Who knows who we could trust!”

Nick was a little bothered that Lord Brightclaw hadn’t trusted them, but he understood the truth–that complaining about it now did nothing and that this was half of Lord Tagron’s goal to build distrust.

“Brightclaw is right. While he was distrustful and he made a mistake, this just as easily could have happened to any one of us, our enemy searching and finding any weakness of ours. Still, this is a problem.”

He considered sending Sable down there for rescue, but Prince Tagron and the hostages were very close to the powerful lord and several of his elite subordinates. One was a mage of some kind and may actually be early in the Third Stratum as well. While he was sure Sable might be able to get in and hit someone or something hard, escaping or rescuing a wife and baby was far from a sure thing, even with Jasmine supporting.

Lord Tagron dismounted from his horse and stepped forward. The elven man was wearing gunmetal gray armor with gold filigrees. The plates were in disconnected pieces to cover critical areas on his chest and stomach, with what looked like a brighter, thin chain shirt underneath. With gauntlets and greaves not much different from Nick’s, it seemed like quite the utilitarian armor.

But then he wore a regal red cloak and a crown on his head rather than a helmet, and his long, black, straight hair combined with his elvish looks made him look rather feminine to Nick. He had a sword at his waist, a thinner blade that looked like a rapier or dueling saber in its scabbard.

“Greetings, Broken Chain Coalition. I had decided to make this the day that I wiped your coalition from Orion, but I am forced to admit you performed well outside my expectations. Many know that I am a man that cannot take a loss like this just lying down. You can sate my anger by simply giving up one member of your coalition.”

The elven lord continued, “If you give over Lord Brightclaw I will back off with my army today, returning to my homeland. Thanks to the sanctions from your victory, you even get to keep this fortress. In fact, nearly nothing changes–for you. You only lose this little weasel and his useless trash people, ready to fight again another day. And if not…”

He gestured to his side, and the beast king roared, its wail shaking the ground beneath them. It picked up a huge boulder and launched it through the air, the size of it nearly that of a car. It crashed into the wall, tearing apart a crenellation and nearly killing several archers who dodged out of the way at the last moment.

Nick scoffed at that. They hadn’t activated the defensive formation just yet. If it was active, that wouldn’t have done a single thing.

“Then, I’ll just have to continue today. I will destroy this fortress, and there is nothing you can do to stop me. You have relied on the fact that it would be far too costly for me to attack from the front, but that will no longer work now that you’ve angered me and I am now here. My remaining forces will arrive before the end of the day, and we will destroy these walls brick by brick if we must, and then you shortly after.”

The words he used tickled Nick’s Soul Sense. He said, ‘My remaining forces’ will arrive before the end of the day. This was an intentional obfuscation of the truth, and Nick took it to mean it was his forces or just not the entire coalition’s that were arriving.

Lord Tagron continued, “So what’s it going to be? The rat is going to want to bend the knee anyway; I have his wife and heir, after all. Isn’t this the best outcome for your coalition, to let him do so? Because mark my words. Anyone who stands against me today will find themselves collared or slain; I will chase you to the ends of Orion to make it so. Even you, Bronzebeard.”

Brightclaw’s clawed hands were curled into fists drawing blood from his hands, and his tail was lashing in irritation. “It… was my mistake, after all. There’s…nothing that can be done. Either I stay with you lords and give up my wife and child, and we are forced to face that monster and his coalition, and all of us fall on top of that…or I go down there, and…everyone is fine for a while.”

Lord Bronzebeard frowned. “I don’t like it, my friend, but… I don’t think I can risk my people and kingdom in this way. I’m of the mind that we must offer the one to save the many in this case.”

Lord Quilbane snorted, shaking his head. “It’s only a matter of time before he’ll be after the rest of us. Without Brightclaw and his nearby city supplying it, it’ll be hard for us to hold this fort. I’d rather go down fighting with the advantage of a keep we painstakingly built than for my people at home to be the ones in danger once again.”

Lord Regios looked at the enemies arrayed in front of them. “We know they will be well over a thousand strong. Our fortress we built together is formidable, but the man has countless resources and is in the Third Stratum himself. Who’s to say he won’t just bypass the fortress and besiege us from both sides? Letting him have Lord Brightclaw and his people may not be a mere concession. It might be our only path to survival.”

Nick was wondering where Shak’terra was, because she had not yet returned. He wanted to know about the reinforcements, but a flash of gold light spread out across the valley, and the entire world suddenly went monochrome, everything freezing–except for Nick, and he looked around in shock.

A stone archway rose next to him from the ground up on the battlements and he was given a Menu prompt.

[Floor 20 - The Trial of the Hero King. Lord Brightclaw’s life and his kingdom hang in the balance against a tyrant who stands against your Chosen Path. Brightclaw is a denizen of the tower, and whether his people die or not, it has no influence on you or the things you value. But he represents the challenge you will face, the undeniable barrier between a Hero and a King.

Can you risk your life, your kingdom, and everything you built and value just to do what is right? To uphold your promise to Lord Brightclaw and your Pact to walk the Hero's Path, to be a protector of the weak, a beacon of heroism?

Prove it to Orion, prove it to the Essence, and prove it to yourself that you can, and you will do it and succeed as many times as it is necessary. Find conviction in your Chosen Path, die trying, or flee and accept that your Chosen Path is folly.]

[Objective: Use any means within your Chosen Path to find a way to rescue Lord Brightclaw and a satisfactory number of his people from the deadly Lord Tagron. Rewards based on success levels of the objective. Failure after attempting will lead to a Tribulation, if you can escape. The exit portal, should you not use this one, is in your Crown Sanctum.

Resuming time in thirty seconds. If you flee, your companions will be ported out. If you do not take this option now, it will not be given again.]

It was giving Nick a chance to find his own means of achieving the goal. His wives were frozen at this moment, and he was given a moment to think.

He was a little surprised that his wives were frozen, but he understood. Nick was a Lord of Orion, and it was a simple fact that as much as he loved them and valued their opinions, they were not. Orion saw that this decision was his and his alone.

He looked at the frozen Lord Tagron in the distance, along with the monster. The monster was at least as powerful as that Devilsaur Matriarch he faced, or Thresh, with Lord Tagron being slightly weaker, he judged.

Nick had come a long way in the last few months, and he was in tip-top shape, none of his resources consumed unlike when he faced the dangerous creature. Would it be enough? Could he bet his life, his kingdom, on his victory over these enemies?

The Menu prompt was right, however. If he backed down now, he’d lose conviction in his paths, his Chosen Path. He would not face a Tribulation if he fled while the world was frozen, but he knew it would not be far off. Only if he attempted and failed would that happen.

Nick wasn’t being railroaded into anything. He had options on how to handle this situation, from sneaking to rescue Brightclaw after they gave him over to convincing the lords in the keep to join him in whatever plan he came up with. He could even challenge Lord Tagron to a duel of lords–if he could convince him to do so.

There were dozens of ways for him to resist this threat, even if the hostage situation made things complicated. Though, most of them were incredibly risky, but oddly, the prompt didn’t actually say anything about the hostages. Perhaps Lord Brightclaw himself would be incredibly difficult to save if he didn’t, perhaps even do something like kill himself out of grief, and it was just a cause and effect. Nick didn’t know the reason for Orion’s objective aside from if he was going to stay true to his Chosen Path, he was already fairly limited, so perhaps it left things mostly open. Or, like Irene theorized, it knew the future things that Nick might plan on doing. Unnerving.

And following his Chosen Path, his two paths as a whole, was the same as his being true to himself and what he believed in. That Lord Brightclaw wasn’t real did not actually matter–though something about that nagged at him in the back of his mind.

He needed to find a path to victory, one that could force Lord Tagron to give over his hostages and allow him to fight on a fair, or as close to it as possible, playing field. As a Lord of Orion who walked the Path of Kings, he could never send his people and wives off to battle where there was nearly zero chance for victory, even if it was somehow the most righteous, most heroic thing to do.

It went against his Dominion of Frost and Fealty, where his subordinate’s loyalty was returned with duty and responsibility of his own. Sacrificing a bunch of people in that situation for his morality was not something he could accept.

And because he also walked the Hero’s Path, he couldn’t give up just because the going got tough. He had to find a balance now and find a way to victory like walking a tightrope. With his Chosen Path he would have to continue walking the razor’s edge for the rest of his life. He had to make the impossible possible and make the possible a near certainty and triumph.

Nick’s look was solemn as he came to his decision, time suddenly continuing as the archway lowered away and disappeared. His wives looked around surprised as they likely saw Nick’s prompt, gasping and making surprised sounds as they took it in.

“I’m sorry, Lord Brightclaw.”

Seeing Nick’s expression and hearing his words, Lord Brightclaw’s eyes widened before his shoulders slumped in resignation, and tears streamed down his furred cheeks. His voice trembled as he spoke. “I… figured something like this would happen. You…were truly special, Nicholas Noblefrost. Of all the lords I’ve ever met, you were the one I truly believed could somehow make the impossible possible, but once again… as I expected–”

“What are you on about? You think I’m giving up on you, Brightclaw? That’s some bullshit right there, my friend. I made a promise to you, and there’s no way I’m going to let that guy walk all over us without a fight.” He turned to look at each of the other lords, drawing their attention. “Let me ask you lords a question: If he’s so strong, why’s he offering us to back down? He can win here and now, can’t he? Why wait at all?”

Bronzebeard frowned. “Well, it’s because the cost in–”

Nick was incredulous. “Really? We just got some amazing, majestic canyon from Orion by beating him, didn’t we? All of our kingdoms have value, and if he could win today and take over our kingdoms in days or weeks rather than months or years, you better believe he would. But he has seen our strength. He has doubts. With his hostage, he probably planned on forcing Brightclaw to open the gates for him or to otherwise turn on us when we met on the field of battle, but that just didn’t work out–he didn’t intercept our army.”

Recognition touched the Lord’s eyes, and they nodded in understanding.

Nick continued, “We were too fast, always one step ahead of him, just like how we thwarted nearly every single one of his plots and made him pay for them for the last few months. I know it–he doesn’t want to fight us inside this keep today. He wants us to fight one another, to build distrust and go against that which we believe, and crumble our resolve. So that the next time, we make another compromise. Another concession. Until eventually, there are none of us left to stand together.”

Lord Regios shook his head. “Even if what you say is true, that doesn’t solve the issue of the hostage, and that it is not a risk I am able to take. We–”

Lord Brightclaw frowned, shaking his head, and interrupting. “Wait a minute, why the hell did you apologize to me? You’re making it sound like you want to fight for me!”

“Because…to do that and keep my promise… Jasmine, now.”

Light-imbued webbing was shot from the side, wrapping around and covering Lord Brightclaw’s arms and covering his entire body in a steady spray from neck to toe. Nick’s wives positioned themselves in front of the guards and lords, stopping them from rushing in as Jasmine went forward and kept Lord Brightclaw from falling flat on his face.

The guards shouted, “You! What are you doing!”

“Stop them! They’re attacking our lord!”

Nick turned to the other lords and the ratfolk soldiers preparing to fight for their lord. “I swear that no harm will come to Lord Brightclaw, and I am doing this with the intention of saving his wife and child and protecting you and the kingdom he stands for. Will you stand against those who seek to protect your lord?”

They froze and hesitated–which was all that Nick really needed.

Nick grasped Brightclaw’s shoulder, meeting his eyes with determination in his gaze. The man was filled with shock, his eyes going wild. “I’m keeping my promise, my friend. I promise your trust and belief in me was not misplaced. I have a plan, and I am nearly able to guarantee your wife and child’s safety. I’m so certain that I will take responsibility if it does not.”

Lord Brightclaw’s eyes widened, but Nick didn’t want to give him much more time to think about it. Ever ready with odd paraphernalia, his maid put a blindfold around his eyes, and earplugs were stuffed in his ears.

It wasn’t that you needed to speak to call upon Orion as a lord. It was entirely possible to swear an Oath from within the Menu, so Nick needed Brightclaw’s trust.

Lord Tagron’s voice was heard. “What’s taking you lords so long to answer? If you do not answer in–What’s the meaning of this!”

And there it was. This was the reason why Nick did what he did–he didn’t have the time to explain his full plan and get buy-in. And he didn’t want Lord Tagron to hear what he had in mind as that would hurt his bargaining power.

It was only moments before Lord Tagron would try to force a resolution. To use expediency as a bargaining tactic. He didn’t doubt that Lord Tagron could hear them or had someone who could from the battlements at all; things just moved a little too quickly for him to really call out to them.

If he shouted out that Brightclaw had a minute to agree or they would die, or something like this, then Nick would have had no time at all. He had a lot of convincing to do.

In his Soulscape, he had done his best to outline his plan to his wives, and that was the real reason he hadn’t executed everything right away. It was difficult for him to nearly talk in two places at once, so he froze mid-sentence in his Soulscape a couple of times, but he got most of his messages across.

Following Nick’s thoughts, Jasmine had placed a chair from Winny’s pack next to where Nick would stand. Then, she placed Brightclaw onto it gently as Nick leaped up and stood on the battlement crenulation next to him, interrupting Lord Tagron’s tirade.

“Lord Tagron. Sorry for the wait, Lord Brightclaw is a bit indisposed. He cannot see or hear you.”

The shocked look on Lord Tagron’s face was quickly smoothed out. “Ah, Lord Noblefrost. I’d say it’s a pleasure to finally meet you, but that would be a lie. You’re the one who’s been a thorn in my side.” He frowned before he chuckled and shook his head. “So you’re taking away some of the power of my hostages. It seems I underestimate you at every turn.”

Nick chuckled, looking down on the lord beneath them. It was a bit of an awkward conversation, with Lord Tagron and his son holding the hostage about thirty yards away, but it was easy with essence to enhance one’s voice to where it could be heard a distance away.

“Well, I have a feeling you’re not going to like me even more in a moment. You see, I want those hostages back, and I don’t want to give up Brightclaw either. So how about a trade?”

“Are you referring to the Canyon that should be mine any–”

“No, not that–we’ll be keeping that. I was hoping to trade those hostages for me.”

“For you?”

“Yes. Return the hostages, and I will face you here and now on the field of battle with my army, immediately, outside of our keep. Before whatever reinforcements you might have arrive.”

The man was silent for a moment. In all, the numbers were close to even, Nick imagined. Just, their enemy had people who were, on average, at a higher level, and then they had that big monster and Lord Tagron himself. Anyone would see that Lord Tagron had a significant advantage, and that wasn’t including whatever other plots the man had lying in wait.

Lord Tagron replied, “The army in front of you versus your army? How did you think this offer would interest me?”

“Because. If you don’t take it, we will fight you from inside the keep, and just when you’re about to break through…we’ll leave, after costing you hundreds of men. You think I’m not prepared for your army, even that beast? This keep has protective formations and siege equipment inside. We’ll rain hell down on you, and you won’t get your revenge on any of us today, and we’ll fight you on another. Maybe we’ll even just rebuild it again the moment you leave. Your coalition’s army can’t chase after us forever; they cannot actually attack our cities without a Case for War and you won’t be able to hold this fortress. This little mountain is a problem for your army to cross, but it is not for mine. Without Brightclaw, you have nothing.”

Nick grinned at that and continued, “Those sanctions on you led by Orion will only grow greater after today. I bet your allies are not happy about this, and it’s costing you a lot of political capital with them. In fact, they’re not all coming this way at all, are they? Your allies are not as close as our coalition is, and your loss has them pretty pissed. How many of your coalition members are actually coming? Let’s hear it. Say it, and swear it.”

Lord Tagron’s eye twitched, and despite him being pretty impassive up to now, his face twisted for a moment in anger before it was smoothed out. “I see. You have what you think is a compelling argument. But can you really deliver on this scenario that just played out in that delusional mind of yours? Will Lord Bronzebeard and Lord Regios side with you and face me, even if I slay the hostages? I know Lord Regios is on the fence. Any that stay in that keep will be the targets of my ire. Will they stand against me knowing they become my sworn enemy?”

Thankfully, Shak’terra had come back. She didn’t interrupt the conversation, but she confirmed with Winny that only two of the four contingents from the Proxy War continued to the keep. It’d still be a difficult challenge, especially with that monster, but Nick knew they could make them pay quite the price in blood in a siege, if not outright fighting them off completely.

And unfortunately, she confirmed that they likely could not free the beast king. Even if they somehow destroyed the thick Third Stratum control collar, the monster was a beast of rage and blood. It would fight until it died.

Nick shook his head. “Ignoring my question? Your silence affirms the truth of my words. If your whole coalition was coming you’d happily agree and swear it.” He turned back to the lords, looking over them. “What do you think, Lord Regios? You’ve heard it, and I’ve confirmed it with my scout; only one army of his coalition comes. Will you go with my plan now? We can win here and now. Swear that if he kills the hostages, you’ll stand against him with me and make this keep a pain in the ass to take. Believe in me and my ability to win, or believe in Lord Tagron. Which will it be?”

He added, “You have very little to lose today. If I lose, you guys can just leave the keep, because there’s no way that he’ll have enough forces to do anything significant after my fight is over with. Anything this man in front of us says is a lie regarding him chasing you down. His Sovereign Destiny means you will never be safe from him without an Oath and even with it…he used those mercenaries today. He will use them again. And don’t forget his mindset. He sees that canyon we won today as his. The one your men just fought and bled for. It’s Orion’s Will that it is ours.”

Lord Regios was frowning in thought, but Lord Bronzebeard chuckled as he stroked his beard. “I’ve gained a lot from this coalition, and I still think I have a lot to gain. I don’t think enough to stick my citizens’ necks out for others when there’s no chance of victory, but after hearing Lord Noblefrost’s words, I think we do have a chance–a chance to become even more. I think Lord Regios had it backwards. Fighting and winning is likely our only chance for survival. Maybe not today for me, but tomorrow. The bigger the fat lip I give him today, the longer it will take him to heal up and arrive on my doorstep.”

He leaped up onto the battlement next to Nick.

“I, Lord Bronzebeard, swear that if those hostages die, my people and I will defend this keep as the coalition had planned. I will do everything in my power to make you suffer a great cost, Lord Tagron.”

Lord Tagron’s face took on a look of both anger and shock, and Nick couldn’t help but smile. Bronzebeard was probably the one he thought would never swear, having too little to gain. While some dwarves were greedy, many tempered this with honor. They built deep partnerships based on their gains, and Nick understood it almost like they had a connection to karma in relation to money, even if they never worded it as such.

The benefits Nick’s coalition provided to Bronzebeard up to now, including thwarting his son’s betrayal, were weighed against the cost of resisting Lord Tagron as if on a scale, and Bronzebeard decided to side with the coalition. If anything, Lord Tagron’s greedy action to win the Proxy War had hurt him here.

Lord Regios hesitated, but he jumped up to the battlements and spoke. “Let Orion hear me, that I swear the same. If either of those hostages dies, I will make sure you pay for it, Lord Tagron.”

Lord Quilbane snorted and did the same, as Nick had expected. Lord Quilbane and his people hated Lord Tagron the most because of the many mercenary raids in his lands. He knew Tagron was the cause, and the fortress had finally brought that down to an absolute minimum and allowed his people to thrive. He knew if this fortress fell, he and his people would likely be next.

Lord Tagron frowned at that. “You really are the one, aren’t you, Lord Noblefrost? The one who has defeated me and my efforts at every turn. Who defies expectation. And this is my chance to wipe you out for good.” He smirked. “I see that my hostage does have considerable value then, since it forces you to fight me today. Very well, I would much rather have you than that rat. We could settle this as lords, but I think that would be rather boring. I want you to see your people suffer for your choices, the cost for following this lord who went against my Sovereign Destiny. That way your weak coalition will see that joining me is inevitable.”

Nick nearly rolled his eyes. What happened next was an infuriating back and forth, but eventually, Nick swore if the hostages arrived back to Brightclaw within the fort unharmed and not tampered with, they would meet on the field of battle a distance away from the base of the keep in under fifteen minutes. There were a few other stipulations, like Nick couldn’t flee if Lord Tagron was still alive and hadn’t fled the field of battle, really forcing Nick to be in a hurry to win their battle.

And that only the forces of the Noblefrost Kingdom would participate; no members of the coalition could interfere with the battle, lest Nick himself pay the price in blood. Thankfully, this last part was nothing for him to be concerned about because of the Oaths they had sworn to each other before. They couldn’t participate to harm him, and they’d watch their forces for treachery.

The hostages–Brightclaw’s wife and child–were let go. Nick did have a plan waiting in the wings for Jasmine and Sable to attempt a rescue, but as he originally had thought, it was way too much of a long shot. Most importantly, Lord Tagron had seen Sable and knew what she did as she stole that flag. So that meant it was that much more likely he would have been able to handle her or was otherwise somehow ready for her.

Shak’terra checked the wife and heir out, along with the angels of Litiana and even some specialists from Lord Regios’ army, finding that thankfully, they had not been tampered with. Their souls looked healthy too.

As they uncovered Lord Brightclaw’s eyes and removed his earplugs and bindings, the man saw his wife and child in front of him.

He cried as he wrapped his arms around them, and the woman’s sobbing, whimpering apologies were almost unintelligible. Nick gave them a minute for their tearful reunion as his men marched out the front gate and headed to the base of the keep, but eventually it was time.

“I must go, Lord Brightclaw. I’ll be back in under an hour, so watch for it.”

Lord Brightclaw chuckled incredulously, then it built into a laugh. “You…you did it. You really did it when nobody ever could. But…at what cost? You can’t beat him!”

Nick frowned at Lord Brightclaw’s wording. It was strange, but his breaths came in short gasps, his face covered in tears and mucus from him and from his wife. His head was probably in a strange place, as Nick’s would be if such a thing happened to his wife and kid and his kingdom was hanging in the balance.

“It was me who talked everyone into standing up to him, and now, I must settle it. I cannot stand for tyrants, and I am fighting for my people’s future. I am risking them and myself, true, but make no mistake: I intend to win, to defeat this evil threat to all of our peoples.”

Nick wanted to rant a lot more about what he didn’t like about Lord Tagron and how he was a failure of a lord, but he really did not have the time. Also, one of the angels was looking over, and he did not want to spark another debate.

Lord Brightclaw hesitated. “Wait. What…what was the oath you gave?”

He shared the Lord’s Oath he had from Orion and said goodbye before he jumped down from the parapet. It was time for battle, and the Keeper had made sure that it wouldn’t be easy. But there was a path to victory, and Nick would come through as the hero for his coalition, just as he planned to do if this was his true home.


Chapter 29 - Nick and Luna - The Battle Begins



This battle needed to happen quickly, and it felt like Lord Tagron was stalling near the end with his negotiations. His reinforcements would arrive within an hour, and at that point, it would be Nick’s loss if his forces hadn’t won.

And Shak’terra already caught another hidden plot. Despite them stopping that ramp construction, a force of mercenaries and bandits had arrived at the unfinished land bridge from their kingdom’s side, and it appeared to be meeting up with the bandits from before. Since they had dashed through the cleared forest of monsters somehow, they had managed to pass through quickly.

They were to potentially make their way over and come up from the other side of the keep–and now, most likely, to join Lord Tagron’s army in the fight instead. If the lords took his bargain and gave up Lord Brightclaw, they would be lying in wait in that forest to ambush one or more of the lords on their way home and assassinate them, more than likely.

Thankfully, Nick had an answer to these forces. But he doubted that Lord Tagron knew he did. Their party of ten plus two soul servants moved at a near jogging pace, catching up to their forces and moving toward the front of the ranks.

Nick noted, “Wish I could have discussed with you girls about my plan, but there was no time. We may have come up with a better one.”

Kaya’s ears were flat on her head. “It was a tough call. I don’t think we could have come up with much better and stayed true to your paths. I get that Lord Brightclaw isn’t real, but but he’s a good guy. If such a thing happened in Frosthaven, I know what you’re going to choose and I support it.”

Fang nodded, adding, “That’s why Boss is the Boss… isn’t it?”

Eirwen smiled over at Nick as she jogged through the mixed forest terrain easily. “It’s what I signed up for when I asked you to be our hero. From the beginning. We all believe in you.”

Shara frowned. “I don’t really get this Orion stuff, but I think it’s normal for the patriarch or matriarch to make the final decision in the end. If advisors are not available, that seems like the king’s decision anyway.”

Rebecca nodded. “That is exactly right. Now, we do have a challenging fight ahead of us. There’s a reason why Lord Tagron accepted these terms–he believes he will win, and easily at that.”

“I still value your opinions, even if I know that. Now, let’s make this prick regret underestimating us again.”

Shak’terra suddenly appeared next to Eirwen. “We have about forty-five minutes before the enemy arrives with a much larger army. The arriving forces are larger than all of our coalition armies combined.”

And that was without considering the forces here, which were already around half of their whole coalition combined and of higher quality. Nick asked, “Did you find out what was obscuring you? Was it the beast king, or why did you take so long to come back the last time? They weren’t that far, were they?”

“Oh, that? I had to give a lost angel some directions, and…well, we got in a bit of an argument. Anyway, yes, the beast king has a large domain, it seems, and melds with the earth. It made it difficult to read the area well. There may be something else, but I would need a lot more time to suss it out. The domain is powerful since the enemy is in the Third Stratum.”

Nick got a bad feeling about that, but they arrived at the fighting location, the enemy army already in lines in waiting on the other edge of the forest clearing. The enemy force was largely elves and humans, with a sprinkling of a few dwarves and beastfolk throughout.

The other armies had contained their slave forces, and perhaps this was why the proxy war had only contained such members. Lord Tagron hadn’t wanted to risk his more important people, thinking he could win with his weaker forces. That he was forced to face Nick with his more valuable people probably had the man angry–he’d much rather use his slaves as cannon fodder.

Their battlefield of choice was a forest clearing some distance from the main path, a small meadow with flowers that was likely to be soon stained with blood and frozen with ice. It was enough space for the nearly a thousand combatants to face off. The lines formed, much like the proxy war, but Nick and his wives were just one row behind the front.

Nick noted, “I am probably going to have to fight Lord Tagron one-on-one to ensure he cannot escape, but I may need to force a duel to ensure that. Well, I’m hoping he will say something stupid so I can incriminate him perfectly. I may need you girls to handle the beast king and any other elites among them.”

Jasmine held a polearm weapon, but she was in her caster form this time, the humanoid form with four arms and four spider legs on her back. She looked over to the monster that stood a short distance from Lord Tagron at this moment. “Master had the thought that this thing was near the strength of that demon that harmed him. It makes me want to kill it all the more.”

Kaya nodded. “They have some formidable officers in their ranks, but that is the only real challenge among the enemy aside from the monster. I do think Lothar, Agatha, Renzou, Elyra and Myron are a match for most of them.”

Fang nodded. “Yeah, Shara’s mom and dad kick ass!”

A shiver ran up Shara’s spine. “Please don’t call them that. Those two aren’t…them.”

Nick had made this plan because, just like the real Frosthaven, his people understood him. He didn’t need to give a speech; his people moved to the battlefield without hesitation. They had learned the same thing that Nick had learned–that their home could not be safe unless Lord Tagron was defeated. And it would be the same thing against Blackthorne.

Still, he did. He gave a quick speech reminding them all that the enemies in front of them were responsible for the many plots they thwarted recently. He also mentioned the dams, getting the frogloks all riled up. They croaked in anger and bounced up and down, causing Nick to chuckle. If Nick had some way of bringing them home with him to Frosthaven, he totally would.

In the real Frosthaven, Nick was capable of protecting all of his soldiers’ lives thanks to his Soul Pacts, able to revive those who fell. In this one, the diversion structure he had previously purchased in his real city, which covered most climbers, existed and allowed people to start over from scratch for a cost here in this odd Test.

A small benefit that he was happy for, the diversion structure paying off within the Ordeal in a strange way. This was part of the reason they were so willing. Death was not necessarily the end, and they were all protecting their homes and keeping themselves from becoming slaves under Lord Tagron.

The two armies stood across from each other, and the two lords signaled to attack. Lord Tagron, from on top of his mount at the back of his army, swung his sword down. And Nick, from the front, gave his own wordless battle cry as he did the same.

Nick empowered his drakans, moon gnolls, and froglok soldiers on their diregator mounts with his Encouraging Voice, drawing in essence from the surrounding area and strengthening them with a thin layer of essence as they began their charge.

Numerous spells were launched at the diregators by the enemy mages in the middle lines, and a rain of arrows fell down on Nick’s army. The drakan archers and shamans did the same, with arrows, icicles, and bolts of lightning flying across the field. But many of his casters held their spells back, totems and other spells going off to add protection and warding against enemy magics.

The froglock and drakan shamans countered the mage’s spells with barriers of fire and lightning, totems pulsing and protecting the front lines from their magical onslaught. When Nick’s Aura covered the oncoming enemy, it slowed them down as frost began to spread, allowing the diregators a significant advantage–one that they hardly needed to be deadly.

Soldiers were lifted into the roaring maws, the gators’ mouths chomping and their heads shaking as their teeth dug deeper into their flesh before tossing them aside. With nearly forty diregators in total, thanks to the few joining them back at the keep, they were a formidable fighting force all on their own.

And Nick could see that Lord Tagron was seething from this. Those were his diregators in his mind, and now they were destroying his front lines. Probably, he had counted on the mages to soften them up, but the riders enhancing them combined with their protections made their spells wash over them like water over a duck’s back–at least, for now.

The enemy lord signaled for his mounted knights to prepare their attack, and they moved to build up speed in another direction, and Nick noticed they had brought out some special lances. With over a hundred of these powerful men and women on mounts, it was certainly a dangerous force.

But when he knew where they were going to go, they were not as scary of a threat. He called out to his warriors nearby, “Prepare for the charge. Show them your might.”

The drakans and moon gnolls readied their spells and abilities. The frogloks were ready, seeing the enemy’s mounted column charging toward them.

The beast king leaped over the army, the immense creature moving way too fast belying its size. It crossed nearly half a football field in a single leap and sent a diregator and several warriors near Nick flying as it landed before it came after him.

And it wasn’t alone. A few elite warriors followed behind the terrifying monster on mounts or sprinting on foot moving through their lines and preparing to cut through his allies and the diregators between them. Prince Tagron was also among them, riding on a powerful mount.

Lord Tagron laughed, his voice carrying across the battlefield. “You fight from the front? How naive of you, Lord Noblefrost. I’ll make you pay for this foolishness.”

Nick shook his head as he prepared his chains of the fallen, building up his frost and darkness into them. “My dominion of frost reflects the true nobility of Orion. That means leading from the front and never backing down from battle.”

Lord Tagron sneered at him as he flicked his arm, a haze suddenly covering the beast king. Numerous things happened all at once. The beast king launched itself forward again, its fist thundering toward Nick, and the knight’s charge was arriving at the front line of diregators from the right side.

In unison, numerous diregators leaped into a spread position in a line facing the mounts, roared, and swiped their tails at the oncoming knights as froglok shamans finished their spells. A wave of water splashed out at nearly head-level of the knights like a river somehow just appeared on the battlefield, crashing into them, nearly bringing the stream of knights in the front to a halt.

Then, Agatha, Eirwen, and Luna together sent powerful blasts of cold, washing over the oncoming knights and freezing the mounts and knights alike, halting their charge. Jasper and Ishkara each howled and shrieked, sending an impressive wave of frost to join the river, ice spreading deeper through the river and covering a dozen more knights.

The knights behind the front line tried to avoid crashing into their allies, but the events came so suddenly that they were moving far too fast to stop. The chaos from the charging knights was significant as they collided with one another, horses crying out and neighing as others reared up or attempted to stop, digging furrows in the ground. A wall of jagged ice, downed bodies, and powerful gator maws filled their view.

Then, moon gnolls leaped from the sides deeper into the column of knights, the large males moving at a speed belying their size thanks to their supporters’ spells. They brought their heavy spiked clubs to bear down onto the slowed and stopped knights.

Dull thuds or metal being banged sounds echoed as horses screamed and warriors tried to defend themselves with their weapons from their now awkward, downed, frozen, or stopped positions. The gators now launched forward to bite into the stopped knights and their mounts, devastating them as their froglok riders leaped and stabbed into the knights.

And Nick’s chains of ice and darkness of the redeemed wrapped around the incoming beast king’s fist and body; a prepared, anchored, woven net launched from out of view and slowed the monster’s approach, nearly bringing the beast king to a complete stop as the monster tripped over itself.

Full of starlight, Shara leaped forward with her club over her head, sailing through the air like a comet, and her club smashed into the monster’s open face, finally stopping the creature’s momentum. Kaya’s axes cleaved into its body deeply as she chopped into its hind leg like she was felling a tree, spinning and attacking repeatedly as she hamstringed the beast.

Activating his Monstrous Transformation, Nick’s bulked-up arm whipped, extended beyond what anyone would think was possible, and slashed the tall monster across its chest with his blade of white light. This caused ice and blood to scatter onto the ground in front of the beast king. It roared from all the attacks hitting it at once, and Rebecca, Fang, Sable, and Jasmine had rushed forward to meet the other powerful warriors in combat.

He whipped his sword attacks several times, cuts landing across its body as the beast king roared, and it struggled to remove its arm from the bindings. It swiped to the side with its free claw at Kaya to stop her from hurting his leg, but Jeffrey buzzed in with his two shields, blocking the attack and reflecting damage back into the monster.

Frost was already traveling up its arm and leg, and the woven knots were specially designed to distribute the tension and actually strengthen the more it pulled on the chains and brought it further off its balance. The darkness mixed with the empowered frost of his Concept restrained it; the monster had leaped right into his trap.

And it happened while Kaya and Shara wailed on the beast, weakening it. It had a thick skin, however, and Nick could tell, despite annoying the creature greatly, it hadn’t actually been significantly hurt.

A Third Stratum monster simply had tremendous stores of essence, its body thick and stocked full of it making it far more durable thanks to its dense core. He could tell that if he let his frost go for a mere moment, its essence would remove it from its limbs quickly and allow it to recover. At the same time, damaging it was costing it much of its offensive potential.

Then Ishkara and Jasper joined the fray, the demonic frost phoenix and frostwarg alpha crashing into it. They shrieked and howled as their spells of ice crashed into the monster’s side, claws and fangs tearing into its muscles.

Nick looked at the incoming warriors, the ones Lord Tagron sent to assassinate him. Once again, the elven lord was underestimating him if he thought these men would be a challenge at all.

“Girls, I’ll leave the beast king and these elite warriors to you. I’m counting on you.”

An apparition of the catdeer matriarch appeared as Luna’s hoarfrost covered Nick and his allies’ armor from her special totem, providing a thin layer of additional protection that would dull the monster’s blows. He could feel her resonance, her will for him to be better and stronger.

He grinned at her before taking off, Fang, Luna, Rebecca, Sable in the shadows, and Jasmine following to take on the elites. This left the monster to Kaya, Shara, his soul servants, and Jeffrey to keep distracted.

Leaping into the air, he dashed across the battlefield at an angle those approaching could not even follow. He sent several blade waves at the mounts as he dashed and flipped, not even slowing down as he moved across the battlefield and wounded enemies. His Frost Aura still covered them, slowing them down and softening them up for his allies.

In all, his wives had come a long way these past few months. While Nick was a Lord of Orion and stood at the top of his kingdom in strength, part of the reason was because they had all devoted themselves to him, creating a core meant to empower him rather than themselves.

If not for his kingdom feeding into his strength and that, perhaps they’d be much closer to him. But in the end, on Orion, a kingdom was often only as strong as its lord. Nick would need to be the one to settle this.

Thanks to their strength, he could fight without worry that they could handle whatever threat he put in front of them. In this case, it would be a man who was not quite as strong as Thresh or the Devilsaur Matriarch he faced. Only this time, Nick may have to face him almost entirely on his own to ensure their victory.
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The deafening roar of the Beast King, a creature of raw earth and blood, sent a tremor through the very ground, and Luna’s hoarfrost-covered armor felt as though it vibrated with the impact.

Her pale blue hair, usually a serene frame for her tender expression, was now whipped about by the chaotic winds of battle. Around her, the forest clearing, which moments ago had been filled with orderly ranks and a meadow of flowers, was now a maelstrom of shouts, clashing steel, and the sickening thud of bodies. Ice and blood now covered much of the ground, the battlefield transforming as their combat waged on.

Nick said, “Girls, I’ll leave the beast king and these elite warriors to you. I’m counting on you.”

Luna followed Fang as she dashed forward to follow their Alpha’s orders, but her gaze snapped to where Kaya was a blur of crimson fur and axes. She launched herself towards the gargantuan monster. Kaya’s three tails, each wielding an axe, spun with devastating speed, and Luna could feel the sheer sharpness of Kaya’s Concept as it cleaved deep into the Beast King’s hide from the side, and it wailed.

Beside her, Shara, a streaking comet of starlight, brought her heavy club down on the Beast King’s side with a thunderous impact, causing the chained monster to stumble. They are magnificent, Luna thought, a familiar swell of pride blooming in her chest.

This was the strength of their pack: fighting together as one. Her own small totems, carved figures pulsing with essence and mana, activated around her, showering Kaya and Shara with the strength of the earth and a vital vigor from her water totem, a constant undercurrent of support.

But the Beast King was not the only threat. Prince Tagron, mounted on a powerful mount, and his elite warriors, equally swift and deadly, were cutting a path toward Nick.

Luna watched as Fang, small but resolute had blitzed ahead with her prodigious strength. She slammed her ice-covered shield into Prince Tagron’s mount, bringing it to a halt despite her tiny size. The girl was smaller than most adults, and the prince on top of his mount was higher than even Elyra’s normal form. And yet, the tiny girl a third of the height had stopped them.

The prince countered with his saber, and Fang blocked with her shield, the clash ringing out across the field. Fang’s ice cleats found purchase on the grassy floor, her body covered in the protective layer of her frost armor, resisting the prince’s blows.

She was a small shield, but an unyielding one. Shoving again, this time she bowled the mount over, forcing the prince off the mount entirely as he leaped and landed on the ground with a scowl on his face. Two elite warriors were on foot, and they stood protectively next to their prince now that they had arrived.

“You dare get in our way? You’re just a tiny thing,” one of the prince’s warriors sneered at Fang.

“Bring it! I might be small, but I’m buff enough!” Fang retorted, rapping her spear against her shield twice, her tail wagging.

And then, from the deepening shadows, Sable moved. A flash of darkness that emerged from a warrior’s shadow, her spear darted out, piercing deep into his thigh.

“And she’s not alone, boys,” Sable chuckled, her voice deep and playful, yet laced with the promise of swift, cold death as they tried countering at her fleeting form.

The warriors flinched, spreading out to watch for further attacks from the shifting darkness, and one even struck out at it, ineffectually. The master of surprise and shadows only sent knives of ice and shadow in response. The knives pierced into their armor and froze them, distracting them from Fang and Luna’s approach.

Meanwhile, Rebecca met some other warrior in combat, the end of her staff coated in light as she twirled it and swung. This enemy appeared to be a talented spearman, while a mage nearby prepared a heavy spell above their head, a fiery meteor from on top of the mount.

A blast of light pierced through it, dispelling it from the air, and another beam took out the leg of the mount, causing them to fall to the ground. Two more mounts’ legs were covered in webbing, tripping them.

Jasmine shouldered her polearm with her two arms on one side and turned to Luna. “I’ll take these scrubs on, Luna. Go ahead and help your pack sisters.”

With all the elite enemies stopped from chasing Nick, Luna could focus on helping Fang and Sable.

Luna’s breath hitched. Her pack sisters were engaged, holding the line against the king and the prince's elites, preventing them from reaching Nick. Her own role, as a Frostborne Shaman, was to support, to empower, and to ensure their survival and victory.

She remembered her recent Minor Enlightenment in the Path of Kings, how she’d realized her Concept wasn’t about her leading, but about her aiding and empowering her Alpha and her pack as the pack mother. The devotion core near her heart thrummed, and the Concept within it, flared to life.

Luna closed her eyes for a fleeting second, focusing her will. Her Packbound Resonance activated fully, a profound connection linking her not just to her pack sisters closest to her. She could even feel Kaya and Shara in the distance, their fighting spirit blazing.

She willed it with every fiber of her being: for her pack to become stronger, for their essence to blaze, and for them to be unstoppable as they fought as one.

The essence within Fang and Sable suddenly pulsed brighter, their movements becoming even more decisive. Luna could feel the surge of energy being drawn into them from the surrounding area and an almost visible haze surrounding her sisters, reminiscent of Winny’s Omni-Barrier.

Fang’s ice armor thickened and strengthened, her shield bash carrying more weight. Sable’s shadowy movements became even more ethereal, her spear thrusts carrying a deeper chill. And no doubt, her other pack sisters received benefits to their traits nearby.

Luna didn't just feel their enhancement; she felt herself change, too. Her own traits, like Icy Tranquility and her Frost-tempered body, felt improved. Her essence and mana flowed more smoothly, her focus sharpening.

She channeled mana into her ice totem, sending a volley of spears of ice at the advancing warriors surrounding Fang and Sable, rather than just a mere blast of cold. Then she stabbed out with her spear toward one of the warriors as well.

The warriors were unable to deal with her spears and Fang’s howl, a blast of ice echoing outward at the same time, and Sable’s iceshadow daggers erupting from the darkness. The elite warriors protected themselves with essence, but they were disoriented by the unexpected barrage, giving Fang and Sable the opening they needed to press their advantage.

Their spears pierced forward, finding purchase in their torsos, all three warriors taking damage as the pack attacked as one. Ice and shadow spread into their targets, the three not ready for the unexpected coordination and power from the tiny adversaries.

This was Luna’s strength–fighting together with her pack. Hers was to watch over, to aid, to empower–just like Eirwen. To be closer to her mate, to make an opening for him to achieve victory. She would gladly give her everything to her pack and her mate. The prince’s elites, surprised by the sudden surge of power from their tiny foes, were pushed back as the three continued their spear thrusts and icy assault.

Prince Tagron activated a convergence skill, essence rushing in as his body and sword were filled with essence. Eirwen’s Omni-Barrier arrived on Fang, and an arrow sparkling with stardust shot across the field and struck the unaware warrior in the throat. Eirwen was supporting against both the beast king and the elites, with Shak’terra hexing and cursing the beast king.

Once again, Luna felt herself become more, and she and her pack sisters moved as one.

The prince thrust out several times in quick succession. It was like he had five swords all at once, each one brimming with a violent red essence. Luna, Fang, and Sable’s spears struck as one in response.

Three of the strikes were deflected from their attack in a heartbeat. Two of the prince’s blade copies struck Fang’s frost armor, the hoarfrost protection from Luna and Winny’s Omni-Barrier shattering–but the bite was taken out of the blow entirely as a large portion of the essence was expended. Their counters also shot out a wave of frost, each of them infusing frost essence into their spears.

The sword strikes didn’t pierce Fang’s armor, and while one warrior struck out with his sword in defense of the prince, he was unready for the three smaller girls to each move in synchronicity. They fanned out and surrounded them even as they struck out with attacks again, filled with a wave of shadow and frost.

Luna’s spear pierced deeply into the man’s gut, and Sable’s Heartseeker landed from behind him, next to his spine. The shadows rushed into his heart, killing him.

And Fang howled, shattering much of the frost that had gathered and blasting it into Prince Tagron, sending him flying. To their chagrin, suddenly, Councilor Robins landed from the sky, surrounding the prince in a barrier of light.

“Leave this one. If Lord Tagron falls today, chaos will rule his kingdom. The prince may be necessary to save countless lives, as is an heir’s duty.”

Fang growled. “What are you talking about, you dummy! That guy’s a bad guy! He tried to kill Boss!”

The councilor sighed and put her hands on her hips as Luna frowned. The man was clearly not a good person; she could see it with her eyes, her Advanced Soul Sense. But this stupid angel wouldn’t believe her and would argue–and who knows how long that would take? “Leave him, Fang. We need to beat the beast king; we can’t worry about him for now.”

Rebecca and Jasmine were already rushing back to help with the beast king. Luna had been vaguely aware of how Rebecca had fought the spearmen and Jasmine beat the wizard. The fighting sister mixed thrusts filled with spiritual will and beams of light, breaking down the man’s defenses and covering him with bruises.

While her body was nearly weightless, her strength and essence allowed her speed to be significant and her staff to still strike hard. The light essence was perfect for protection and deflection, especially as her mastery increased.

And Jasmine had merely crushed the wizard and two warriors. Her stonelight curtain absorbed a powerful, fiery blast from the caster, the stone webbing becoming superheated and shattering. But with a wave of Jasmine’s hands and shooting of more webbing, she connected the burning stone and dropped it onto the men as she charged in with her polearm. Her four armed swings combined with her monstrous essence cleaved through them easily, making them a joke for her to kill.

With the elites mostly defeated, the party rejoined Shara and Kaya, who were still doing their best to hold on. Jasmine shot some stonelight webbing to wrap around the beast king’s tail and leg, tying them together and restricting them. Rebecca’s staff slammed into the back of the monster’s head, sending disruptive spiritual will like her shouts into its brain, stunning it.

Combined with the frost that had built up, the creature was nearly crippled.

Luna could feel the truth, however. The monster had at least half of its essence or more, the danger still present. It roared as it fought against its bindings and activated some kind of skill, pulling essence from the earth beneath them. The ice around it shattered as its blood boiled and its body heated up, and its fist shot out powerfully at Shara.

She was already in motion, however, having taken a graceful step toward dodging just as the punch was thrown, and then leaped to the side, evading the blow entirely. Shara then leaped into the air and brought her club down on the extended arm, bringing the tied-up creature further off balance.

Then Fang crashed into it like a meteor. Her frost armor exploded, sending hoarfrost shrapnel into the beast king, sending the partially bound monster tumbling to the ground.

Having prepared her attack for some time, Kaya released her Charged Strike and added on her Sharpness Concept into the attack. The girl had reached Middle Mastery allowing her to combine them, and this deep wave of essence cleaved deep into the monster’s shoulder diagonally down to its stomach. It removed one of its arms which it had brought up in defense–unfortunately, this meant nothing critical had been hit.

Kaya had used her Whirlwind ability earlier, and Shara had used her Convergence skill as well, which used the weight of her fate and gathered starlight to empower her might for a devastating blow. The attack had fractured its leg, and while that would have been enough to cripple it all on its own, it had managed to use earth as a brace, combined with its tail, to stumble around and remain deadly.

Ishkara and Jasper had left to help Nick–because a trial barrier surrounded Nick and Lord Tagron, the two fighting.

The battlefield had changed significantly as they fought, and now, Luna and her pack sisters all focused on the devotion cores near their hearts, in the hope of aiding their mate and husband in his fight.

Essence once again rushed into the beast king, and the earth exploded around it, forming into a crater as the monster was lowered within. Large stones shattered and started orbiting the beast king, its eyes gleaming red in hatred.

Its one remaining claw was covered in blood and stone, a deadly implement brimming with essence. Striking out toward Rebecca, Luna’s heart clenched in worry for her. With her will, she pushed as much of her mana into her protective totem, the frost protection increasing for her whole party. Sparkling stardust covered the party and enhanced it, thanks to Eirwen’s efforts from her arrow.

Jasmine’s webbing connected to Rebecca’s back, and she was partially tugged out of the way–and Jeffrey buzzed in a blur, arriving with his two shields and covered with shimmering essence–having received Eirwen’s Omni-Barrier. The beetlefolk put everything into his defense, prepared to take this blow for his friends. The weight of the beetlefolk had increased with his spirituality, a guardian Concept that made Luna feel protected.

The monster’s arm struck Jeffrey powerfully but off-center and was redirected away from Rebecca. The angle of the blow just sent Jeffrey flying higher through the air as all his defenses shattered, and the reflection of damage actually broke apart the earthen armor surrounding the monster’s arm.

Using her wraith form, Sable passed right through the orbiting stone, stabbing deeply into its back with her shadow monster’s maw–her Concept. It tore through the creature’s spine, and iceshadow shredded its body from within. As the beast king lost control of its protective shield, it seemed Shak’terra, the spirit ready, tore a hole in the orbiting earth near its chest.

A powerful beam of light from Jasmine blasted outward from her necklace, piercing through the hole and deep into the center of the monster’s torso. She had targeted the monster’s core, and while she hadn’t killed the beast king, the family’s assault wasn’t quite done, as the protective earth began to crumble uselessly to the ground.

Kaya and Shara’s powerful blows struck next, the girls having leapt upward and striking powerfully in the torso from both sides. Luna and Fang arrived next, their spears stabbing into its back and releasing frost as they howled. The giant monster fell to the ground, and it was finally defenseless. It tried biting out with its mouth, but its lower body’s movement was cut off thanks to the damage to its spine.

The light left the monster’s eyes as Kaya’s axe cut powerfully into its head, its defensive essence completely expended.

It was a tough battle, but after confirming the beast was dead and surveying the battlefield, their gazes all turned to the trial barrier. Their devotion cores had blazed during that battle, and they could tell that their husband’s spirit was vibrant as a result. All who still stood watched, waiting for the outcome of the fight.

Victory was in the hands of their Alpha now.


Chapter 30 - The Clash of Paths



Nick was only a distance away from Lord Tagron, just moments after Fang crashed into Prince Tagron, his wives taking on the elites and the beast king. The front of the column of knights had just been crushed, and Nick could hear Lord Tagron complaining from the back.

Lord Tagron wore a frown. “Unbelievable. Such incompetence! My scouts never revealed that the diregators could… never mind.” He blew a horn suddenly, the sound echoing through the forest.

From the left side of his forces, a new army appeared. It was the bandits that Shak’terra scouted. Of course, Nick was aware of them, but seeing them appear was going to cause a lot of problems. He had an answer for the bandits, but he wanted to extort a question from Tagron if he could. He dashed forward and slashed through a mage and their protector as he stormed past them, charging his Soul Blade for the battle to come.

As Nick arrived close enough in front of Lord Tagron, three bodyguards rushed for him. “You use lawless bandits to do your bidding, huh? That’s not very lordly, nor does it show the pride of the elves. Wouldn’t your ancestors be disappointed in you, Lord Tagron?”

The men were strong, but they were not even at the level of Renzou. Nick bested one with his soul blade, cleaving off his arms and kicking the body away into another who was charging. He leapt forward and skewered them both, only barely twisting his body in time for the third to miss with his stabbing sword.

Lord Tagron snorted at that, uncaring about the loss of his subordinates’ lives. “All that matters is victory. Morality and principles crumble in the face of true power–power that I have by reaching the Third Stratum.”

Nick’s blade whipped out with a flick of his wrist, cutting down the final man.

“You’re right. But it really shows weakness for you to struggle against a bunch of small kingdoms even after resorting to kidnapping a lord’s wife and attacking forces at an Orion-sanctioned battlefield. Your elven brethren no doubt find you pathetic. Do you have no honor, no pride?”

“I know what you are trying to do, trying to get a Case for War for Orion that matches your path, whatever it may be. But I deny that either of those attacks was my doing or by my order, and you have no proof. To swear on a whim can be very dangerous, as countless lords have foolishly done in our history.”

That last part of what Lord Tagron said was true. While a lord could swear an Oath and get a Case for War from merely correlation and gut feelings, such a thing often backfired. All it took was another lord or person making the order, and the lord would pay dearly for his Oath–often with his life.

Orion was not meant to be used as a lie detector, and instead, desired establishing evidence of wrongdoing. Oaths were high risk, and each one weighed down on a lord. They were not meant to be used for everything.

Nobody knew for sure the true reason for all of this since it seemed to favor Lawful Kingdoms for its benefits, but Irene had told Nick that while Orion desired order on some level, it required chaos on another.

By forcing lords to strictly conform to too many rules regarding using bandits or mercenaries in clandestine ways, it would stifle potential for conflict and growth, limit prospective paths focused on deception and sabotage, and more.

It was normal and expected for lords to use mercenaries. However, a Lawful Kingdom of Orion had to hire them with the same intentions and restrictions they would use their own forces for or open themselves up to sanctions and Cases for War.

Thankfully, Nick was not working off of a gut feeling–he got what he needed from Lord Tagron’s words because he had lied in the first part of his statement. He whistled, and an army of angels floated down from the sky, a wide barrier of light separating the bandit army and his army’s flanks.

The almost naked angels called down to the bandits, “Instruments of chaos, please, reconsider your actions and your lives. Is what you are doing truly right, and what is best for you? Seeking profit in the harm of others causes an endless cycle of hatred and greed. If it is food and shelter you require, you may find it at our temple.”

Another angel added, “Yes. You must only attend a sermon and our confessional for your allotted portions. And please, if you don’t get some help from us, just get help somewhere.”

Lord Tagron’s mouth was wide open until he noticed that Nick was watching and closed it. It seemed he was completely dumbstruck. “Naked angels? Why…are these your people somehow? What is happening?”

“You really didn’t do any research on my people and me, did you? No wonder you have been a failure of a lord. You were expecting to win with just resources alone.”

Lord Tagron snapped himself out of it, his face morphing into a condescending scowl. “Me, a failure? You’re the one who willingly sent your people off to die. You may have done better than I expected, but there is something that you are forgetting. My people, my kingdom, are simply stronger than yours.”

Nick wasn’t sure if these people were just lying in wait or if they had been ordered to hang back and only go all out once the battle was joined. But suddenly, Nick could feel a shift in the battlefield.

Stronger warriors began cutting down Nick’s people, their swords biting into unprotected flesh. They spotted the weak areas in their front lines and cut them down mercilessly. Even some diregators were killed in the sudden chaos, their froglok riders joining them in death shortly after by the attacks of these elite warriors.

Not only that, but the waves of frost to create the wall had definitely stopped the front charging formation of the mounted knights. However, the ones unaffected in the rear had circled, and now, half of them sought to strike the middle of Nick’s formations, targeting the column of diregators at full speed once more.

And the shamans of Nick’s army had deflected the first volley of the enemy mages, but he could already see the mages drawing essence from the area, preparing for more powerful spells. His people may not be able to manage the defense again, especially if they were focused on handling the deadly, incoming knights.

Lord Tagron continued, “Your people and you are skilled for their level–I’ll give you that. But you cannot surpass the fundamental difference. You and your kingdom are too weak!”

The beast king fighting his wives roared at this time, and the ground began to tremble. The earth at the back right side of the battlefield opened, and six smaller versions of the creature burst forward. At the middle or peak of the Second Stratum, these monsters were definitely a dangerous threat, even if just from their size alone.

However, from the right side of the battlefield came an army from the trees. Drums beat and horns blared as the armored soldiers carrying shields and polearms marched into the clearing.

It was an army of ratfolk and quilboarfolk people. They stopped at the edge of the clearing without engaging in battle.

And from behind the army of bandits on the left side of the battlefield, two more armies–Bronzebeard’s dwarves and Lord Regios’ jackalfolk marched out.

Lord Tagron called out, “You fools! You cannot break the Oath. You’ll kill this lord, and victory will soon be ours!”

Lord Regios laughed. “Who said anything about breaking the Oath? Unless you’re saying these lawless bandits who attacked us earlier are somehow your people? We are merely clearing out the trash.”

Lord Bronzebeard chuckled as arrows volleyed into the backs of the bandits, and they began scattering from the attacks. “You can protect your brethren, angels of Litiana. We shall eliminate these forces of chaos.”

Lord Tagron narrowed his eyes. “And Lord Brightclaw and Quillbane?”

Lord Quilbane and Brightclaw stood proudly behind their joint army. It was Brightclaw who spoke. “Orion, hear us lords. I have finally found the king worthy of my service: Lord Noblefrost. I bequeath my kingdom unto him, with the hopes and dreams for me and my people to live under his crown, should he accept.”

Lord Quilbane added, “And so I swear the same. For my people and I to serve under the heroic king, Lord Noblefrost’s rule. Do you accept our Oaths?”

Nick answered, “I accept your Oath, Lords of Orion. I swear that I shall return your fealty with duty and responsibility of my own while I am able.”

Nick had worded his Oath to save the hostages this way for this very purpose, baiting the other lords to take advantage. He knew that Lord Tagron accepted his wording because he wanted his bandits to interfere, and that was what opened the window for Lord Brightclaw and others to swear their allegiance and join the battle.

At the same time, Nick hadn’t expected them to. The battle was going to be close without them, but he knew his wives would win their battle against the beast king soon, and things would turn around. That all four coalition lords showed up to help in their own way just meant that this was now going to be a landslide victory.

The two armies charged in from the sides, causing even more chaos as they met the younger beast kings and cut a fierce line through the enemy forces. The knights were struck from the side with waves of arrows and crossbow bolts, the shield and polearm line ready to receive the large mounts and smaller beast kings.

With the opponent getting flanked, Nick’s forces quickly shifted their lines, drawing them in and reforming, and taking on these stronger foes that pushed in. Lothar, Renzou and Myron now found their places, countering these stronger warriors. Since Nick’s wives handled the true elites, this meant Lord Tagron’s army was going to fall quickly.

And more attacks suddenly erupted–the mantisfolk had finally snuck into their position, their bodies camouflaged in the flowery meadow. The mages and archers were suddenly getting diced to shreds, the stealthy monsterfolk cleaving through their weaker, less protected bodies. There were nearly a hundred of the mostly-female warriors, and the archers and mages were completely unready for their deadly assault.

Lord Tagron asked, “Those lords, they’d truly give up their lordship, their Ordeals to you? I do not believe it. They are risking everything, trusting you to beat me and save them.”

Odds were, Lord Tagron thought his advantages were large enough that even if they showed up and did just this, he would win in the end because he would last the forty-five minutes.

“Is it that big of a surprise, Lord Tagron? You put their back against the wall and gave them little choice. They would rather not live chained under your rule. Among us both, they picked the true king to serve.”

“True king? You are forgetting something important, Lord Noblefrost. You have done well, but you have not solved the fundamental difference between you and me. Between two sovereigns, the only thing that matters is strength. All I must do to win this battle is the same thing it has been from the very beginning. I only need to join the field and slay all your warriors. Or, I only have to crush you, and your forces will fall apart. It looks like it’s about time for that.”

What Lord Tagron said was true. Even Nick, if he were left alone, could go about and slay countless warriors, tilting the scales in his forces’ favor with his sheer superiority–the power of a lord. Nick had killed a half dozen and wounded just as many with what were casual attacks just on his way over to face Lord Tagron.

In such a close battle, the same was certainly true of Lord Tagron.

This was the reason Nick had taken the lord on rather than waiting in the front lines, because his people would needlessly die rapidly if he didn’t keep the man busy. He had put his people at risk; he was not willing to sit back and allow this lord to run roughshod over his people for even an instant. The same would be true of Blackthorne and any other lord who joined the battlefield.

“I have not forgotten. But just like everything else, you will find that I am no easy prey.”

“You know nothing since you foolishly stand against me. Behold! My sovereign will, my King’s Mandate. Before the true king, all must kneel.”

Essence converged as it was drawn up from the surrounding area, and a giant crown symbol appeared before Nick, glimmering gold and shining brightly. The word ‘kneel’ was written in Orion Common, and a weight pressed down on him, as if this word was a perfect command that he should obey. It held the weight of Tagron’s kingdom, his sovereign strength. And it was formidable, its size and heritage far above Nick’s.

Nick was nearly brought down to his knees even though his body was empowered by essence, and through his Will of the Frost King Trait and his Soul Fortress. But he spoke Archaen, casting soul magic, as he flooded his body with light essence chains, empowering him in resistance. “I will not bow. I will not break. My will shall reign.”

With each phrase, soul magic wrapped around his Soul Core, and the weight was lessened allowing Nick to stand slowly. During this time, Lord Tagron had ceremoniously drawn his sword from his scabbard on his waist, thinking Nick was as good as done for.

But now, he rushed toward Nick as he stood. Nick barely countered the blade in time, parrying the man’s sharp cavalry saber away from cutting into his throat with his larger bastard sword. Tagron held his blade extended, pressing down into Nick’s blade with his superior strength, with Nick inhibited, to bring it back towards him.

Lord Tagron noted, “You are full of surprises. But my King‘s Mandate is not so easily ignored, not even by your strange magic.” He pressed further, pushing Nick’s blade closer to his body, before kicking Nick in the chest and sending him flying through the air.

Nick followed through with the momentum from his kick, flipping and landing back into a crouch, and realized that the elf was right. The weight had lessened from his soul magic, but the crown and the weight it represented remained, the shimmering spell and its command pressuring Nick. Lord Tagron was a powerful opponent all on his own, and Nick fighting with a heavy weight over his movements would bring about his end quickly.

Lord Tagron rushed toward Nick again, and his movements were fast and filled with deadly purpose as he stabbed and slashed at Nick, taking a practiced fencer’s stance. The essence billowing from him and his aura were dense. If not for Nick’s parries, quick twists, and unexpected whipping movements of his blade to deflect from odd angles, he would have been run through by the sharp blade immediately.

His Frost Aura hardly slowed the powerful lord at all as his protective domain prevented it, and the frost billowing from Nick’s Soul Blade did nearly nothing to him.

The man wasn’t quite as strong as Thresh, Nick guessed. Weaker than he was currently, Nick had managed to significantly wound the powerful arborfolk. However, this time, he was taking on the Third Stratum lord all on his own, without an, albeit weakened, Nascent Soul Myron to soften him up.

But Nick wasn’t quite alone. His wives were weakening the beast king, and even if they never joined his fight, they were with him. It wasn’t only Eirwen’s ability to use a spell through their Enhanced Pact Connection or the ring he wore from Rebecca.

He could feel it. As they fought, his wives’ many devotion cores were now feeding him the sparkling essence, covering his spirit. Within his Soulscape, his giant soul body was covered in glittering stardust. They had sacrificed much of their potential for these cores to empower their lord and husband, and now, it was culminating into…something.

Nick knew that one thing was true. For him to find victory over Lord Tagron, he had to surpass himself. And they were pushing on his back, driving their lover, hero, and king forward to do just that.

Essence converged, being drawn from the surrounding area. Along with it, the hopes and dreams of his wives and those in the army nearby, and the light and dark essence from his Concept were drawn into his hands as he donned the Heroic Cloak of Twilight.

Mystical fabric unfurled behind him, the two-sided cape of white and black covered in an expanse of stars on both sides.

Nick’s body brightened, a white light covering him, the darkness chained within. The weight holding him down lessened, and his body sped up as he was filled with the strength and speed heroes required.

His burst of speed shocked Lord Tagron, going by his expression, and his speedy swings were blocked and parried by the lord, but he was being pushed back. Tagron activated some kind of skill with blue essence where much of the deflection of the force was caused by the essence, rather than his physical strength. This enabled the elf to counter several quick jabs of his sharp saber at Nick in rapid succession.

He pressured Nick with minimal movements, presenting a calm defense even as Nick’s arm whipped and bulged whenever Monstrous Blow triggered. The lord’s essence carried through the air with some of his stabs, lengthening his reach, making it more difficult for Nick to dodge. It was clear after a moment that the essence from these stabs somehow weighed down on Nick, even when he blocked.

It seemed that while Lord Tagron was using a fighting style that fit his path, he was not close to becoming a master at all. He practiced a form of swordsmanship that carried his sovereignty, and on some level, it did remind Nick of his dad’s.

But rather than control and gravity stemming from unparalleled understanding and talented usage of the tools of a king and his nurtured subordinates, it was the weight of sovereignty wielded like a child holding a gun. The gun was unmistakably dangerous; even if a child was the one who pulled the trigger, it could still kill.

This arrogant and ignorant elf used his overwhelming strength by picking on weaker enemies and then his kingdom’s vast resources to pressure an enemy until it caved in. Like spraying bullets from his deadly pistol and caring not whether he hit or missed with each individual shot, he’d land a deadly hit eventually.

And his sword-fighting style was the same way. He merely pressed down the enemy with his will and his kingdom’s vast strength and stabbed into the enemy with his saber until wounds piled up and he was the victor.

Which was why when Nick’s swordsmanship clashed, he came out on top. His whipping sword strikes forced Tagron to block and parry, even his feints, controlling his pace and positioning. And Nick could merely twist his body and dodge, bringing his sword back powerfully and causing Tagron’s assault to slow as staggering blows had to be blocked or they’d strike unhindered.

The cold also eventually built, Nick’s frostbound will working through Tagron’s domain. His domain was about the same as Elyra’s, pushed toward High Mastery of a singular Concept and allowing his aura to protect him significantly. Thankfully, it still wasn’t there, or Nick would truly have a challenging time.

Their back-and-forth continued, and frost eventually began spreading up Tagron’s body from the billowing frost from Nick’s glyph on his Soul Blade. Nick could pressure him more with the chains of the fallen and his redeemed, but he was preparing a more important trap with this instead.

Lord Tagron backed off from Nick’s range for a moment, frowning at the frost and shaking it off with a burst of essence.

He began surveying the battlefield, but Nick didn’t let up–his arm whipped at a length Tagron underestimated, causing him to stumble back from the block. Nick then mixed arm whips and Blade Waves, a series of slashes striking the elf in quick succession thanks to his inattention.

Lord Tagron attempted to evade and parry, but several slices landed on his body. Unfortunately, these merely scratched him and spread frost onto his armor, unable to deeply penetrate the man’s sturdy, essence-filled armor with his fast blows.

Nick’s wives had nearly killed the beast king, and the battlefield had changed significantly thanks to the reinforcements. Lord Tagron had no doubt noticed this, even as Nick continued his assault.

The bandits had been surrounded and cut down or shackled by Lord Regios’ slavers, and the smaller beast kings and the flanks of the army had been crushed by the ratfolk and quilboarfolk armies.

The angels had warded off the stronger knights, and now, it was becoming a rout–and Prince Tagron was now surrounded by a surprise–Councilor Robins had arrived. Soldiers on Lord Tagron’s side began to break and flee, their forces completely outnumbered.

Lord Tagron became serious, essence billowing from him as he blocked several slashes as he noticed the battlefield, speaking at the same time. “It looks like you got what you wanted, Lord Noblefrost. My reinforcements will not arrive in time, and our fight will have to come to an end. But I will take my price in blood, and as strong as you are, I’m forced to admit, you cannot stop me.”

The crown suddenly became heavier, once again pushing down against Nick as the man dashed off–directly toward Lord Brightclaw’s army in a blur. But Nick was ready for this–a net of chains rose from the frozen ground in front of him, and Nick blitzed in chase as he swung his blade at his back.

The essence surrounding Tagron was dense, and it was flooding his limbs with immense power. He stopped for a brief moment to slash and slice through the chains, shattering them. However, he was forced to parry Nick’s downward swing over his shoulder, and two chains still pierced into him with their harpoon-like heads in the torso. The momentum and power behind Nick’s blow were more than he expected, bringing him down to one knee from the force, frost spreading from his vibrating soul blade being so close.

His eyes were filled with rage as he looked back at Nick, and he roared as he stood, shoving Nick’s arm back before he activated a skill, shattering the two chains that pierced him.

Red essence and mana billowed off of him like a deadly smoke before he stabbed out at Nick powerfully. His sword transformed into a beam of violent red light and shot right at Nick’s chest. It was like Nick’s Essence Burst from his Soul Blade, but entirely made from the elf’s efforts.

Nick’s cloak of light wrapped around his weapon as he attempted to parry and redirect the oncoming essence, and he focused on controlling the light within him and its properties for deflection. However, the weight behind the attack was heavy, especially with the crown overhead impeding Nick.

The beam followed his angled blade and sliced through his right shoulder. It cut fairly deeply, but thanks to his armor dampening the sharpness of the blow, the damage was rather superficial, barely harming the muscle beneath his skin as the beam ricocheted upward.

The man had dashed off, and Nick was forced to take to the air in an attempt to catch up. Dashing through the air, Nick’s speed from his Heroic Concept kept him from falling behind. He did close the distance before the man could cause serious damage, as he drew up some minor healing from Jasper and Ishkara for his shoulder as he did.

He may regret what he was about to do, but it was the only thing he could do to prevent the man from killing Lord Brightclaw and Quilbane. Their men would simply be unable to do anything more than a token effort to slow the man down.

Of course, he worried about taking on this foe. He could tell that the man was mostly toying with Nick, not bringing out his full potential. If he brought out everything, could he really win? But it did not matter. He would have to stand up to the darkness this man represented, just as he would Blackthorne. If not now, then when would he stand up to it? He couldn’t only face challenges he knew he would win for certain.

“Orion, hear this Lord’s words. I call for Case for War: Heroic Judgement against Lord Tagron.”

A Trial Barrier spread outward from Nick’s position, trapping Lord Tagron and himself inside before the man could get out of range.

[Orion is evaluating. Speak and Swear your case.]

“Lord Tagron uses lawless bandits to carry out terrible crimes across kingdoms, including breaking the sanctity of Conflict, kidnapping heirs and Lord’s wives, and I have undeniable proof: his own words. I offer Trial by lordly combat as a means to settle this dispute, to the surrender of their kingdom or death.”

Nick lamented that with just a little more time, his wives would have finished their battle, and they would have surrounded the man, and he would have been summarily defeated. However, Nick understood the truth.

Many lords gather powerful and expensive escape artifacts, capable of shielding and transporting them a distance to safety. Outside of sanctioned Orion challenges where escape wasn’t available, few would ever die.

Few treasures such as this were available on the Frontier Shard, but Nick was aware of them and even had a very limited, random one. It was actually completely useless in that Devilsaur Matriarch fight, since he would have been unable to choose which direction he was transported away–he could have been moved away from safety rather than toward it.

If Lord Tagron met up with his incoming army, the man would escape and cause all sorts of havoc within their kingdoms. As a hero, Nick could not allow evil to fester and grow. It must be defeated today.

Lord Tagron looked at him incredulously. “My words? Impossible. I deny involvement with any lawless bandits, and I refute your claims. A lord’s oath is sacred; I need not swear to prove my lack of involvement. For Lords of Orion, the burden of proof is on the accuser.”

“The world of Orion is vast, Lord Tagron. And I can hear the falsities of your words. Your denials are proof enough. Let it be known to all that Lord Tagron ordered the kidnapping of another Lord’s wife and heir and attacked an army during a Conflict using lawless bandits and mercenaries, and I swear it here and now that my words are true, or I shall be struck down where I stand.”

Nick paused as Lord Tagron’s face twisted into a mask of fury. He gripped his sword tightly, looking to the sky.

Nick chuckled. “The plausible deniability of yours works only until another lord has sworn. You do not swear your denial? You underestimated your enemies once again. It’s not impossible to give yourself a layer of safety, but you looked down on us, or perhaps we just moved too quickly and you had to improvise.”

The lights of Orion pulsed through the battlefield before the barrier increased in size slightly. It encompassed Nick’s Soul Servants, whom he had guided to break off their battle with the beast king and follow.

[Heroic Judgement granted for several lawless acts committed by the enemy lord and breaking the sacred principles of Conflict. Trial by combat is accepted. For Lord Tagron’s crimes against your coalition and in accordance with your Sanctioned Path, he must face you in one-on-one combat.]

Lord Tagron was trembling with rage, the sword shaking in his hand. “You…dare? You have truly stained my name. I was merely toying with you, not even using my full strength. But now, you leave me with no choice. If I kill you, all my sins will be washed away.”

“You like to talk a lot. I will let my blade speak for me.”

“You say that…but what are those beasts?”

Nick grinned. Jasper and Ishkara howled and screeched, ready for battle. He pointed back at them with his thumb. “There a problem? They entered the Trial barrier. That can mean only one thing: these creatures exist under my strength. Why don’t you bring out yours? It’s a slave of some kind like that beast king, right?”

Lord Tagron’s eyes widened. “You know? You are truly too dangerous. If you had only a few more years, perhaps you’d have been my match.” He waved his hand, and from the ground erupted a creature of the earth next to him. Rather than a cloud of dust and rock from its emergence, it was like it phased through the ground as if it were little more than fine sand.

It was a type of earth unicorn or deer, judging by its looks, but Nick wasn’t sure what the hell he was looking at, just that it was some type of fae creature. The beast was half spirit and flesh thanks to its almost transparent, scaled brown and green fur look, and rock and dirt were orbiting around it. With how Jasper’s hackles rose as he growled and Ishkara squawked in anger, Nick knew it was definitely a significant threat.

The monster also had an air of nobility, and Nick had a good guess of how Tagron had obtained it–by birthright. Just like Nick was given Jasmine meant to be his first Soul Servant, this man was granted some creature to bond with, and it likely was what helped him capture the beast king.

Ishkara flapped her wings and took to the sky as earthen missiles were launched from the earthen unicorn, and Jasper roared as he fired several icicles in counter and rushed forward. Nick was forced to dodge to the side, strafing the assault as he came at Lord Tagron. He instructed his two servants to both stay out of it and also prevent the enemy spirit from interfering with their fight.

Nick and Tagron traded blows for a moment, but Nick could feel the lord was different–he was pissed. His attacks were wild, and his essence was building within him for likely a powerful ability. Nick punished him with several chains of the fallen wrapping around his armor, his frozen will slowing him further. But he gathered essence of his own, as he prepared for the man’s attack.

“I will make you pay for this, Noblefrost! My Sovereign Will shall cut you down!”

A massive apparition of a sword was raised above him, straight up into the air. His own action with his saber mirrored the blade, and he prepared to bring it down with a swing. The amount of essence and mana contained within was immense, and Nick was alarmed as the giant sword towered over him.

The man had used his massive stores of essence from being in the Third Stratum in an attempt to snuff him out. It was an amount he could not match–not on his own.

Sensing his feelings of danger, Eirwen used her Wish Concept and Enhanced Pact Connection to send something she shouldn’t be able to at all–Rebecca’s Blessing of Compassion: Might. However, it felt a little different from usual as it arrived within, like a pool of holy light energy instead of the buff–it seemed she had used her Sacrificial Concept and had altered it for his usage.

Perfect for what he needed at this moment.

But how could he use it? The only way he knew how. Shoving much of the blessing inside his ability, his kingdom’s loyalty, gratitude, and respect they held for their heroic king became a tangible thing as the weight of the essence in the air increased. Nick’s Frost Aura became more powerful, and even the odd unicorn creature was slowed, and Nick added all the light essence within him that he could–even drawing the stored energy from the Pendant of Seraphara.

Chains of light and frost grew from the ground rapidly, twisting streams wrapping around one another and forming a giant gauntlet. It was a symbol of the king’s frostbound will, the Inexorable Grasp of Winter. Nick raised one hand above his head, controlling the gauntlet.

Even without Eirwen’s Wish and everything else, it had previously grown and transformed with his increased mastery of his Concept and it looked somehow more metallic despite being completely comprised of frost essence. Thanks to his two wives’ efforts, it was also much larger than himself and covered in both light and sparkling starlight, likely from the devotion essence arriving inside his spirit.

Shoving it forward with his physical hand and his will, the gauntlet crashed into the incoming blade of essence, the two men’s paths clashing. On Tagron’s end, his sovereign will, his Concept along with the strength of his kingdom, pressed against Nick’s gauntlet. For Nick, it was the same, only his was rooted in virtue and true nobility. And thanks to Eirwen and Rebecca, somehow, faith, their belief in his heroism.

Frost spread down the blade as the gauntlet gripped the blade tightly, the temperature in the clearing falling dramatically. Chains covered in starlight suddenly separated from the gauntlet, piercing into the man’s legs, and the apparition of a sword began to falter before cracking from the gauntlet’s might before disappearing. While Nick shoved what remained of the gauntlet his enemy’s way, it fell apart as the essence ran out. It was just barely enough to defeat Lord Tagron’s powerful attack.

It was just a fleeting moment, but Nick knew that the unicorn creature actually tried to help Lord Tagron and hurt Nick during this clash. But thanks to the increased effect of Nick’s Frost Aura, Ishkara had managed to deal a significant blow and stop the strange spirit.

The three creatures tumbled behind them as they fought, and Lord Tagron looked at him in disbelief, the man’s breaths coming in ragged as pills appeared in his hand, and he threw them in his mouth, likely a form of healing pills.

“How did you…? You…walk two paths, and your class somehow supports it?” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You refused to kneel, but I can see the truth. You are almost out of strength. All will eventually yield to my sovereign might.”

The weight pressing down on him increased as the word beneath the crown changed to ‘yield.’ As the two restarted their deadly dance, Nick found the strength of his attacks lessened and the speed of his movements had decreased.

Nick cast more soul magic. “I will not yield.”

And the effect was reduced. However, he could still feel the weight remaining on each of his attacks. Thankfully, Nick had gotten used to dealing with the other, and this one was actually lesser–but he wasn’t about to tell his enemy that.

Tagron then utilized a skill where his stabs came in a frenzied flurry, like numerous sabers were stabbing out all at once. Nick twisted his body backwards and dodged each thrust as he kept his feet moving, and he whipped his sword in counter, but the fast-moving blade easily deflected his attack. The duelist lord kept pace with his steps easily as attacks struck Nick’s armor.

The stabs pierced into his skin and were thankfully weak and didn’t penetrate deeply, but several wounds were added in quick succession. The speed of the attacks came at a cost to the power behind them, and Nick’s excellent armor took out much of the punch in them. Plus, Nick had dodged them enough so that they hadn’t hit anything vital, even if they penetrated further.

“That is some armor you have, impressive. Most would be–”

Harpoons of ice speared at Tagron from three directions, and Nick’s sword approached his throat in a slashing motion from the fourth. The man crouched and blocked one harpoon with his blade reaching behind his back–but Nick’s slash was merely a feint of dark essence. His actual attack slashed across his open chest, sending him backward, and a harpoon struck deeply into his back shoulder.

Nick had seen enough. His opponent was stronger and faster than him, and his single Concept had a strength above each of his individually. Nick had to burn his mental energy and essence just to stand up against the man’s ‘King’s Mandate’ using his Cloak of Twilight. Using both Convergence skills took a lot out of him, and while he was performing well, he wasn’t certain who would run out of gas first. He had to end this.

The crown of ice appeared upon Nick’s head as he pushed the power of his Path, his kingdom, into his Frost Aura. His will pierced through Lord Tagron’s domain, frost starting to crawl up the man’s greaves despite him using essence to remove it.

Nick took a stance with his sword high and perpendicular to the ground and spoke the words for his Ideal. Once again, Nick’s swordsmanship would be the decider of his battle.

“I forge my body and blade with two vows; to rule and to redeem. That is why I draw my sword.”

The essence within Nick moved more smoothly as he dashed at Lord Tagron, each swing carrying his heroic purpose. His will pushed against the elf’s, the weight of his responsibility to his kingdom being added to every step. Nick resisted the enemy kingdom’s forceful sovereignty, the two paths clashing.

Lord Tagron’s pressure on Nick only tempered his conviction. The man represented everything Nick stood against: a tyrant who saw nobility as a birthright, a superiority to others that demanded obedience for no reason aside from his strength and his crown.

Nick was strong and privileged, sure. But the crown came with a duty to his people. His strength was a means of protecting them, and his resources were a means of empowering them and bringing about prosperity, nurturing them to become more. It was not a means to merely collect more, his greed endless.

With conviction, Nick’s swings came faster, his feints and counters more vicious. Tagron countered with quick stabs and halting parries with intelligent use of his essence, but now Nick was truly mixing all that he had learned in the past several months.

In battle, his control came from his frostbound nobility–his Dominion of Frost and Fealty. His power and speed came from his Heroic Redemption. But through his swordsmanship, he blended both into one.

“Crowned in duty and virtue I walk. The sword of my soul carries out dominion, judgement, and deliverance.”

It was as if the conviction in his path pressed against the King’s Mandate, Nick’s will shoving it back. He moved faster, and his blows struck harder, and chains of ice whipped from the ground with spiked tips or woven into a net. These caused Tagron to use essence in an attempt to shrug them off or use a skill to counter them, but he was being slowed by the cold, slowly but surely.

“What is that gibberish? I suppose you are moving a little faster now–Shit!”

Nick did not let up, forcing Tagron to close his mouth. He didn’t need to speak to Tagron; his sword was demonstrating his will. The assault continued, Nick’s will to defeat the tyrant lord standing against his path being carried out by his blade.

“My hero’s throne bears the burden of darkness, judging evil and redeeming the weak and the damned.”

The darkness was drawn up from the prison within him, his monstrous strength increasing. His Soul Blade vibrated with intensity, releasing a bone-chilling cold and having a deadly sharpness. The elf was on the defensive, being controlled by Nick’s unyielding offense.

Lord Tagron looked outright desperate now. He pulled out an item out of nothing–a spatial ring on his offhand, the same as where the pills came from, Nick imagined. It looked almost like a mortar firework–a tube-shaped object with a slightly larger, decorated base–but it was made of intricately carved wood with golden filigrees inlaid.

It screamed danger as the elf infused it with essence and brought the barrel of it pointing at Nick. The amount of essence he loaded was significant, and Nick didn’t doubt the attack would be deadly. It was a special offensive treasure created by a true master, requiring a significant infusion of essence in order to function.

And Nick did the same with his Soul Blade, preparing his Essence Burst. From his kills, it had stockpiled a fair amount, requiring only a small addition of his own. Only to his surprise, an apparition, a spiritual presence, built around the hilt. It was the head of a dragon, and the glyph for his billowing frost activated all on its own. It seemed all his work to build his blade at the Soul Forge had truly built into something.

A domineering blast of flames roared out of Tagron’s mortar, far larger than the item’s mouth, like a volcano erupting, pointed straight at Nick. He had the intention of using the default Essence Burst, but now, his Soul Blade breathed out a powerful cone of frost, like the breath of an ice dragon. The frost was less focused, the ice spreading and even covering Lord Tagron’s legs as it pushed against the flame, and it eventually overcame the treasure and snuffed out the blast.

Nick was nearly as shocked as Lord Tagron was, but he still activated his Power Strike, infused with his Heroic Concept. His essence surged with the strength of light and darkness empowering him, a halo appearing over his head for a moment, his body covered in light and black roiling smoke. Despite Lord Tagron bringing up his sword to block, Nick’s swing cut down into his offhand shoulder downward, piercing through his armor and wounding him slightly before it got stuck in his body.

Lord Tagron’s kick dislodged Nick’s blade as he flew back as a result, but Nick did not let up. His whipping arms became a storm of violent blows as he spoke the next stanza.

“The wicked break beneath my frost-bound will, chaos chained by faith and ice.”

The frost billowing around Nick began to merge with soul essence and darkness. As Nick’s sword strikes were blocked, parried, or struck the extremities of Lord Tagron’s armor, essence latched onto him–chains of spiritual darkness and frost of Nick’s own creation, not from his Frost Aura. These slowed him, controlling his movements, and could not be seen by his own eyes.

Something weighed down on the elf, he could surely tell, but removing the soul magic-infused chains with body essence was impossible. This was quite similar to what Lord Tagron was doing, but it was different. It was Nick’s answer to meld his two styles into one, and the addition of the physical chains of ice driven by his people and the redeemed only increased his control over his opponent further.

They whipped out as Nick slashed and feinted, Lord Tagron finding difficulty mounting any kind of offense. He activated the flurry of stabs skill, but Nick was able to easily twist his body and dodge several and allow the piercing chain to stab into Lord Tagron’s shoulder. He tugged on it to deflect the others, as his whipping arm from an odd angle landed a slash into his shin powerfully. Each blow was only a flesh wound at best, but frost spread on his target, the man slowly being bound.

As Nick’s will, his swordsmanship, clashed against Tagron’s, the conviction in his sword only increased. Lord Tagron was stronger than him; there was no doubt about this. His sovereignty by birthright and blood’s weight allowed him to destroy his weaker enemies, almost assuredly. But Nick’s talent and skill roared in defiance, bridging the gap between their strengths. When the weak suffered and heroes were called upon, Nick would walk the difficult and dark road if necessary.

The air changed, essence suddenly surging toward Nick. The chains weighing down on Tagron tightened as the essence of Orion responded. The faith and loyalty of his people and followers pushed at his back, urging him onward against this enemy of good, this threat to his kingdom.

A halo appeared above his crown once more, and his strikes hit harder, and his body moved faster. The cold nobility of his movements redirected his opponent’s blows, and his attacks carried the weight of his kingdom’s fealty.

“A Master? No! …How could it be? You were just an upstart!”

Every swing was a prayer, and every shift of his stance and step embodied the duty of the cold throne. The light of heroism protected and empowered, and the dark and the cold bound, carrying out his sovereign will and duty.

The essence surged with these movements and attacks, the weight of Nick’s Concepts carrying into them. Lord Tagron wasn’t merely blocking or parrying a sword; he was blocking the weight of Nick’s subordinates loyalty and the hopes and dreams of every redeemed citizen and damned bandit.

He had made this happen before, but usually as he reached the final stanza. He had two left, and Nick was elated because he could feel the difference. The conflict between Tagron and himself had tempered his conviction, and he was becoming one with the essence.

“With my kingdom's light and my twilight blade, I shall kindle the beacon of heroes.”

The essence brightened as it congealed around him; the weight of each blow as essence was drawn in increased. Wounds piled up on Tagron, and now, he could only offer a token defense. He failed to parry most blows at all, and his body slowed as his essence ran dry, his body covered in blood and ice.

“In the darkest shadow we cast, I lead Orion toward its highest light.”

The light and dark within Nick went wild, his soul thrumming along with the vibration of his white and black blade. The essence wrapped around and finished crystallizing into his Concept of Hero-King Swordsmanship floating around his Body Core, his blade and his will becoming one.

His strength and speed increased to unprecedented levels, his sword screaming as it vibrated violently with black, frost, and white essence. His slashes scored deep furrows into Lord Tagron’s armored form. Dense, frosted blood scattered onto the now snow-and-ice-covered ground until his hand was cleaved from his arm, taking his sword with it.

Lord Tagron was barely able to call out, his voice trembling and anxious as his body was frozen, “Wait, no! Please, I’ll give my Oath—” The chains of darkness Nick used tightened around his neck, cutting off his words.

“When evil is spared, it does not repent. It waits.”

With a powerful swing, he cleaved off Tagron’s head, the man’s body falling to the ground. A pulse of light ran out moments later, Nick’s breathing heavy as he turned to Jasper and Ishkara eating the spiritual deer’s body and core.

Nick hadn’t caught much of his soul servant’s fight, but he did see that they had trouble with its earthen, spiritual defenses at first. Jasper couldn’t shred through the earth well with his claws, and Ishkara’s frost had a tough time hitting the beast because it would phase through the ground in defense. Then leap out to try to ambush either of them.

Eventually, when Nick’s Frost Aura slowed the creature, Ishkara’s demonic frostflame was just too fast, and had struck a powerful blow. Thanks to the icy flame weakening it and bringing it to frozen corporeality, Jasper had slashed through the earth with its deadly claws and a powerful slashing Concept of its own, then bitten deeply into the monster’s chest, crunching down on its core.

And Jasper split the core with Ishkara as they both feasted on the essence. The creature, much like Lord Tagron, was early in the Third Stratum. The fight had tempered his soul servants just as Nick’s battle had tempered him.

He checked the prompt he received. Sure enough, Orion considered him a Master in Archaen Swordsmanship, and he had formed his Swordsmanship Concept.

[Congratulations. You have reached Early Mastery of your Supporting Concept: Archaen Hero-King Swordsmanship. At this time, it has become a deep part of you down to your very soul. Effect: +3 Body, +2 Soul]

Nick had heard about this. It was called a Supporting Concept because not only was it not his first Concept, but also because of the makeup of it. At this point, it was about swordsmanship and linked to his path as a hero and king.

As his father had said, most of the time, warriors and weapon users might establish a simpler Concept, and eventually evolve that into a sort of ‘sword’ Concept. And later, a swordsmanship Concept that might encompass more about who they were and what their desires or path was. Nick had sort of skipped to the end, for better or for worse.

Then, his Concept as it was now, wasn’t really able to be used on its own. It relied on the other two Concepts to function and exist but was still distinct and significant on its own. As he practiced his Ideal he formulated, new aspects might be added onto it, allowing it to be used on its own. For example, Kaya’s Sharpness.

Lastly, while swordsmanship was a path recognized by Orion, Nick’s usage of it was only to enforce his will on the world–his style or means of fighting. It was not how he intended to rule Frosthaven, and it was not his Path as a Lord of Orion. An example of someone who did would be someone that ran a sword sect or clan, where every climber and person who lived there was some kind of swordsman.

The lights of Orion pulsed, running through Nick and the surrounding area as he received more prompts. Somehow he felt different, but he wasn’t sure in what way. An archway rose from the ground, indicating that the floor was now complete.

Nick had done it. He had tested himself and become more. And now, it was time to be rewarded and go home.


Chapter 31 - The Rewards



Nick reviewed his rewards and evaluation from the Trial.

[Trial of the Hero King and Floor 20 for both the Path of Kings and the Hero’s Path completed. Rating: B Difficulty: A.]

[As per your Ordeal Settings, rewards have accumulated during your climb.

Party Reward: Boss essence deposited at your Ascension Chambers, and Premium Ascension Materials granted.

Kingdom Reward: For your Proxy War victory, the Diregator Spawning Pools has been granted and is awaiting placement. For your Trial victory success, you are awarded a single Ordeal Cornerstone. Total DP Rewards: 42,305 Path of Kings DP, 21,253 Hero’s Path DP.

Personal Reward: Trance-inducing Minor Enlightenment Serum.]

[You built evidence against Lord Tagron and faced him in a lord-versus-lord battle, surpassed yourself, and then defeated the villain. Thanks to your formidable subordinates and clever negotiation, you saved the hostages and inspired Lord Brightclaw and Quilbane to join your kingdom and face off against his armies. However, you brought unnecessary risk to yourself when your army held the advantage by facing Lord Tagron alone. To achieve your current objective–protecting the ratfolk and Lord Brightclaw–there was little need to challenge him directly.

While defeating evil reflected your Hero’s Path part of your Chosen Path well, it should be remembered that the balance of two paths is like walking a tightrope. By risking yourself unnecessarily, you ignored the Path of Kings. You teetered dangerously close to falling off the heroic side in your desires for justice and to test yourself and become more. You were successful this time, and your victory was commendable, but you owe it to your people, your kingdom, to only take the risk when it is truly necessary. Or to temper that risk with contingencies.

Instead, you faced the enemy lord with confidence that you could win. But what if Lord Tagron was hiding his strength? What if he had more tools available to him that you may not be aware of? The world of Orion is vast, as you said, and if he had just one more special thing or secret, your doom was imminent. Remember this.]

The criticism the prompt gave was fair, but Nick almost wanted to argue with it. People were meant to enter the Ordeals with hopes and desires to become more and to not challenge oneself would be the same as going against Orion’s Will. Of course he had risked himself–that was what entering the Tower was all about in the first place.

However, there were several ways that Nick could have managed the risk better, even if they might have increased the chance that Tagron might have escaped or run amok against his people. As a king whose dominion of frost returned loyalty with responsibility of his own, he owed it to his people to do the best he could possibly do for them, to mitigate all risks. This was why the B Rating felt fair. He did well, but he could do better.

By helping against the beast king and elites for longer, he could have ensured his wives’ victory sooner and protected against the elites with his Frost Aura. This would have allowed him to have Sable protect him from his shadow or Jasmine ready to blast him at a moment’s notice if it looked like he would lose as he Tested himself against the enemy lord. This way, if he pulled out any more secret tools or had hidden his strength, Nick would have had a greater chance of victory or prevented his death.

He could have just saved the Case for War: Heroic Judgement in case Lord Tagron did try to run away or when Nick was close enough for victory that it would have achieved the same goal. And of course, hindsight was always twenty-twenty.

Nick wasn’t certain that Brightclaw and the rest were going to show up, so the safer thing to do was definitely to wait before engaging Lord Tagron. Of course, he had also been worried that if they did show up, Lord Tagron would just run immediately, losing his chance to fight him if he wasn’t there to keep him from running.

And if he lost the opportunity to fight him, Nick wasn’t sure what he would have had to do to challenge himself to improve his swordsmanship. Perhaps find and go fight that Devilsaur Matriarch again or something.

He had reasons for doing what he did, but the Keeper, or Orion, determined that on a scale measured between being a hero and being a king, he had leaned a bit more toward the hero side. As he walked two paths in the future, he needed to find a perfect balance. Otherwise, his cultivation would suffer.

Nick’s Trial Barrier finally receded, and he noticed that the area had changed. For one thing, his army had shrunk significantly. The mercenaries, dead bodies and surrendered soldiers and bandits were all gone, and instead, it was just the four coalition lords and their armies.

And of course, his wives and Jeffrey.

[Trial Closure in 24 hours. You may seek Pacts with the denizens of the tower. Lords capable of Oaths who have met their requirements may join your kingdom with or without a Soul Pact, just as Lord Brightclaw and Lord Quilbane already have. This area is now considered a Safe Zone–do not attack a denizen of the tower unless offered a proper duel.]

Nick’s eyes widened in realization. How did he not notice this before? After a moment of thought, he realized what it was. When the strange memories were implanted, they likely included some kind of mental block, a light compulsion, or aversion. And that pulse had finally unblocked that within him.

Orion must have created a mental block due to the scenario. The prompt had even explicitly stated that Lord Brightclaw was a denizen, a citizen of the tower, and it had not clicked to Nick that the ratfolk man was actually real. He hadn’t realized that, essentially, these people were just like Lothar and Rebecca were when he met them.

If Nick knew that, he could have formed a Soul Pact with nearly every important person present and made aspects of the challenge trivial, such as the hostage situation. This had forced him to be careful about those he trusted with important tasks as well as how he dealt with certain issues.

And certainly, he may have tried to collect more Soul Pacts with people to gain even more Followers for Frosthaven. He understood why the Ordeal hadn’t wanted him to ‘cheat’ for this particular challenge, but it was still a shock that he had been influenced in some way.

His wives all received similar prompts, including the evaluations of their performance. Orion was much more satisfied with their actions, and they received treasures for their ascensions. A few even received Minor Enlightenments to be supplied on Exit, which would help them catch up to Nick.

The serum Nick received was actually to help him find enlightenment from his own memories and experiences, which he found interesting. It was considered a lesser treasure, but it was perfect for the Spark of Insight he had received and used, allowing him to gain more from the special thing he had already experienced. One had to truly experience something special for the serum to have much value at all.

His wives came over now, and Fang was the first to cheer. “You did it, Boss! You kicked ass!”

Nick chuckled. “You girls did beautifully as well. And Winny and Rebecca really pulled through for me, too.” As was custom, some head pats were given out to his wolfen girls, their tails wagging and smiles washing just a bit of his tiredness out of him. And even Kaya preened this time, relief clear on her face.

However, he gave them all another look. Several of them slumped in their postures, bruises, dirt, sweat, and blood covering them. The girls all looked rather exhausted. In truth, the beast king was actually stronger than Lord Tagron.

It soaked up so much damage and was dangerous to boot. They had more of them, but it was really touch and go. A single error could have left them as paste on the ground.

Winny chuckled. “Well, of course we had to give it our all–but we all believed in you, Hubby.”

Rebecca smiled. “I was happy to have finally made a part of that connection. I had been working on something in my Soulscape, and I think it really helped there.”

Nick grinned at them all, but he realized someone was missing. “Where’s Jeffrey?”

Kaya thumbed back toward the crater with the beast king and replied, “He’s absorbing the Boss Essence. He doesn’t have a personalized Concept or Ascension Chamber, so he’s ascending now.”

Nick frowned. “That’s surprising. It means he’ll be the first among us. We all wanted to heal and everything first. Did he really have an Early Concept, though?”

Fang nodded. “He has one! I think it’s like yours, some kind of guardian or hero one!”

Rebecca said, “We’re lucky that we’re so privileged to have the chamber. On some level, monsterfolk are a bit different–their essence is wilder than other cultivators. For most, it’s risky to absorb so much essence without one to ascend, as it increases the likelihood of imperfections. Those without chambers of their own, this is the best possible place for them–within the Ordeal.”

It was a good thing the essence had been improved and the time dilation removed. Otherwise, Nick may have had trouble getting his final insights to form his Hero-King Swordsmanship Concept, and now, Jeffrey would have ample essence for his ascension.

Eirwen used Loot on Lord Tagron with a smile on her face. He had a spatial ring, and Nick was interested in this as it arrived in her hands. “Oh! He had some expensive stuff on him, and I got his uh…Pathstone, his core. Looks like you really got a special benefit for defeating him. Ah, but no gold. Crummy. I’ll go around and Loot what I can get, but your Soul Servants are taking the best loot, probably.”

The armor and sword the elf had were definitely top tier, though Nick had shredded the armor nearly completely apart–to the point he doubted Winny’s repair skill would function. He was sure that Lumos could melt it down and make something a little better out of the materials, though he wasn’t sure how much he wanted them.

Winny went off to do what she said, and Lord Brightclaw and Lord Quilbane walked over, arriving near the family.

The ratfolk lord smiled at him. “So you know now, don’t you, Lord Noblefrost? I greet you once again, this time with you as my lord. I thank you for standing up for me and my people and rescuing us all from living on this floor and my wife and child from that horrible danger. Even if it wasn’t exactly real to you, you did what no one else did. What no one could.”

His wives all beamed at that, Eirwen and Rebecca especially enjoying his heroism.

Nick nodded, smiling back at him. “You can call me Nick if you like, my friend. So you have lived in this tower for some time now… just how did this happen?”

Lord Brightclaw hesitated, thinking. “That situation with Lord Tagron kidnapping my wife and child was very close to what happened to me in my first life–just a different lord and a slightly different situation. When my allies sat idle and just handed me over to save their own hides, I swore to Orion that I would serve it instead of the tyrant, and it accepted. It uprooted me and every one of my people.”

Rebecca was eager to know more. “And put you here? What was it like?”

“My people and I were placed in a strange stasis, including my wife and child, and we were forced to live out the scenarios when lords walked the Path of Kings. We had to endlessly live out the scenarios within the Ordeal again and again until a lord met the requirements it set out for me, and I agreed I would be willing to serve. When we died, we just revived again the next time. Some other lords came and went, each having their own requirements of sorts for a lord’s success. Most of the time, I hardly recognized that the scenarios weren’t truly real. But I had flashes, brief moments of remembrance, and I’m sure it’s only because I’m a lord that I noticed it at all. Now that I’ve joined your kingdom, I can recollect a lot more, but it’s like a strange dream rather than a memory.”

Lord Quilbane snorted. “It was the same for me. My people have no clue, as far as I can tell. I’m excited that my people can finally live and grow again. That we have a new lord to protect us and won’t back down is reassuring.”

Nick was still shocked about this. When he accepted their oaths, he had worded it in a way that fit the scenario–that he would be their lord as long as he was able. He assumed when he left the floor, he could no longer be, and the fake people would have…whatever happened to them when he left. Now, it was like the deed was already done. These people were his responsibility and valuable citizens now.

He asked, “What were your requirements? Can you say?”

Lord Quilbane replied, “I can, and so can the others–it is possible during this time to win them over in certain circumstances, from what I have seen. For me, I haven’t been here long, just three scenarios where I acted beyond the Marshall’s Grand Ball. I only required a lord to protect my people beyond a certain threshold. You crushed all those bandits and mercenaries and were just so capable at it.”

Nick chuckled. “You can thank Sable and the mantisfolk for a lot of that. Though Kaya, Fang, and the moon gnolls had hunted a bunch of them down too.”

Sable grinned. “Oh yes. Those girls can definitely hunt.”

Quilbane nodded. “I’m thankful for these gals. In the other scenarios, my kingdom was nearly left to burn as they foolishly attacked. I won’t say my real situation was that close to this, but it was still similar.” The quilboarfolk sighed in remembrance. “I was a part of a coalition that wrung their hands instead of standing up against a bunch of bullying kingdoms. Eventually, I was pushed into a corner by bandits and mercenaries too. Rather than let my people get killed by them or captured for slavery, I asked for Orion to intervene.”

This was interesting to Nick, that the Grand Ball he attended had such far-reaching consequences. He could have chosen different allies and made different plans. He could have even sucked up to Prince Tagron and given up the Diregator Spawning Pools, making the scenario completely different somehow. Some lords, denizens of the tower, would simply have to wait for a chance next time. He wondered, why use real people at all? The facsimiles were plenty convincing.

Brightclaw got a faraway look, and he had a wry smile on his muzzled rodent face. “It took over twenty different scenarios I lived through that scenario after the Marshall’s Ball–and that doesn’t count the fact that some lords would take several attempts before they would find victory. To be free of the tower, I could only swear allegiance to a heroic king that saved my wife and child and didn’t give in, willing to face the insurmountable threat for me and my people. It was…a challenge. Lord Tagron was simply too capable and that much stronger than the participants. And he had so many strong soldiers that none were willing to stand up to him.”

Nick just smiled. “So it was that jerk every time?”

Lord Quilbane snorted. “Yes. Enough resources and just barely enough capability for his strength levels to be a real challenge to deal with. I didn’t think anyone would actually be able to beat him in single combat; most would flee when overwhelmed by his armies and scenarios. You’re something else, Lord Noblefrost.”

Thinking on it, it truly felt this series of floors was like the ultimate lordship tutorial. Facing Lord Tagron and his coalition meant that kings of all sorts of strengths and focuses would be put to the test. One had to truly excel with the limited resources to succeed, and he could see many replaying the 11th, 18th, and 19th many times to learn what they required and finally excel enough to succeed.

Despite Nick managing most challenges effectively, he had learned a lot. His wives managed a wide variety of challenges, growing just as he did in managing his fledgling kingdom.

He would respect his subordinates all the more. Not only that, he gained some excellent ones. Brightclaw and Quilbane each had skilled subordinates. And while they didn’t exactly compare to people like Councilor Robins or Turon, let alone someone like Lothar or Renzou in combat strength, they had their own strengths and weaknesses that put them at nearly Silverbrook’s subordinate levels.

They talked for a bit, and it seemed that there were many ways for a lord to find victory in these scenarios. However, none were nearly as complete or as challenging as Nick’s, judging by the difficulty of that final battle.

Success always looked different, most only barely keeping themselves and most of the coalition safe against Lord Tagron and escaping. As Nick remembered, the prompts, most of the objectives were merely to do the best they could for their kingdom, and so victory likely just meant survival. None were really in a position to take Lord Tagron on at all by the end of the scenario, which was at least part of the reason why none could meet Brightclaw’s conditions.

Nick was shocked at how many scenarios Brightclaw had lived out. He felt awkward about him and Quilbane now because, on some level, he treated them like NPCs in terms of thinking that he would not ever see them again after today.

He still treated them well, as they had acted real enough that it was impossible to tell. If he was rude or dismissive of them, it would have hindered his performance in the scenario, and that was not Nick’s style anyway. He tried to match or exceed the person’s respect given with his own, a lesson his father had long since taught him. It didn’t cost him anything to be polite.

He asked, “What…are you able to come with? Don’t tell me you still each have your Ordeal? Is it the people I see here?”

Lord Quilbane snorted, and Lord Brightclaw shook his head. “Unfortunately…no Ordeal, and it’s the same for all of us. Just me and my people, and you don’t have to worry about housing. It should be a part of Trial Closure. All told, there are about six hundred of us ratfolk and others when you include the children and other noncombatants, but all my soldiers minus some town guard were all here. Under a hundred combatants in total, and nearly nothing of value in my kingdom is left.”

He sighed. “It was part of my bargain with Orion. My original Ordeal was given up, my treasures given to the lord who was about to enslave me and my people. I wish I had more to give you. I’m sorry if we might be a bit of a burden. We don’t expect slots in your Ordeals.”

Nick grinned. “Nonsense. People like you are the most valuable to me, and that’s the truth. Six hundred people, though…that’s a lot.”

Lord Quilbane chuckled. “The ratfolk are definitely populous; my people aren’t as numerous. My soldiers were largely my climbers, and some have wives and kids. Less than three hundred souls in total, with the combatants you see here–a bit over a hundred.”

For whatever reason, the amount of people in the scenario didn’t quite reflect how many they had now; he guessed a tweaking due to the difficulty of the challenge and to reward Nick’s efforts for finding success within the scenario.

By nurturing his coalition kingdoms, they had more troops to show up at the Proxy War with, and so on. That didn’t influence how many people were actually alive as part of their kingdoms when the scenario ended, however. So now the forces in front of him were a little different.

The family bade farewell to the two lords for now; they would meet them in Frosthaven at Trial Closure. It seemed there wasn’t really anything for them to prepare. Orion was going to just deliver them with a small amount of goods and possessions at that time.

It was still a significant growth for Nick’s city to gain around two hundred combatants. And it appeared his kingdom’s growth was not done.

As Nick looked at his army, he realized that the odd facsimiles were gone, and so was a large percentage of all the people present. The drakans, moon gnolls, and random humans and beastfolk were all gone, and it was only the monsterfolk who remained.

All told, there were around two hundred frogloks and numerous young and a hundred and fifty mantisfolk with their young. It was a quite substantial number, competing with his current number of monsterfolk in Frosthaven in total.

And Nick knew that soon, if not already, the monsterfolk tribes he ordered would be arriving from the slaver. It had taken a long time for the ship to leave and come back, and they had to wait on getting the special stock besides.

Nick was a bit relieved that the angels had also disappeared. The angels were totally not worth the headache, and he really did not want a second cathedral in Frosthaven and constant nosy, meddlesome visitors ringing the doorbell to his impenetrable house. If that happened, he might really have Lumos build that crazy angelswatter or something.

On some level, he was interested in having moon gnolls because they were strong, but at the same time, he really did not want to have to deal with their weirdness either.

Nick turned to his experts. “Any idea why the drakans and non-monsterfolk are not here to be recruited, Becca, Winny?”

Rebecca hummed. “We’d have to ask Mother if she has an idea, but if I had to guess, it’s because while people like you or I can be denizens of the tower, it does not like cultivators inside to be unassociated with a kingdom. Monsterfolk are like a miniature society that lives in the wild, a small kingdom unto themselves.”

Eirwen added, “And…their minds are a bit simpler. They might be able to withstand the weirdness of the Ordeal a bit better. Come to think of it, weren’t the frogloks complaining about going back to some lake for a while? That may have been where Orion snatched them up from with its deal, rather than some kingdom in the area within the floor.”

Luna tilted her head. “That…sounds right. Our time as a wolfling our minds were different, but when it brought us to that floor we met in, along with our forest, I think it spoke to us. Well, mainly that…lame alpha. He decided to join the tower.”

Nick offered the frogloks and mantisfolk Soul Pacts, and it seemed he had really kept them happy, because they quickly accepted–he hadn’t even needed to bring up that he had already earned the Diregator Spawning Pools. The mantisfolk may have had something else that clinched the deal, however.

Jeffrey had a bunch of mantisfolk women surrounding him, watching him as he ascended. When they learned there were many more like him back at Frosthaven, they eagerly agreed. Their habits worried Nick, but odds were that problem would be solved by the Soul Pact and how they would eventually be changed by his will. Probably.

Fang’s tail was wagging. “Yay! I love the frogloks! And we've got gators now. Those guys are great!”

Sable chuckled. “The mantis girls are not bad–they’re completely vicious.”

Luna smiled at them. “Yes, I do believe they are all great additions to our kingdom. In all, we’ve really gained much within.”

Nick went over to speak with Lord Regios and Lord Bronzebeard, who were standing with their forces. They had dazed looks on their faces until Nick came near, which was odd. Jasmine came with. The rest chose to meet with the frogloks and mantisfolk more, now that they knew they were real.

“I take it that you two aren’t able to join my kingdom this time?”

The jackalfolk king responded first, shaking his head. “You almost met my requirements, Lord Noblefrost. If you had just been a bit more wrathful, more seeking of vengeance, and on the attack, I could have joined you. But you hadn’t slain enough of Lord Tagron’s forces or enslaved them in retribution.”

It was true that while Nick wasn’t exactly passive, he mostly found easy wins and counters to Lord Tagron’s incursions rather than going on a major offensive himself. He had trusted Sable and the mantisfolk for their clandestine operations. However, he hadn’t pushed into the enemy’s lands for larger assaults, as that would have been foolish in his mind.

It could have given the enemy Case for Wars, and allowed them to counter some of their sanctions with sanctions of their own. He focused all his efforts on weakening the kingdoms he was facing and breaking them up with sanctions and just sheer superiority. It was a shame, though. If he had Lumos, he could have really crushed them easily.

Nick wasn’t so sure he and Lord Regios were a good fit, anyhow. The man did only seek slaves in retribution or when the Case for War was appropriate, but Nick didn’t truly see him as righteous in his actions.

Soldiers were people who just followed orders. Was there any reason to make them pay for the actions of their lord? He knew that if they captured a non-Ordeal city or even took over an Ordeal, Lord Regios and his people would be all too happy and feel justified to have every man, woman, and child in chains. This was not something Nick would ever support, even if it was the same thing their enemies intended to do.

Bronzebeard suddenly added, “And you hadn’t quite made me enough money. A shame, a true shame, at that. You are a talented lord and well-rounded, and to tell you the truth, I was quite impressed–you even saved me from my son’s betrayal. Of all the lords I’ve seen, you may be the one that I’m willing to serve. But your expertise, or focus in commerce, was just a little lacking.”

Something tickled at Nick’s Soul Sense, at that, and he narrowed his eyes at Lord Bronzebeard. He realized that if he had allied with a battle junky of a lord, perhaps he could duel him for his fealty, hence the line in Orion’s prompt. But could he somehow win him over now?

“Jasmine.”

“Yes, Master? Oh! One moment.”

Sensing his thoughts, she reached into her chest pouch as she removed several smaller pouches, and Nick did the same, piling them on the ground in front of them in front of Lord Bronzebeard. They were sacks of gold.

It wasn’t like Nick had brought a ton into the Ordeal; there was no purpose, or there shouldn’t be. But Nick always carried with him a ‘rainy day fund’ and similar in case the Hero’s Path Ordeal suddenly portaled him somewhere ridiculous and he needed money just to help himself get home. And what he carried was relatively significant–a king’s ransom.

But he was much more shocked by how many small sacks of one hundred gold Jasmine had on her. She must have had nearly five thousand gold on her.

He quirked his brow at her. “Why did you have so much money on you, Jasmine?”

Jasmine hesitated. “Hm? Oh, well, you know. Never know when money might be useful!” She coughed.

That was weird. She wasn’t telling the truth–she had a reason for having so much gold on her person. They’d talk about it later.

Nick pointed at the man’s crowned helmet. “I’d like to buy that armor off of you. What do you think? Is it possible that I can afford it?” He said meaningfully.

Lord Bronzebeard got serious as he stroked his beard, and his eyes darted between the sacks of gold. A smile touched his lips as his hand dragged a large portion of the sacks to one side. “This ought to be about right. I think you’ll find that piece of armor is quite worthwhile, especially for a lord like yourself.”

Nick arched his brow–it was forty-two pouches. That would be one expensive helmet if he was reading this interaction wrong. “I’ll take it.” Nick reached out and shook the dwarf’s hand, and the man laughed.

“Lord Noblefrost– I’ve found the lord I’m willing to serve. I offer you my fealty and what remains of my kingdom. Will you accept my Oath?”

“I accept. I’ll return your loyalty with duty and responsibility of my own.”

Nick would likely later get Soul Pacts from these lords, but since it wasn’t required, he was going to hold off. He was already pushing certain limits, and it’d be better if he held off until he reached the Third Stratum first. He would get them, though. It was important for him to keep certain secrets, even if he trusted them.

They talked for a little, and it turned out that there were only two hundred dwarves in total, and the man had walked a lordly merchant path–which included establishing an honorable mercenary dwarven company. These men and women were strong and tough but ultimately expensive due to their need for sturdy, dwarven-made equipment.

And his son had unfortunately betrayed him in a similar situation–and that was when Lord Bronzebeard swore to Orion. The son was, thankfully, already dealt with or hadn’t come along when this happened.

Jasmine started picking up the bags of gold coins, and she moved to pick up one of the ones set aside.

“What are you doing? Those are mine–a deal is a deal. Here.” Lord Bronzebeard took off his crowned helmet and handed it to Nick.

Nick just wryly smiled, chuckling and shaking his head as he took it. “Damn. And here I thought I was just being clever.”

“You were! I was truly amazed you picked up on that. Though, a piece of advice. Any time gold ever leaves your hands, you should get the most out of it as you possibly can. You could have gotten something much more valuable from me!”

“Oh really? Like what?”

Lord Bronzebeard chuckled. “It’s too late now that I’ve sworn, but you could’ve asked for my belongings or other things. I suppose in truth you couldn’t have gotten that much at this point, but I was more preparing you for dealing with merchants more in the future. They won’t respect you if you don’t at least haggle a little and get everything you can.”

Jasmine’s hands clenched and opened several times, and she had a bitter smile as she stood over him. Bronzebeard was a dwarf at barely over four feet tall and stout, but Jasmine in her spider form was more than double that. “You better serve master well, or I will make you regret your very existence. Understand?”

Bronzebeard chuckled heartily. “I don’t doubt it, after seeing you fight! Don’t worry, Lass. I will use this to grow our lord’s finances, I promise. We’ll consider this seed money. After all, Orion had taken everything we earned, and I barely had anything when I made a deal with it. I’m nearly broke aside from my personal belongings, which I’d rather not sell! They have sentimental value, having been in the family for generations.”

Nick groaned internally at that, but ultimately, it was a price well paid. Overall, he had been missing a sort of master of commerce, even if Lumos was handling the job well enough. But she was more like an inventor and tradeskill master, someone who was able to make tons of money thanks to excelling at her trades. Teamed up with a merchant of skill, they would make even more money.

The party only had a few other loose ends to wrap up. Their meetings done, they gathered around to wait and changed clothes, choosing a spot a short-distance away from Jeffrey and near where Ishkara and Jasper were eating and consuming their cores. It seemed the Soul Servants would normally want to ascend now, but it was not a good time for Nick. He may be able to support them after they ascended, but it felt a little risky with how powerful Ishkara was.

Jeffrey had formed what looked like a pupa, a shell with a metallic gleam around him during this process–using countless essence pearls, and according to the girls, he even ate his shield. Nick wondered if he would somehow become more monster once again. Monsterfolk tended to change more than normal cultivators when they entered a new stratum.

Nick’s ice from his aura had melted, leaving it a normal meadow of flowers. Jasmine placed out a quilt for them to sit down on, and she brought out snacks and hot, high-essence tea from a thermal container to help them all recover, making a small picnic. But she was clearly in a bad mood by how she placed everything rapidly, rather than with her usual practiced, graceful movements.

Fang, Sable, and Luna quickly took their spots in Nick’s lap on the ground, and he chuckled at that.

Eirwen drank some tea and asked, “What has you so upset, Jasmine?”

Jasmine looked like she wanted to cry, the girl pouting as she looked at the dwarven crown helmet placed beside her where she sat. “I worked really hard and saved all that money! I wanted to buy Master a present, and now, all we got was this lame bucket!”

Fang tilted her head as Nick scratched between her ears, her tail wagging in a blur. “Saved it? How?”

“My silk! I have been making it and selling it in Silverbrook for months now. It’s a hot item!”

Nick chuckled. “That was sweet of you, Jasmine, but I’m happy to have a merchant dwarf as part of the team–it’s not a bad gift you were able to give me. I wouldn’t have been able to afford that otherwise. What the heck were you going to get me, anyway?”

That brightened her expression a little. “I didn’t know yet. I was going to wait until I got my true form and could travel more and find you something really great. Now… I’m gonna have to save all over again!”

Nick shook his head. “None of that. The crown will be repaying you for its loan. You earned that, so you will get that money back, for whatever purpose you choose.”

Jasmine’s face went through several emotions at once, from happiness at getting her money back for the gift to anger at the idea that her master would need to repay her. But then she smiled beautifully, realizing Nick had focused on the crown rather than himself. She nodded eagerly. “That’s great that the kingdom is paying me back! Now I can still go find you a nice gift once I can fly again.”

Luna said, “Oh! That’s right. We can probably start on your body as soon as we leave here, can’t we?”

Jasmine’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah! I know it’s going to be a few months, but I’m still excited.” She shivered and placed her four palms together. “I cannot wait to become one with Master.”

Sable chuckled sultrily. “Mmm, yes, I too would like to become one with master. We do need to celebrate, after all. It’s been work, work, work these last few months, and a girl could really enjoy unwinding. Or being unwound?”

Shara rolled her eyes. “You act like you’re starving for affection. Nick made sure he gave you plenty of attention.”

Nick snorted. “If I’m going to do paperwork all day, you better believe I need some fun at night, or…a break in the office. Not like we had that much else to work on.”

It was true. Nick could feel that he barely got anything out of working on his Ideal while inside, halting all progress aside from his practice with weapons and magic with the girls. It was like he had just worked some kind of temp job and cram school for several months, even if it was important and valuable.

Rebecca cleared her throat and asked Jasmine, “What about your Nexus Core? Are you going to try to ascend with this body?”

Jasmine played with her necklace, the orb of light that was her Nexus Core. “Hmm…I’m not sure yet. I think it’s better for me to just separate this body from this thing now. Then I can eat it in my new body.”

Kaya was eating some jerky and drinking some tea, really just tearing into all the snacks arrayed in front of her. The girl was starving after her difficult battle. “Eat it?”

“Yeah. If I ascend, it will become a part of my spirit a bit more than I’d like, I think. Forming the Pathstone will influence my soul more than I’d like, even if I resist it.”

Shara frowned. “Pathstone? You mean you don’t form a golden core like cultivators do here on Orion?”

Rebecca replied, “It’s not fundamentally very different. When we create our Pathstone, it is like establishing our pillars of self. Our special cores and our Concepts, as well as our three dantians–the Body, Mind, and Soul Core, all transform to create what is essentially a cornerstone. This will ultimately become the foundation, or like a seed, for our inner world’s creation–our Nascent Soul nurtured within. In all, it is still a spherical core physically, but metaphysically…it is different.”

Shara was thoughtful as she hummed. “Hmm… It is a little different, but it sounds similar enough. Where I’m from, the golden core is all three dantians merged into one, just the same, and a dense spiritual energy is created, mixed with Qi. It is usually important for someone to have found their path by this time because it’s easy to lose their sense of self when establishing this core. The entire golden core realm is all about establishing and strengthening your personal identity as you become one with the dao. Some special techniques involve creating special avatars that represent the self to reinforce this, forming a small spiritual temple or inner world, or other things depending on what you practice.”

Fang frowned, and she shoved her head into Nick’s hand–begging for more headpats. This was way too much talking. “Huh, but don’t we already kinda have them? The Soulscape thingies? That’s like a tiny world!”

Nick chuckled. “That’s right. Our Soulscapes are meant to help with setting the foundations for this. For me, it’s a little different too, though.”

Rebecca nodded. “That’s right, you’ll be creating a throne, which will be unique to you.”

As they killed some time waiting for Jeffrey, each of the girls took spots on Nick’s lap, or Nick on their lap, in the case of Shara and Jasmine. Jasmine had brought out the portable cottage, and everyone got themselves clean, and the brush was brought out. Because once they exited, it would be a bit of a celebration.

Jeffrey’s pupa eventually cracked, the beetle man shattering and emerging from within. He stood proudly, perhaps a little bigger than he was before.

At first, it hadn’t looked like he had changed a lot, having a mostly human face with gem-like eyes and a chitin or carapace torso beneath him, like that of a beetle.

However, one arm was clearly larger, much bulkier than the other. With a metallic schnick sound, scales unfurled, revealing a fairly large shield made from his own chitin, and his other arm unfurled and brought out some kind of blade–almost like a mantis. He still had a normal five-fingered hand, and it was like the guide for it to attach to the strange grip was embedded within–like a strange action figure.

His wing guards also opened up, like shields on his back brought to face and twist in nearly any direction, which was odd. It was like he had become a living shield, able to protect several people at once.

As he was inspecting himself, the mantisfolk swooned, shifting their colors and blinking their eyes at him.

Jeffrey froze. “Er, what is with them? They’re still here?” He asked, worriedly.

Eirwen giggled, her ears wiggling. “They’re even more interested in you now, Jeffrey. Turns out they’ll be coming with us to Frosthaven, along with the frogloks. Same with the ratfolk, dwarves, and quilboarfolk!”

He seemed to sweat a bit at that for a moment, but eventually, he cleared his throat. “That’s good news. The Noblefrost Kingdom grows! Truly, I have joined the most powerful hive of all. I shall go on ahead and herald your arrival!” His wings buzzed as he took off and flew through the portal archway, not really waiting for everyone else to respond.

The mantisfolk girls clicked and whined about that, but they began talking amongst themselves, it seemed.

Kaya laughed. “His legs quivered a bit there, but he put on a strong front. I think he might have been blushing too.”

Nick got up and dusted himself off. “Guess we might as well go. Time to see our real friends.”

Fang said, “Oh yeah! I wonder if Thelisse finished her lodge.”

Saying goodbye to the lords and monsterfolk, they assured them they’d see them at Trial Closure and left through the portal.


Chapter 32 - The Exit



Nick and his wives appeared in the plaza one at a time, and numerous people had already gathered. The black tower that rose up above their house, the obelisk, had mysterious scripts lighting up. He knew it pulsed each time they completed a new floor, and now, they had completed another Stratum.

The density of essence in the air had increased once again. It had only been about three weeks since they entered the Ordeal thanks to the bizarre floor, but to Nick and the rest, it felt like three whole months. The essence welcomed him, wrapping around him–just as the nearby crowd did.

Only his most trusted subordinates were close to the exit archway near his home, but the people lined the streets in the circle around the tower.

It was much like the celebration for the King’s Mandate, with hundreds of people present. They clapped and cheered, all understanding that their king had fought hard and brought them into a new age. Something that might only happen on this shard once every several generations: a new king reaching this level.

After the final party member arrived from their Minor Enlightenment or Tempering, the tower above them brightened further, white and gold lights traveling up the glyphs to the top. The same thing occurred on the Hero’s Path Ordeal, before suddenly a gigantic pulse of light occurred, an unmistakable halo of gold and white light streaking across the heavens.

It was the horn of triumph, signalling to the rest of the Shard that a lord had finished the twentieth floor–becoming a True King of Orion, a contender for ownership of the Frontier Shard.

Nick had a bad premonition about this–that their enemies would see this too. But there was nothing to be done. He greeted the clapping and cheering crowd, waving and shaking a few of their hands.

He called out to them by enhancing his voice, letting them know that new residents would be coming to Frosthaven as the result of a Trial. Trial Closure would bring homes with them, and so new people of various trades would be arriving. It was an exciting time for the city to expand even further.

Eventually, he came back to the center to greet all his subordinates, family, and friends.

For whatever reason, none of his Maidens, even if they had gone through the Ordeals, had appeared within Test of Governance for which he was thankful–it would have made it even weirder dealing with facsimiles of them. Seeing them here, he was happy to go give them hugs and kiss them on their cheeks.

The mothers of his future children all looked radiant, having healthy glows. Though, concerningly, perhaps too much darkness within them. Apparently, three weeks was a bit too long to be away all at once, and Chastity was the worst, with Irene second.

He looked at them with concern. The essence within him was already refined to what he considered the maximum levels after these months and of the appropriate balance. He was bursting with essence, and he needed to ascend first before he had…fun with them in that way, where he’d purify theirs, or he’d waste their efforts of empowering him.

“You girls need to pace yourselves.”

Chastity smiled at that, hugging him tightly. “Oh, but we all knew…” She whispered up into his ear, “Daddy would be back to pay us all a visit soon enough.”

Irene smirked at that. “We have been missing you, Hero. But don’t be so concerned. We will be fine for a few weeks more, so you can take your time and ascend as you like. We have our eyes on it.” She tapped beneath her eye–she was referring to their Advanced Soul Sense.

Veronica smiled at him. “We missed you in many more ways than just that one. The maiden wing of your home finished constructing from the essence, and we’ve moved our things over to it now. It’s sad not seeing you there at home.”

Marissa nodded. “That’s right. And our babies already started moving, and they need to hear their daddy’s voice.”

Nick smiled at that. “Of course. We’ll definitely spend some time together soon, I promise. I’ll need to rest after that big battle, and that’s a perfect time for us to get together.”

Irene beamed at that. “That sounds so exciting. You really won over even more people again in a Trial? That’s rare! I can’t wait to meet them all and hear more about it.”

As Nick told them about what happened, he saw that Shara was nearly in tears as she hugged her mother, then her father. “I’m so glad to see you two.”

Myron asked, worried, “What’s the matter, my little treasure?”

“Oh, um…it’s not that big of a deal. Well, it was a long time for us. It was over three months inside.”

Elyra arched her brow. “Time dilation? That sounds fun. Surely you enjoyed having plenty of time with your new husband and family in the Ordeal? Plus the fighting. I know you enjoy that. Wasn’t it more like a honeymoon?”

Shara blushed at that. “I did, but…well, I’ll tell you later. I got stronger and learned a lot, so I’m happy and proud of what we did, but there was some…weird stuff. It made me miss you two more.”

After catching up with the soon-to-be mothers of his children, Nick went around and made sure all his subordinates felt appreciated. Especially Lumos. She was actually standing near Councilor Robins, so that made this perfect, and he walked over to the two of them.

“Councilor Robins, and Lumos! I’m so glad to see you both.”

Councilor Robins quirked his brow. “Ah! What is it I can do for you, Milord?”

“Master, do you need something? I bet you got a lot of treasure once again!”

“Just wanted you both to know that I sincerely appreciate you. You’re great; thank you for what you do for Frosthaven. I mean that.” He shook Councilor Robin’s hand, and as he approached Lumos, it seemed her body language preferred a hug, so he obliged.

Councilor Robins laughed as he shook his hand. “Well, it’s great to feel appreciated!”

Lumos pulled back from their hug with a smile. “You betcha! I love the opportunity to really make and fix things. I am so happy to be useful!”

“Just let me know if either of you need anything–anything at all. I’ll do everything in my power to make it happen.”

The two were happy to outline some projects they required his approval for, and Nick already had some DP earmarked to upgrade to the full-on Trade Quarter, and thanks to the Path of Kings being climbed while he was inside, they likely had enough or would soon have enough for it. This would be perfect for the incoming dwarves, ratfolk, and quilboarfolk.

“You both are going to have a lot more work to do, but also a lot more help soon. Brightclaw and his people are talented and should be a big help. Let me tell you more about the ratfolk, quilboarfolk, and the dwarves.”

He told them a little bit about the Ordeal Floor, the Test of Governance, and the subsequent floors and how the three groups of people would be joining them. None of them were really born fighters other than their climbers, and so there were people with various important professional skills arriving. Perhaps some people with more experience than their own.

Councilor Robins gave him a hearty chuckle. “My, you’ve outdone yourself once again, Milord!”

“Wow! More people, all ready to work, work, work! I can’t wait to meet them. Worry not, Master. We’ll get these people something to do. I can’t wait for that Trade Quarter; the people will truly begin to grow.”

He went to shake hands with the orcs, giving Andross and Lothar their bro hugs, happy to see them instead of their fakes. The drakans weren’t bad, thankfully, but they just weren’t the same. He promised them both a drink at the bar to recant his tale at the hero’s tavern–once Brightclaw and the rest arrived tomorrow, so they could all meet and share their stories.

Meeting with the monsterfolk people and his Maidens, they all piled in, crowding him as they congratulated him and the girls. He gave each of them hugs and a kiss, much to their satisfaction. He could feel that each of them had grown while he was gone, their progression rapid. Likely, they had done more than one run through the various Ordeals, able to alternate with their slots between the Path of Kings, Samurai, and the Shadow Hunter, which by now had finished shifting.

Eirwen seemed to nod at his thought. “Yes, they’ve all been working very hard to keep your attention and stay ahead of the other gals.”

Fang beamed with pride, lifting her chin up. “That’s right. I picked the bestest ones for Boss.”

Nick chuckled at that and noticed the enigmatic naga was missing. “Where’s Thelisse?”

Zara chuckled. “She’s been busy with the Spirit Lodge. It just needs some finishing touches before we can take care of you, Boss. I hope you look forward to it; I know I am.”

The other monsterfolk girls smiled and nodded at that, the naga girls swaying their bodies and the wolfen girl’s tails wagging furiously, and the scalefolk girl’s tails even thumping on the ground. It seemed they were thinking of being able to pamper their alpha but also at least hoping for what might happen next.

Nick smiled at that. “I definitely am, and I’m sure it will be soon. We’ve got some more beasts for taming and more monsterfolk coming. Frogloks, mantisfolk, and diregators arrive tomorrow.”

Thava smiled brightly. “Oh, how unique! I can’t wait to meet them. This one here is nearly ready to claim the drake’s home, and that should be a big help. While a few of us have tried to steal away some drake eggs or tame one after drawing it away from their nest, it has been dangerous and slow-going. Because there’s no alpha, they are extremely aggressive right now. We don’t want to start a stampede, which would force us to have to slay them.”

She stroked the drake’s neck as she spoke, which now rose above her own head–which of course, was not that high, since she was a scalefolk, but it was taller even while it sat on its hindquarters. Soon enough it would reach the Second Stratum, and at that point, with its superior bloodline and size, it should be able to claim dominance over the remaining drakes which would help them tame them, especially any hatched newborns.

Eirwen noted, “We’ll have to find the right place for that Diregator Spawning Pools. It should be a popular spot for adventurers, based on what I read. Tons of resources for alchemy, unique creatures to hunt, and supposedly, it often spawns unique treasures. It’s an excellent place for their spawning because there’s so much diversity and age of the essence.”

It was a resource nearly at the level of his Frostspire Mines. The demon cores and constant gains of ores and gems were slowly making Nick a fortune and giving his crafters plenty to do. So now, they had something interesting and useful for more types of crafters.

Not everything was good news, as he arrived back. Lothar told him that his scouts had already learned that the monster kingdom was starting to move. With how they typically worked, once they began their assault on the keep, it was something that might never stop. It was why the marshal was an important figure on nearly any shard and often one of the most powerful.

Most likely, once he and his wives ascended, he would need to begin his assault on them. They were already reinforcing the holdouts in the keep, and the beetlefolk appeared to be taking the charge in this. They were preparing for war, the old king and queen hatching nearly a dozen larvae per day of new young as food and essence pearls were brought in to fuel their birthing and subsequent growth, and that wasn’t including the people gathering other hives.

But overall, his people were safe. The barrier and Seraphara’s Light of Wisdom defensive weapon meant that his kingdom would not fall easily, and he could rest on his laurels for a breath. He enjoyed the celebration much like the previous one with his family and friends, drinking and eating as many danced once again.

Nick was happy to be back. He would need just a few days rest, and then it would be time to ascend.
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Vaegor Blackthorne stumbled to the ground, the hollowback behemule groaning as its mossy form spit him out from its cavernous body and fell down on its side, almost fainting with exhaustion. The massive, quadrupedal plant creature had been overworked to bring him home rapidly after his failure, his raids in the west entirely ruined.

How?

How could this happen?

Thankfully, he had arrived at his sanctuary, and finally, he would get some answers. The decrepit swamp of rot and petulance was inviting to his corrupted arborfolk body. His wounds began to heal as he fed on the decay of order stored within as he took slow, measured steps into the murky water.

His head eventually submerged as he entered the deep, and after a time marching underwater by pulling himself with vines, he arrived at his sunken tower. He merged with the wall, then phased through the wooden doorway, arriving inside his Dark Kingdom’s Crown Sanctum, a womb of restoration.

Sending a tendril of plant flesh into the wall, he interfaced with his Blackroot Seedvault. He knew Thresh and Elrash had died while he was gone, his connection to their implanted seeds destroyed. How could he not? The only way he could lose his parasitic connection was if they died.

Making his connection to the parent seed, Vaegor watched the series of images, showing him the moments leading up to Thresh’s death. However, it was completely blank at first. He had to trace backwards until he found sight through Thresh’s eyes.

He went a bit further back, starting at where he thought the encounter began. The Outlanders–the purple people–had been corralled in front of a devilsaur’s lair after tracking them for over a thousand miles in total to the Northeast. This alone infuriated Vaegor. How could his people be so incompetent?

Thresh’s tendrils lashed outward, attempting to strike the purple Outlander man in ambush. An explosion of starlight interfered with their attacks, and Thresh chuckled as he walked out from behind the trees with Elrash, the panther beastfolk ruler of Shadowvale.

“Not bad, they blocked the ambush. You purple people sure have given us a hard time, but you will go no further. What were you going to do here, anyway? Was your plan to fight all the way here, to feed yourselves to some demon reptiles?”

Elrash grinned. “Truly tenacious, to force me to come all the way out here. To think so many of you were at the Third or Fourth Stratum, but you were brought low to this. You Outlanders sure got unlucky.”

Thresh stood across from the Outlander man, and his mercenary army surrounded this ‘Myron’ and his people, and it looked like a done deal. They gloated and laughed as they threatened the Outlander until a pulse of light went through the world. Thresh recognized it as a scan from a Tower of Orion, and that was only partially right. Vaegor got a bad premonition, knowing the end result, and he was proven right a moment later.

Elrash looked over at Myron in confusion and pointed. “What’s that? Orion is talking to the Outlanders?”

Thresh had been checking around for anything related to this pulse of light from before and turned and understood immediately what was happening now: the Outlanders were being offered a Trial.

He shouted in alarm, “No! Don’t let him!” and leaped into the air towards Myron, the claws on his hands growing outward. But of course, the man pressed accept on the floating prompt, and the golden light of Orion spread outward, encompassing everything and bringing distortion and static before going blank to Vaegor’s view.

A Trial with the Outlanders? Why? How?

Now, it made sense why the scene had gone blank. Orion had long since blocked recording events and retracing the contents of the Trials for numerous reasons, and even the most powerful of immortals could only record the contents of a Trial they personally participated in.

Trials were meant to be fair, everyone getting a separate but mostly equal chance at victory. The outcome of a Trial was sacred, and Orion hated when nepotism and extortion allowed significant advantages. If an immortal’s child entered a Trial against the youth of Orion and could find out who killed their child, they would use that information to get revenge. Trials were often winner takes all, only giving a chance to flee to those that had it before the battle began.

And if they could get revenge…that meant their child could threaten it. Give up this Trial now or Daddy will torture and kill you, even if you win.

Vaegor chuckled condescendingly at that. Those nobles… such insufferable pricks full of entitlement. They’d espouse the importance of order and of laws, but only when convenient for them. After they got the advantage in life, they used said laws to keep what they won from the weak and stupid.

He knew the truth. That all life was chaos, that good and evil were just titles given by those who ruled, the justification of the strong to help them sleep better at night. It was why he made a vow to bring rot and decay to all those who ruled.

Of course, those powerful enough and willing to expend enough effort could just learn all the parties involved in the Trials and just…kill everyone who took part anyway. But there was always a seed of doubt. Monsters mixed with cultivators, denizens of the towers, and more. In this case, Vaegor couldn’t even be sure that it was the Outlanders that killed Thresh and Elrash at all. It could have been a third-party altogether, or maybe one of those devilsaurs.

For all Vaegor knew, the Outlanders were dead too. He spent some time reviewing his messages, finding that his scouts had reported during his absence, and the ones that didn’t, and none of the news was good. When Thresh died, the Altar was destroyed, and his subordinate took claim of the Ordeal. Then, he decided he no longer feared Blackthorne and that it was his kingdom now–a rebellion. Foolish.

And Shadowvale was gone, the Altar of Subordination destroyed. Elrash had mentioned it was under attack in the recording, and there were really only two possibilities for it to be under attack from a Lawful Kingdom: Silverbrook or Frosthaven.

In the end, it didn’t matter. He grabbed two nurtured seeds from his vault, ingesting them. The healing energy would help really begin the long path to recovery.

Exiting the Crown Sanctum, he began his march across the dark marsh. He needed to get his people ready for facing this rebellion. As he began to awaken people, something shocked him to the core.

A halo of light blasted across the sky, and Vaegor trembled with rage. It was coming from the northeast. He recognized it. A lord had completed the twentieth floor.

Before, Vaegor thought Frosthaven had just been impudent and lucky, taking on Shadowvale in defiance of another’s rule. Who wouldn’t? Vaegor didn’t respect those who backed down without a fight, accepting another’s rule anyway. Not that he would allow him to live, but… Now, it was like every detail he had learned up to now suddenly told a different story.

He had underestimated this… Noblefrost. In a matter of six months, the man had climbed the tower nobody had completed in a thousand years, killed Davon, somehow claimed Shadowvale, and conquered the twentieth floor as well.

No doubt, this man was also responsible for the loss of the warden in Silverbrook and also aided the deaths of Thresh and Elrash–somehow. That pulse witnessed by Thresh…it came from the direction of Frosthaven, he realized.

Now that everything lined up, it was starting to become very clear. This man had systematically dismantled his claim over the North, ruining all of his plans and weakening his dominion. He brought order to the North, and now Vaegor knew why he felt so weak. It wasn’t just the lost altars. It was everything, including the restoration of order.

He could not allow this to stand.

His Path of Rot-crowned Dominion fed from the decay of Order, a subjugation of Lawful Dominion. From the dismantling order from a kingdom, chaos was bred, empowering him. His efforts for the past one hundred years had been completely obliterated in a matter of months, and thanks to the backlash, it had stopped his campaign in the West.

He was so close to getting a lasting presence there, getting the strongest kingdom yet to capitulate and build his altar. He had been focusing his thornspawn and rotlings, and largest bandit armies in that direction because the kingdom was older and much more entrenched; the North completely his.

But just when he was about to make that final push…

Everything was ruined.

His armies were just making headway when the destruction of his Altar of Subordinations from both Shadowvale and the Murkdeep Scar caused terrible backlashes, which caused him to lose control over his thornspawn and rotlings. Most withered away, and while he had plenty of mercenaries in that neck of the woods, the Third Stratum kingdom saw weakness, and they struck Vaegor’s bandit armies quick and hard.

He barely made it out with his life, unable to fight back thanks to the backlash.

Vaegor would have his vengeance and make an example out of this princeling, eroding the order he had brought to the North. The man had just entered the Third Stratum. It would take years, even at this person’s crazy pace, to near the peak of it like him.

As a bandit warlord, he had numerous subordinates early in the Third Stratum and even some in the middle. Even if this Noblefrost had people as talented as himself, there was no way they could keep up with his breakneck pace.

Marching through his vast swamp, he finished awakening dozens of corrupted arborfolk from their slumber, their large bodies surfacing from the murk. His important protectors. It had been so long since he required their aid, most had never even seen or heard of their might. But now, he would awaken them all. With only one Altar left to the southwest, he couldn’t afford to lose another, or his Pathstone would crumble like brittle glass. He would move and show his strength immediately.

The corrupted arborfolk groaned, his voice slow. “Ah… I awaken. There are some…whispers on the wind. They speak of rebellion, of–”

“Yes, I am aware. I want you and your men to head for the Murkdeep Scar. We must quell their foolish rebellion. Then we march for Frosthaven. Everything ordered will rot away, leaving only the truth.”

The swamp man nodded. “Everything will rot.” He then turned to look to the northwest, and essence ran through him as numerous others awakened and began to draw up their essence as well. Vines lashed, and fungal spores and seeds formed.

Hundreds of seeds and spores sprouted from their plant flesh, the spawns of decay and chaos eventually drifting into the wind, like a cloud of deadly fireflies taking to the air. They then began their lumbering march northeast, their long legs covering a large distance with every step.

Vaegor would need to rest and recover, even with the healing seeds he consumed. The backlash he received from those Altars being destroyed and fleeing from his Ordeal Test was not insignificant.

All he received near the peak were quests to accomplish for his Dark Kingdom, Vaegor no longer able to enter his tower to rise. Another failure, and he would face Tribulation and it would be his second, each one more difficult than the last. Odds were, he would not survive again.

His Pathstone was crumbling, and now, he also needed to find himself even more mercenaries and bandits. At least two-thirds of what remained after his failure were already headed toward the north, but he had arrived home quicker thanks to his mount.

Not that he would let them know where his hidden tower was, even if they could keep up.

Vaegor was still fuming with rage as he marched back to his Crown Sanctum to recover, stepping over his countless victims that lay beneath the murk. While one couldn’t call what they did living, their suffering still continued.

He would make the princeling pay for his insolence. Noblefrost’s suffering would be endless beneath the strangling vines.
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Anya blocked a bladed limb and countered with her sageblade, cleaving off the offending limb. She and the rest of the Wraiths of Keltharis fought against a swarm of Zeraxi, a tribal insectoid people. The aggressive folk were mounting an incursion onto this Shard and the only ones standing in between them were the knights. Not that Anya particularly cared if they succeeded, just that Orion had pitted her people against them in a Trial and the only path to survival was killing them all.

No hard feelings.

The creatures often had deadly appendages with blades at the end or long, sharp claws. They also had creepy faces and terrifying maws, the feral, nearly hive-minded people not often making any attempt at making peace. They were usually as aggressive as demons, seeking food for growing their horde.

With one swing, she cleaved off one of their sleek heads with her sageblade and sent a rain of ice shards into the approaching group off to the side, dissuading their approach. Drawing the green blood from her dead foe, she grimaced as she gathered and froze it into more spell material, creating more shards to send at the crowd of enemies.

Hemolymph was still blood, but it felt terrible and sluggish to use and weak of flavor when consumed, like it was diluted blood. Still, she didn’t have any choice. Her men were scattered, and she knew even Henrik was struggling on the other side of the battlefield.

During their journey, they had previously been lucky to find a Permanent Trial, a fixture deep in a cave that was like a static Ordeal, or dungeon. Her men fought through the five floors and faced the boss, their sageblades making the challenge straightforward.

The place was perfect for them to reach the Second Stratum and form their armor of blood and frost. They killed countless bugbears, navigated a dangerous cave as they fought ambush creatures, and finally, a challenging scaled feral bear that was likely around level 15. And the nearby kingdom didn’t seem to know or care that it had such a precious resource able to be challenged by a group or two weekly. Thankfully, their sageblades were able to divine its location as they headed North-ish toward Frosthaven.

But now, they had found a Roaming Trial, and Orion was pulling out all the stops. Even Anya and Henrik were being pushed, their lesser-trained allies forced to fend for themselves as they had gotten split up. She had fought to the center of the cavern, an endless number of these insectoid people spilling out of the portal and heading down the different branches of the cave.

It was clear that the Keeper didn’t want Anya and Henrik just carrying their brethren to the finish by how it had set up the fight, and she worked to try to unite with her brethren. As she reached the center, it was difficult to fight forward–near the portal was a dense group of enemies, and she would quickly get surrounded.

Anya conserved her mana and essence as she fought near the mouth of her cave branch, watching for the others. Eventually, the others could be seen making their forays out of their lanes, the knights performing as they should.

She asked her sageblade, “Partner, are any knights in need of help?”

The eye on her blade opened and began looking around, and then she heard its voice in her mind. “Down the right path, there is a wounded knight. They could use your help.”

She counted ten warriors, including Henrik across the way. “Wraiths! Defend your brothers and hold the line! Fight to unite if you are able. For blood and ice!”

A chorus of knights responded around the cavern, even as they fought for their lives, “For blood and ice!”

Henrik was on the other end of the cavern fighting, so she knew if the leader appeared, he could hold it off at least until she returned. She began fighting down the cavern path, a steady stream of creatures heading down the path.

Anya jumped up to a cavern wall, then leaped over a group as she lowered her corporeality. Vaulting from wall to wall over the threats, she found two knights protecting a wounded third knight, their backs against the wall.

Unlike her, who had a sageblade and could cleave through most enemies in one swing, they had to fight to wound and debilitate before scoring the killing blow. And with deadly claws ready to tear into their downed companion, they were having difficulty doing more than defending, enemies replacing those they just wounded as they kicked and shoved, slashed, and sent ice shards of blood out.

The creatures would immediately eat any downed foe–even their brethren. This caused them to go into a frenzy, absorbing the essence and empowering themselves. If they felt weakness, they would go for it.

Anya sent a wave of frost into the insects’ backs, slowing them down. She swung her sword as she moved with speed and grace, cutting the enemies down one by one. The essence within her moved to near-perfection, every step and movement following her style of blood-and-frost-powered racial superiority.

Enhancing the bladed edge of her sword with her essence, the deadly sharpness cut through the insectoids, cleaving right through defending limbs or mandibles. Body parts scattered onto the ground, and thanks to the reprieve, the two knights were able to turn it around, landing devastating blows and breaking free of their attackers.

A woman nodded at her. “Lady Anya, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. The fight is just beginning. Can she recover?” She nodded to the downed figure.

Grunting, the wounded woman reached out and then drew up all the insectoid blood from the room, blood and ice exploding from the corpses and being drawn in toward her. She opened her mouth, and the crystallized mist floated inside. Ice began to cover her wounds as her flesh started to reknit.

“I…can manage now. For blood and ice, I can still fight.”

The four then fought to the center, cutting through the vicious enemies as they went. The insects screeched and barked gutturally as they fought back, but knights fighting side by side made short work out of the chaotic creatures. Fighting technique and ages-proven tactics and coordination cut through the monstrous people, unable to match their might.

When they returned to the main cavern, she found that all knights were accounted for now. However, a man was fighting toward the others rather than holding a branch. Henrik was doing his best to fight toward him for rescue, but the man had already been grievously wounded and he wouldn’t make it in time.

Sighing, Anya raised a free hand and drew up the power of her bloodline, her bloodfrost. It was a unique mixture of magic that merged body, soul, and frost, which had powerful effects on a wide variety of enemies. Pushing with her will, she infused it with her Superiority Concept and formed several blades before sending them shredding through the crowd.

They were cleaved through effortlessly, the wounds spreading a deadly frost over what remained. Any insectoid that didn’t die instantly would soon succumb to the superior cold, few creatures able to live as their warmth was drained from their bodies and spirits at the same time. Most couldn’t manipulate Soul Essence well, their defenses unable to protect against it.

Anya dashed over and cut down the last enemy near the wounded man. His arm had already been chewed off, and he had wounds nearly all over his body.

“What are you doing? I ordered you to hold the line!”

“I can’t hold on much longer. I was already wounded. I figured…”

“Don’t be a fool. Use the blood nearby to heal, and join your brothers. Stand fast, we will get through this!”

The man listened to her command, drawing in the green blood with a grimace. He coughed and choked, but Anya didn’t have an opportunity to watch him for much longer.

A pulse of light flashed, the portal in the center of the cavern suddenly widening. Five powerful insectoids appeared, over double the size of all others. These were ascended zeralix, those who had evolved their bloodlines further in addition to being a higher level. Their limbs were longer and sturdier, and their carapaces were difficult to penetrate.

The knights were given no reprieve. Even before they finished cutting down the final enemies, the larger ascended’s bladed claws went on the attack. Henrik’s drain thankfully weakened them, even as it empowered him.

And Anya burst forth, pushing her skills to the limit as her blade met the leader’s. This monster was even larger, its eyes showing a gleam of intelligence.

Anya shouted, “I’ll take on the leader. Focus down the ascended and then join me!”

Her heart beat strongly as she imposed her will, empowering herself with her Superiority Concept. It was a versatile Concept, able to enhance her body as well as her spells. It even merged well with others, enhancing them. Moving faster as a result, she met the creature’s scything claws with her greatsword, deflecting and redirecting the attack as she countered.

As she fought, she drew up as much blood and ice as her aura could reach, streams of green blood heading to form into a growing cold sphere as she defended herself against the larger creature. They had a little more than three knights per ascended so she only needed to hold on long enough, and victory would be hers.

Henrik’s Drain weakened the four ascended zeralix, and the other knights used their own Concepts or fragments, cutting deep into the creatures. Blasts of ice chilled the monsters, slowing their assaults. The creatures went into an angered frenzy, but those focused on defense put themselves in the way as they systematically cut the larger monsters down with their superior tactics and teamwork.

One man was sent flying from the monster’s might, but another was able to take his place. Anya also noticed someone get run through with one of their blades, but the man held onto the blade with a coat of ice, preventing it from retreating. That actually gave the opening for another knight to take the ascended down.

Much like before, she sent out a wave of blades of bloodfrost toward the large ascended. But the monster roared and used its own ability, drawing essence from the cavern toward it. It sent a blade of essence at her bloodfrost, one large enough to shred right through her magic.

Flooding herself with Superiority and then creating a cutting edge with her frostblood, she met the blade of essence with her sageblade, blocking it. The energy bashed into her like a runaway bull, sending her flying.

The monster leaped after her with its wings buzzing behind it, its scything blades reaching far. She took on the corporeality of a spirit, preventing her from bashing into the wall too hard, and infused her will into her spiritual sharpness concept as she swung her sword at the creature.

The monster saw her swing coming but froze in confusion as her sageblade passed right through its bladed arm and cut into its spiritual body. Her blade sliced into its core but rebounded off. Unfortunately, its soul core was far too sturdy for her to finish the creature. It roared at the damage it received and kicked out with its taloned foot instead.

Gracefully ducking and parrying it away, she countered. Her attacks flowed with spectral grace, her swings carrying a sanguine might as she blocked the monster’s blades and sliced and evaded. She attempted to push her swordsmanship to the limits, but eventually, she ran out of time. The wraiths finished their quarries, and spears and blades of ice all stabbed into the monster from nearly all sides.

Anya sighed as she dealt the killing blow. Her greatsword cleaved the head off its shoulders a moment after the several ice missiles trapped its arm against its chest. The golden lights of Orion pulsed outward, and something she recognized landed in her hand: an Ordeal Cornerstone. The mystical cube sparkled gold in the light, and its weight was far heavier than it looked.

She received a tempering, an enhancement to her bloodfrost trait. Blue and red light encompassed her body, refining her bloodline further. A positive gain to be sure, but unfortunately, not quite what she wanted. At the same time, she wasn’t a big fan of Orion’s spoon-fed enlightenment either. Reaching mastery with her own insights through deadly combat instead was what she desired.

Everyone looked over, exclaiming as they received their own rewards, and they were shocked about what she held in her hand–the achievement of their party’s victory.

But she was too busy thinking about the fight, looking at her sageblade. While she was close to mastery with her swordsmanship, it had eluded her. One could not enter a Frontier Shard already a master, only understanding what it took.

She had practiced for countless months and achieved Early Mastery for all three of her future Concepts before she was frozen. She was a true prodigy among her peers and even many of her brothers and sisters.

Strangely, she felt that Henrik was closer than herself to becoming a master in swordsmanship. He had incorporated his draining, stalwart defense into his fighting style so well that he embodied something very effective and useful in combat.

Anya had easily bested him before, but that was before he completed his shield of bloodfrost. With it, she would still win, but it definitely wouldn’t be easy. Her superior skill with her essence control and bloodfrost magic was usually what helped her clinch the victory in their duels.

Anya frowned as she thought of the implications of the cornerstone and didn’t know how to feel about the reward, teetering between anger and excitement. It was an amazing treasure, and she only barely felt her party had earned it. The ability to start their own Ordeal or add one to an existing city. Many would have to experience a much more harrowing trial to receive something so precious.

The rewards from Trials were essentially what a Keeper decided you lacked or needed. And this wasn’t necessarily a reward for her and her knights. Or was it?

Did that mean the Keeper thought she needed to start her own city? Was it a temptation? Or was it forcing her down a road to travel with her future lord?

She hated when others, anyone, decided her future for her. At the same time, she understood that this could be looked at like it was granting her the freedom to do so.

A groan took her out of her thoughts, and she turned to the wounded man from before. Others crouched over him, and in their inspections they just shook their heads. They knew he was probably a goner.

Unfortunately, as useful as the sageblades were, they had zero ability to heal on their own. They could help enhance one’s own capabilities, the symbiotic bond granting them access to many of the things a Wraith of Keltharis was able to do–like turning corporeal. But while many knights could heal themselves, few were talented at healing others.

The man from before didn’t look much better, even after his healing.

Her partner spoke into her mind. “He will likely only make it if you give him the blood of the ascended leader. It would be valuable to even you, perhaps even granting you a minor Trait. But…”

Of course, as the leader of the knights and the one who killed the leader of the incursion, it was hers by right. Of course, she would help her brethren over improving herself, for now.

The man was breathing heavily. Weakness filled him as he had been unable to recover enough of his own blood. While they could stimulate their own by using others, they needed strong and pure blood to achieve anything drastic, unless truly talented.

He said, “Just…kill me. I’ll slow you all down.”

Anya scowled. “You do not die until your lord says you can die or orders you to.”

Henrik added helpfully, “Well, not that you’ve sworn yet. But hey, we heard they got some talented healers up north. If you survive, they should be able to make you as good as new. At least you didn’t get cut down running from a fight. You just, well, you kinda just sucked to be honest.”

“You’re not helping, Brother. Here.” She floated over the leader’s corpse, using her ability to manipulate its blood to draw it closer. “Use this blood; I will allow it. It will keep you alive for just a little longer. We’ll hunt whatever we come across on the way.”

The knight reached his only remaining hand out and drew the green blood into him. The significant amount of high-quality essence contained within was used to restore his own, empowering his body. The man was able to restore just enough of his flesh to close his wounds, though his arm was still missing. He would live to see another day.

The man coughed, then gave her a pained smile. “Thank you, my Lady… that helped.” His eyes widened suddenly, and a reflection in the man’s eyes caused Anya to look up. The lights of Orion had revealed a hole through the ceiling of the cave, allowing them to easily escape now that the Trial was completed.

But that wasn’t what the man saw. A white and gold halo of light spread across the sky from a very clear direction: the North. It was the horn of triumph, heralding a new contender for the ownership of this very Frontier Shard.

Anya’s jaw dropped as she stared above her. “No way. Father said the resonance was from completing the tenth floor. That wasn’t long ago.”

“What is it, Sis?” Henrik saw where she was looking and looked to the sky. ”Ah, shite. Don’t tell me we screwed around for too long. It wasn’t that long, was it?”

Anya sighed, looking at the Ordeal Cornerstone she just received. “I doubt it, Brother. We may have gotten there a bit quicker if we had just hopped on that ship. But if we got there in the First Stratum, would we have been any use to someone who got to the 20th floor in just a few months?”

“I guess not, but maybe he is making some terrible mistakes, rushing for some dumb reason. This is a Frontier Shard. Could he really have all the knowledge he needs to succeed? Our sageblades alone should be a big help when it comes to that.”

“I’m sure his family, and with his bloodline… it will probably be fine. Well, there’s no use worryin’ about it now. This just means we need to rush. Double time. We won’t make it before he ascends, more than likely, but if we rush, we can be there in a week or two.” She nodded meaningfully over to the whimpering, wounded knight.

Henrik groaned as he tossed the knight over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, the man groaning in response. “Damn it. Well, at least we got our future liege a nice gift.”

Anya shook her head. She had stowed away the cornerstone in her pouch. Many of the knights got some decent personal rewards, from Tempering to Minor Enlightenments. “Nice gift? What happened to starting our own kingdom? To being a foil that he must defeat to help him grow?”

“I said all that before I knew he’d reach the Third Stratum in just a few months. I’m really looking forward to our duel now, but I already see the result. The Wraiths will deem him worthy of service.”

“For once I think you might be right, Brother. You must be learning. Or, wait. You asked your sageblade, didn’t you?”

Henrik coughed. “No way! One doesn’t almost die in combat several times without growing a few hairs on their chest. I just…matured. Yeah, that’s it.” He nodded to himself, dumbly confident he sounded believable.

“Oh really? How many hairs on my chest you think I got from that, Brother? Think carefully.” Anya narrowed her eyes on Henrik.

Henrik blanched at that and then took that opportunity to leap up and out of the cave. She joined him effortlessly, landing far more gracefully than he did onto the mountain path.

“Erm, it’s just a figure of speech. Hey.” He smacked his burden’s leg. “Make yourself a little lighter. Your dumbass is heavy.”

“Stop that, Henrik–he really can’t be doing much until he gets some more healing. Let one of the other knights take turns with you. I will rush ahead to hunt.”

The other knights were busy absorbing essence and drawing in blood for their armors and tempering their bloodline. They would take a bit of time to heal, but none were as bad as Henrik’s burden. It seemed she had a lot to hunt for, needing to find some more high-quality blood to speed up their recovery for travel.

The trip would be frustrating, but their journey was nearly over, one way or another. Having the Ordeal cornerstone granted her a special sort of freedom that Anya was happy for. At this point, she wasn’t sure if she’d rather find out that the lord was worthy or not. Ruling a kingdom of her own sounded a lot more exciting.


Chapter 33 - The Lady’s Soulscapes 



Nick arrived inside his Ascension Chamber, his nerves calm. It was nearly time for him to ascend.

Things were about as perfect as they could be, except for one thing. His Hero-King Swordsmanship hadn’t quite reached Middle Mastery yet, but it didn’t much matter. He knew that with all his other preparations and perfect conditions, waiting any longer would not serve him or his goals and would have a minimal impact on his future. In fact, waiting would be a detriment, because he knew threats were coming.

The monster kingdom had started to move, and while their fortress should be able to hold for a time, they needed to be able to head out of Frosthaven at a moment’s notice. They needed to in order to prevent its destruction and damage their forces before they wreaked havoc across the countryside.

Not all of his people lived within Frosthaven proper, with many in the surrounding areas. They had built some small walls in larger rings around the city, much like the height of a fence, but that would only protect against the weakest of monsters. And of course, they had manned watchtowers that could send out a siren alarm. And they had given it several tests. People knew that the sirens meant to run, to enter the city gates. And for the guard to move and aid their withdrawal, and for the army to march if necessary.

Earning levels would be much slower in the Third Stratum, but each one would be a significant boost to his strength. He needed to earn as much as he could before he faced Blackthorne, so the mad dash would begin once more soon.

He had purchased a few upgrades to his Ascension Chamber, which actually merged it with his Soul Forge. It was now a larger platform suspended within the crazy, sphere-shaped essence chamber. It had his throne, a larger gym mat for practicing his Ideal, and a pedestal for his Soul Forge for when he used it.

Thanks to their recently unlocked knowledge, it was determined that with the girl’s devotion cores, it was best for him to ascend first. As their Lord and Husband, he would be the cornerstone of their pathstone.

And thanks to their special cores, they would still be his as well.

He swung his sword for a few minutes, centering his mind as he went through the stanzas of his Ideal. The essence danced even without speaking the stanzas, bringing a smile to his lips. Becoming one with the essence was a heady feeling, like the will of the world itself was on his side.

And of course, his kingdom’s weight carried into his attacks. Seeing all the people he nurtured filled with pride and gratitude as he exited had only increased his conviction in his path, the road he walked. As a lord, his Pathstone was to be the cornerstone of his thesis, his framework for a…not a utopia, but for his vision of the future for his kingdom.

A blend of light and dark, of order and a small amount of monsterfolk chaos, where he could see children’s smiles and proud parents and warriors alike. A strong kingdom. A kingdom that would not bow or break to tyranny, having experienced it firsthand, and witnessed what they could become when protected and enabled to grow.

And yet filled with compassion and mercy, understanding, and drive. Like himself, his people were thirsty for strength and accomplishments, wanting to do their parts for the community and become more. There were gray souls as well as those who sought the light of purity, but all got along and found peace within his city. This would become a beacon of hope to all, one that inspired and protected.

He did notice that his people lacked a bit of darkness, both in terms of their potential for magic and also the number of people who have had to get their hands dirty. If Nick was not careful, he would end up with a city full of people who sought this purity, weakening them and narrowing their minds. Monsterfolk were definitely more…on the chaotic side, but Nick’s will had brought them further into the light, for better or for worse.

And among his wives, the balance might be even worse than the citizens. Jasmine might be the only one among them with any actual darkness in her heart, an indifference for others aside from her master and those he or she cared about. She knew how he would like her to act, but if not for that and the Soul Pact preventing her, she’d kill anyone and anything that got in the way of her master’s task.

Those angels inside the Ordeal had no idea how close they had come to death; Jasmine couldn’t even stand in the same room with them without wanting to murder them, though almost half of that was because of how rude they were to him. Of course, the Soul Pact also prevented it, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to–and that meant the darkness within her would build from merely having the thoughts and desires. This was why she avoided them altogether.

To protect this kingdom he lovingly built through his blood and sweat, he would have to become more once again. Sheathing his Soul Blade into his shoulder holster, he moved near the throne and pressed the switch to prepare for ascension.

He took two items out from his chest pocket, looking at them once again. Each was about the size of a plum, small spheres. They were two special cores from a person or creature that was in the Third Stratum–their pathcores, received from completing the twentieth floor boss. They had already been refined using special techniques, ones that only those truly advanced as alchemists could accomplish.

Elyra and Myron had been shocked when they had inspected them, as they were cultivator’s ‘golden cores,’ but different. They were surprised to learn that the cores were ascension and cultivation materials on Orion. For them, they were not, though the nascent souls of dead cultivators were a material for that, usually required to ascend or cultivate in the Fourth Stratum.

The reason it was difficult to tell what they were from was because they had been refined so perfectly. They were now precisely energy that could be cultivated and nothing more, removing the aspects or natures from the source that would be incompatible for another cultivator. It was like they were precisely made with Nick in mind, and this was one of the many ways that Orion had truly made cultivation accessible to anyone under the many towers.

Alchemists were still valuable on Orion, but very limited. In the realms outside of it, they stood as the most important people of all in cultivator clans and sects. A clan without an alchemist would be truly weak, and it was like they were gods, deciding who could ever ascend or couldn't and who lived or died.

But on Orion, all you had to do was Test yourself properly in the Ordeals and Trials, and you would receive precisely what you needed, or perhaps what you weren’t even sure you needed in the first place.

One was a darker blue crystal, with a spiral of black running through it from top to bottom. A special frost that reminded him of Sable’s Iceshadow, but it was a bit different. It was a little more like Ishkara’s frost or the frost he created when he was deep into his Ideal, but again, still different.

The other was some sort of holy frost, a lighter blue with a white spiral running through it. Like an opposing version of frost altogether, but from this one, he got the feeling, for some reason, that this core belonged to a person rather than a monster or creature. A familiarity. Something about it called to him, and he regretted needing to use it as a mere material.

He was thankful that Orion had given him something so unique, and two, to boot. His wives only received one, and while theirs were no less powerful, these felt more special to him. Conversely, his wives were uninterested in his cores, except Sable was somewhat drawn to the dark blue core. With the mere weight of what was within, Nick was sure both of these were true treasures.

Placing the cores in the slots of the armrest in his throne, he then sat down on it. He then looked inward to his Soulscape. The room was almost precisely the same, matching the physical one.

He had been surprised to learn that his wives’ Soulscapes were so very different. Each of them created a space that was special to them, like an imagination of a room or bedroom that reflected their persona or perhaps their dreams.

As each Soulscape and eventually inner world was meant to be a reinforcement of the self, this made a fair amount of sense to Nick. He hadn’t much thought of it when he made it; it was like it materialized as Frosthaven all on its own–perhaps because he was a Lord of Orion. But his wives all made conscious decisions about each thing represented within theirs.

And they linked them up into their Ascension Chambers within his Soulscape, reflecting those that appeared in the real world. They sat in a cluster just beneath the obelisk-like tower and above his living room, the essence from Orion’s Ordeal coming from above, with Nick’s in the direct center.

He shrunk his spirit down and went to go visit each one before he ascended. The girls were each waiting in their Ascension Chambers, sitting in their rooms like he was.

Eirwen’s was a room of dreams, as if floating in the sky. It was filled with clouds, the walls unseen–but they were not clouds at all, made of her soft, fluffy wool instead. Stars twinkled as if these woolly clouds were in the night sky, and a white and purple, loving, haze-like mist was everywhere else. The stars danced in the background as if moving to a song or to the whims of their creator, the dreamer.

His spirit landed in the fluffiness, bouncing as he arrived next to Winny, who was sitting with her eyes closed, thinking of Nick and trying to stir her devotion for him. Nick sunk into the softness, his entire body enveloped in her fluffy, soft wool. It was warm, and the gentle haze covered him as well, and he felt the love and admiration she had for him.

She turned to him, giggling with her ears wiggling. “Hehe, welcome, Hubby! What do you think?”

Nick chuckled. “It’s a cute, soft, and inviting place, just like you. I feel like I could lie here all day.”

Eirwen beamed, her tail whipping behind her. “You can if you want, but I know you are in a rush.”

“I can relax for a bit and spend time with my favorite sheep girl.”

She giggled and floated on top of him, putting her weight on him as she hugged him tightly. He returned the hug as they cuddled for a moment, her soft body pressed down into him. Winny felt soft and light like her fluffy wool, and they began their kissing to show each other their affection.

He rolled around with her in the fluffy wool clouds, and she laughed and made pleased sounds as they kissed. With a giggle, she enlarged herself with her dream magic, making her so big that he was able to fit in between her massive breasts.

They lay on their backs, and she enveloped him with her arms as they looked at the stars together. There were many constellations, but there was also a constellation of Nick matching the many statues in the city. The sparkling devotion essence that was comprised within it was intense, he could tell. She had focused much of her life around granting Nick his Hero’s Reward, organizing his life in ways that increased his enjoyment of it.

She said, “You truly became the hero, just like you promised. None doubt it now, and you inspire many, just like the Hero’s Path book. I love you, Hubby. You make all my dreams come true.”

Nick smiled at her. There was no need for words thanks to their connection, but he said them anyway. “You helped me dream; aspire to be more. Without you, I may have been great. But thanks to you, perhaps I will become the greatest. I love you too, my wonderful dreamer.”

He struggled to leave the soft embrace of Winny’s chest, but he eventually left to head to his second wife. Arriving in Kaya’s room, it was, perhaps, the simplest or what Nick considered the most normal of them all. A tatami mat dojo, a place where she trained with her axe and her dance, with a drum that beat all on its own, as if holding onto the heritage from her mother and what she taught her.

It was a place where she perfected herself and her axe blade, all in service to her lord and husband.

Ornaments that held her honorable victories were placed on the walls as pictures or war trophies of beasts, displaying her service. The chimera, beast king, and even the bishop were present, among others.

Most prominent was a large painting of her leaping strike against the lava elemental, a decisive moment where she had risen to the task of protecting her lord.

Nick looked at it significantly. It was sparkling stardust, the devotion essence, he noticed.

Kaya was sitting, holding her battleaxe in her lap, which was completely coated or made from it. She gave a wry smile in remembrance. “I was so scared at that moment. I thought I was going to lose you, so I…moved. Then, it hurt so much, I had doubted I could fight again–to feel that pain and helplessness. I wanted to get strong enough that I wouldn’t ever feel helpless again.”

“But you did, to both of those things. And not just because if I fall, we all do. There is no bravery without fear, Kaya. It’s that you fight despite this fear that makes you special.”

She smiled proudly. “I’m over it now. We have so many that depend on us. I know that as long as we beat Blackthorne, our kingdom will be the strongest of them all. You really kept your promise to become a lord I would be proud to serve.”

He floated her into his arms with his Dream Magic, her axe being placed on the ground. Nick was like a god within their Soulscapes, even their own–aside from Winny, anyway.

Holding her tight in his arms and with his will, Kaya’s breath hitched in her throat at being held so firmly. “And how about my job as a husband?”

Kaya blushed and looked away, even as she melted into his spiritual embrace. “You’re…frustratingly good at making sure my needs are met. Though at least half of that is thanks to Winny.”

“I am very blessed. But you deserve nothing less, my fierce lover. I love you, Kaya.”

Her eyes grew big and teary, and she offered her lips up to him as he leaned in and kissed her deeply. Her tails had gone a little wild behind her, and they wrapped around his legs around the thigh and formed a belt around his waist as the kiss continued. Even without a special connection, he could feel the love she had for him, so even if she didn’t answer, he knew the truth deep down in her soul. She moaned into their kiss, her soft lips and wet tongue more than a little inviting, even inside their Soulscapes.

Kaya pulled back, her purple eyes and voice full of emotion as she said, “I love you too, so don’t go off getting yourself killed without me. I trust you, but I hope not every fight is like the last one. I want to be there to cut into the enemies that put us all in danger.”

Nick nodded. “After today, all of you will become a part of my path more directly. So even if I fight alone, you can rest assured that I strike harder and stand taller thanks to you. But your concerns are duly noted. If given a choice, I will fight with all of you by my side. You are strong, and I certainly won’t hold you back from any fight thanks to some notion that you need to be protected.”

“You better not. None of us girls would like that. It’s why we work so hard; we’re most afraid of being left behind.”

“I know that won’t happen. I know I can always count on you, now and into eternity.”

She smiled at that and nodded, then sat back in her pose with her axe in her lap, closing her eyes in meditation. Nick went off to see his next lady.

Luna’s was the den of a Packmother, reminiscent of the place Nick had stayed briefly when he met the wolflings in the Trial; the small wolfling cave. It was covered in her hoarfrost and yet had a warm fireplace and living area, almost reflecting their home in Frosthaven. Carved totems were present, representing her connection to them. It was a cozy and welcoming place, just like its creator.

Nick was happy to take his special place–the recliner she had specifically for him. It sparkled with devotion essence, and she was sitting in front of it.

“My mate!” She jumped into his arms and hugged him tightly from where he sat. The smaller girl was easy to bring up into his lap, and she planted kisses on his cheek, and she rubbed her head into him with affection.

He chuckled as he was sure to scratch between her light blue ears and hair, kissing her back and hugging her as they shared their feelings over their special connection.

“The den feels homey; I like it. Any special reason for it?”

“This place just feels like home to me. It is my beginning, an undeniably important thing in my life. I would say I didn’t give its creation much thought; it was just one of the methods.”

Of course, Nick had read that. There were some mystical methods that may follow cultivation imagery, but the most essential thing of all was for it to feel familiar and to reinforce the self. To feel like something mystical and powerful was familiar usually took a significant amount of time and effort–time that they didn’t quite have at this moment. But Soulscapes and Pathcores could evolve and change, just like people. It just took even more time and effort.

“Why the recliner?”

“Is the recliner not a husband’s throne? It just felt right, especially after seeing you smile and enjoy sitting in it within the Ordeals. I didn’t have a special reason, other than wanting to see you happy like that more.”

“You make me smile plenty. You’re always calm and caring, just pleasant to be around. I am always glad to have you by my side. I love you, Luna.”

“I love you too, my alpha, my mate. Whatever you need of me, it is always yours.”

They kissed for a time, and Nick just found himself relaxing and enjoying her calm, affectionate presence in his lap. She hugged him tightly, enjoying his embrace and allowing him anything he wished. But eventually, thanks to Nick’s mission, he had to leave to see the next Lady, flying through the wall and into the next linked Soulscape.

Fang’s was also an icy cavern home, mixed with a dojo and gym complete with various weights, much like Kaya’s. But what made it different and odd was the ice statue of Nick. He was smiling with approval, one arm folded across his proud chest to match his expression, and the other hand outstretched and reaching toward Fang for headpats, as if to reward her for her undoubtedly awesome efforts.

He smiled at it, then took on the pose as he looked down at Fang, reaching out and patting her sitting head.

“Boss!” Her tail became a blur behind her as he shared his affection with some ear scratches. Her short, dark blue hair that framed her pretty face got tousled ever so slightly as he did, but she didn’t care one bit. She pressed herself firmly into his hand, offering herself for as many as he was willing to give, a wide smile on her face and with her tail wagging fiercely.

She leaped up as soon as he let up for but a moment, jumping into his arms. Fang peppered him with kisses as she brushed her head up against him affectionately, the little buff fluff almost bowling him over with her enthusiasm.

He smiled at her. “Your joy is always infectious, and you’re a wonderful little stalwart guardian. Thanks for always protecting what I care about. I love you, Fang.”

Her tail nearly buzzed behind her, her smile so wide her eyes were closed. “I know it! You know I love you too, Boss! You’re the best.”

He noticed the shield lying next to where she was sitting was full of her devotion essence, and he thought that fit plenty. Nick pampered her with kisses and scratches for a little longer before moving on.

Sable’s Soulscape was a moonlit, snow-covered cavern with a hole in the roof–it reminded Nick of the Safe Zone within the Test of Steadfastness, the first floor of the Path of Kings Ordeal. Tracks were imprinted in the snow, the moonlight reflecting shadows across the numerous surfaces. Ice crystals dangled from cavern rocks, light and shadows shifting as the light and stars above drifted.

A spear, bow, and arrows were filled with devotion essence, sparkling on the ground near Sable. The shadows covered and danced around her, like she was sitting in some kind of umbral pool. “Boss, there you are. Up for a little fun before you ascend?”

“With you? Always.”

With his will, he pulled her into his lap through the air as he sat down. Sable’s voluptuous yet smaller body felt amazing in his lap as they met–and of course, the girl helped herself to some grinding and teasing on his lap with a sultry smile and a chuckle between kisses. His hands roamed her body, happy to tease her a bit back.

She chuckled. “Are you sure you don’t want to finish what we’ve started? Is what I want to say, but I can feel your resolve in this, like you’re going off to war. My bow, spear, and sheath are forever yours, my mate.”

Nick grinned at that. “Of course. I love you and all that you do for me, my beautiful huntress.”

“And I love you too, but hurry up and get out of here before I change my mind and climb on you in both locations. I’m not teasin’ Boss.”

He gave one more kiss to her pouty lips before moving on to his next Lady.

Rebecca’s place was in Seraphara’s Cathedral, a mixture of a dojo, library, and place of worship, the stained glass above letting light into the cozy room. It had a warm glow of white light within, a haze that covered everything. It was as if her love and compassion for all things was a permanent presence.

She was sitting in a cozy reading chair, her eyes closed in meditation. The door leading inside was what sparkled with devotion essence, as if she was willing her connection to him.

“There you are, my Becca. This place very much matches you.”

Rebecca blushed and looked away. “I’m sorry for being a little boring. I get envious looking at Winny or Jasmine’s.”

“Not at all. I very much respect that you’ve turned knowledge and wisdom into strength and that it is such a big part of you. It is one of the paths most similar to a king’s path, even if it is different by lacking leadership. You were very helpful in the Ordeal, hunting down rules and information of the surrounding kingdoms. I’ve always believed information is power, and Seraphara’s makes that ring true in nearly every meaning of the word. I appreciate you and the people of Zura very much.”

She smiled at that, closing her eyes as she felt the admiration he had for her over their special connection. “And I love you for that, that you respect and empower us all so. You saved us all from our failures and didn’t ask for anything back. You are a beacon of light, and I’m filled with joy that I can be a part of your love and your family’s love and compassion.”

“And you make that beacon brighter. I love you too, my Becca.”

They connected for a time thanks to being within their Soulscapes, not needing the other…type of connection to be successful. Holding the light, loving angel in his arms with her soul’s purity warmed him in ways hard for Nick to put into words, making him feel complete. All of his wives did this, but her desire and the dense faith and compassion within her just hit differently, creating pleasant vibrations from the soul core in his chest.

After plenty of deep kisses, Nick left to see Shara’s Soulscape.

Hers was a starlit tea garden, an outdoor inner sanctuary found in expansive Asian manors. The stars above glimmered brightly in the night sky, and a small pavilion for tea was present next to the small clearing where she trained and danced, perfecting herself for her Fated husband.

She kneeled in the seiza position, even as she meditated. But she was playing something that looked a lot like a zither–a Chinese instrument that was like a harp that sat in front of the musician much like a piano. How it seemed to differ was that there were far more strings than a harp. Her notes were soothing, her fingers dancing across the instrument as she played a rhythmic tune.

He noted, “I didn’t know you played that instrument.”

She chuckled. “Well, I dabble in most of the arts. I focus on my dance and my tea ceremony because that is what I excel at. One cannot be talented at everything, I believe.”

“It sounds pretty good to me. Soothing. I like it.”

“Then I think you should like Hoshiko’s playing. She is talented in it, able to make you really feel what she is trying to convey.”

Nick nodded. “Like you do with your tea and your dance. It’s been a while now, but how are you feeling about sharing me with others? I’d like to imagine well enough, as you seem happy and I have checked in on you, but I try not to corner you.”

“W-Well, I’m more accepting of it now, and there are some positive…aspects. You’ve reassured me plenty these past few months, and Kaya is like my best friend. Now that we’re back in Frosthaven, I’ll probably get close to Hoshiko again, and…maybe this will make us closer again, sharing you together.”

Nick chuckled. “Or it could be it will make you enemies, right? I guess we’ll have to see. Either way, you know I’m going to do my best for the both of you.”

Shara smiled wide. “That I am sure of.” She stood up, walked over to Nick with measured steps, and embraced him with her larger body. He hugged her back, feeling her large chest right against his face and her chin on top of his head.

He could hear the smile in her voice. “I’m so glad that I found you. That you were the one who was my Fated. I was so afraid at first, but you did everything you promised me you would do. I…don’t think I am totally over it, but…”

“But that’s okay.”

She shook her head. “But I trust you. I can feel it even better now, down to my very soul. We are Fated and we will fight together into eternity. I love you with all my heart, my husband and dao partner.”

Nick tilted his head up to kiss her, dislodging her chin from his head. Their lips met, and he could feel the love she had for him as the mark on his soul core vibrated. Connected by Fate itself, he cherished having the large, lovely woman by his side.

“And I love you, my little treasure. Into eternity.”

With another kiss, her horns, even in her Soulscape, began to sparkle.

Nick looked off to the side, where a copy of himself was sitting, covered in devotion essence and stardust. He was wearing a cultivator robe like much of the star oni. “It feels a little weird with him–me watching us.”

Shara laughed, and her horns pulsed with even more starlight. “And I love how you can always make me smile. Get out of here, or I won’t let you go for a while.”

Giving her one more kiss, he left for his last wife, or at least, who would be the last if not for unfortunate circumstances involving her body.

Of his Maidens, only Irene had managed to generate a Soulscape so far. And hers was the most different, having something that felt more like Eirwen’s than anybody’s. Hers was within a haze of sunlight, a room sitting in bright clouds.

It seemed the odd file cabinets of the archives had made it within, representing her thirst for knowledge and experiences. There were also a few mystical representations, which Nick wondered if they were something special provided by her mother for her cultivation. The fixtures included what looked a lot like Seraphara’s Mirror of Truth and Wisdom and an ancient tome on a pedestal.

He arrived inside his faithful maid’s Soulscape. Jasmine’s was like a womb of multicolored light. But within it, a familiarity, an undeniable sense of belonging and comfort when Nick was within. It was the feeling others experienced within his Soul Core.

She had spent more than a thousand years just watching and waiting from within his soul, and she unmistakably created this feeling she both had for him and the feeling he gave her from his mere presence. It was like she chose for her Soulscape to be her enveloped in both light and Nick’s Soul, the two of them combined.

Appearing inside the womb of light, Jasmine waited–not as the petrasilk, but in her original body, floating almost like a goddess in the center. A monochrome djinn, her body was made of almost white flames with black outlines. To most, she could be invisible if she so decided, because her body was pure light or energy.

In her hands in the physical world and represented in the Soulscape was an object he was familiar with–it was the crystal vial filled with the sparkling devotion essence–the item his wives formed their devotion cores with.

In all, her face had the same appearance that he had been staring at the last several months, just a different color and outline. She had a forlorn expression on it as she looked at vial but she still turned to him when he arrived, giving him a small smile. “Master.”

Nick let out a breath. He could feel the hesitation in her, the emotional turmoil inside. He floated over to her and placed his hand on her cheek. Her blue eyes met his, and she leaned into his touch.

He said, “I know it isn’t easy. That you want to be there for me during this important time. If that is what you want, I won’t stop you. But I think you will be happier in your actual body. None will doubt your devotion to me, least of all me.”

She took his hand in hers with both hands and kissed his knuckles tenderly as she thought. “It is…pretty great. I did like the petrasilk, but it just doesn’t compare in so many ways.”

Nick gave her a proud smile. “You’re like a goddess maid, somehow. I do look forward to seeing it again in person, and that is the absolute truth.”

“Still, if it means I can help you even a little… I really want to be a part of this, your pathstone.”

He wrapped his arms around her, bringing her into his embrace. She melted into his touch, and he continued, “And that is why I won’t stop you if that is your wish. But I do not believe it will be too late. You’ll be able to form this devotion core after I ascend, and as I make small changes, you might be able to become a part of it too. You watched over me for so long, and I am grateful for it. But the other girls can watch over me for this short time, and I am confident you will join me and won’t regret it in the end.”

It was more challenging but possible to establish a core, a new Concept and a pillar of self in the Third Stratum, and in fact, it was easier the more pillars you had managed. It simply took effort and resources to make the important shift, and he would get her whatever she needed to make it happen. If they were lucky, they may be able to do this as he makes her his wife.

“If I could just do both like I have been, then this would be so easy. Three months is a long time…the bad guy could show up before then too! I… realize I’m being unreasonable.”

With all the advancements they purchased in the Genesis Chamber to improve efficiency and with two Ordeals reaching the twentieth floor, the time to make her new body was still three months and five days. If they got the Path of the Shadow Hunter and the Samurai to the twentieth floor too, then perhaps it would be closer to two months. Either way, they began the process, and if it sped up, she would come out proportionately sooner.

“You deserve to be. You can be unreasonable for once. I may be confident, but I am not certain.”

Jasmine sighed and shook her head. “I could never hold you back, and I’m happy that I can feel how much you want to see me in my original body. But those girls better hold up their side. Orion better say you made the bestest pathcore, or I will be pissed. And if it cracks, I’ll rush in there and hold up one of the pillars if I have to, even if it kills me. Don’t think I won’t!”

“I know, Jas. I would never doubt your devotion to me. I love you.”

As their lips touched, Nick’s soul thrummed with contentment. Their spiritual bodies melded ever so slightly where they touched, their embrace transcending normal physical closeness.

“I love you too, Master. Just go. I’ll be watching your perfection until the end of time, no matter what.”

It was with that note that Nick’s spirit flew back to his Ascension Chamber and sat on his throne, the same location his physical body now sat. It was now time to ascend.


Chapter 34 - The Ascension



As he sat on his throne ready, his wives began flooding him with their feelings of devotion, the strange Soulscape version of the room starting to get covered in it.

And in every Soulscape among his Ladies was a special object or idea that seemed to glimmer with devotion essence. Each wife had made different choices for how this devotion would be displayed or how their paths were represented thanks to how the Soulscapes worked, but how important it was to each of them was very obvious. Nick was the center of their worlds, each of them choosing to devote an aspect of themselves to him and him alone.

Thankfully, Nick wasn’t completely left in the dark as to how to do this–about how to ascend. The cultivation manuals provided by their recent purchase of the Extended Cultivation Codex for the Ancestral Archives helped ensure Nick and his wives would get as close to a perfect ascension as possible. It also contained methods continuing early through the Third Stratum.

Most importantly, all of Nick’s Followers would get what they required. The Codex expanded upon what was available at the Pagoda of Martial Wisdom automatically, lining the building with countless scrolls and tomes of special techniques–the wisdom of the Archaen. And for everything else not contained within, Irene was able to make countless crystals for his people walking many paths.

Now any monsterfolk, even his new mantisfolk and frogloks had Ideals and cultivation imagery to improve their training. And to Lumos’ shock, some things that may actually work for her to empower herself. The little automaton was excited, to say the least.

While Orion had mostly leveled the playing field with its system, there were still tried-and-true methods across all Shards that contained small boosts to their outputs and mystical techniques that might even accomplish even more than that.

However, it was a far cry from what Nick had heard from Shara about cultivators across the realms. They often hoarded knowledge and sometimes even hid secrets behind flawed techniques, only giving the proper techniques to true disciples or those blessed with nepotism, and this was for a much more complex system of mystical organs and more–which again, Orion had simplified for cultivators. Then, even if someone managed to progress with their flawed system, without any knowledge or special techniques at all, most would fall to Tribulation and die–like over ninety percent of them without the right knowledge.

This went against Orion’s goals of allowing anyone to be able to become more. So as long as people had a basic imagery that went along with their will, they could rise to the top and have a decent chance at ascension.

The special techniques just got people there faster, or perhaps with a few advantages or benefits such as a stronger mind and aura or better progress with their Concepts, to name a few. Nevertheless, the benefit across his army and climbers would speed up their advancement, whether one considered their skills, or their levels, or their overall capability.

Nick cleared his mind, preparing himself. He thought about his Path and the feeling he had when he faced Lord Tagron. Not just with his sword and his magic, but also his kingdom, his thesis for Frosthaven.

He won over three lords into his service, rescuing a kidnapped wife and heir. He managed to walk both the Hero’s Path and the Path of Kings at the same time, proving that with enough talent, enough resources, and enough superiority, he could defy expectations and walk two almost-conflicting paths at the same time.

And that meant never compromising on his personal effort. It was his personal duty, his sacrifice to his followers and citizens, that he would bear the burden of the crown and the darkness that lay within them. Because there was no crown without sacrifice, whether by the throne or by its citizens.

Holding on to the conviction he had in his path, he triggered the ascension by sending his mana and essence into the throne. The spherical room jolted, a strange mechanism of gears and metal moving almost as if liquid; the top and the bottom of the room flattened into that of a disk as it twisted.

The pathways for essence remained after the room had condensed. Streams of essence flowed through the paths on the walls of the room before coalescing above and beneath him, attuned by his special Throne.

The Boss essence was filtered like lights through a colored prism, providing only the essence appropriate for Nick and his path. The dense, high-quality essence of the Third Stratum filled the room, combined with much of the stored essence from all that time he was in the Ordeal and even the tithed faith essence from Seraphara.

The weight of the essence was heavy, feeling like Nick’s Concepts were in use. There was a spirituality carried along from so much essence, and Nick was a bit shocked by how this felt.

The essence arrived at Nick’s throne, much like a pillar of multicolored light coming from above and below. He closed his eyes and began cultivating according to the method provided by the codex. In all, it wasn’t all that different from what he was previously doing. Creating chains of essence and mana from his Body, Soul, and Crown of the Frost King Cores, swirling them around and drawing essence in.

Only, he focused on those chains being his bonds. His followers, his redeemed, and his wives. Each had a special connection to him, different bonds and pacts, each embodying different levels of duty and responsibility, vows, affection, and respect. And then, he followed an almost mystical pattern, where he focused on pivot points while swirling the numerous chains, causing areas to spin and gather essence differently and intermittently, drawing it in to his three cores.

The dense essence contained everything, as if he pressed both buttons on his throne at the same time. Dark essence appeared to be drawn more into his body and frost cores, and the tithed faith essence was drawn into his soul core.

It didn’t take long until that dense essence filled his cores to the brim, and it almost hurt to draw more in. A sheet of it had congealed on the outside of his cores, like a thick mud that wouldn’t coalesce and harden into a new layer. He could feel the pressure building, a need to stop.

And that wasn’t all. The essence that he didn’t draw in now pressed down on his body. When the process began, a dome surrounded the throne to trap it all inside, as if he was trapped in an odd cocoon. He faced internal and external pressure, the weight of Orion’s essence. It felt like he was going to explode, or be torn apart.

He spoke the words of ascension in Archaen with resolve, the words carrying Soul Magic.

“In frost I was born. In chains I am bound. In soul, I am sovereign. With conviction in my Chosen Path I ascend.”

The word ascend was nearly shouted, as it felt like he did just that–exploded. His soul core thrummed as it vibrated, and his three cores shattered. All that was left was the dense, compressed core within the core, the rest becoming a near mist made of pulverized shards from the immense pressure.

Now, the cores were about the same size as their satellites, Nick’s three crystallized Concepts.

They began to orbit around the metaphysical doorway to his soul, where the Soul Core used to reside in the center of his chest. They formed a ring, belt, or crown as they found fixed positions. As they were squished by the immense pressure that continued, the cores began to grow upwards, rather than staying perfect spheres, and became columns that held up the top of the disk as if in defiance of the pressure. Like six pillars, they sat, providing perfect support for the cornerstone it was going to become.

“Each vow is a chain. Each chain, a weight worn with pride.”

The chains once again sprouted from his three cores, drawing in the essence. But as they did, it was like that action was reflected in three places at once. His throne within his Soulscape, the same as his physical ascension chamber, and then the pathstone forming within his chest.

In the physical chamber, the dome now retracted. The essence had reached out and wrapped around the edge of the disk-shaped room. Essence began congealing within, matching the core’s pillars within the pathstone within his chest.

He continued with the chain’s movements, and some inevitably wrapped around his Concept core’s pillars. Periodically, he spoke the words of the Noblefrost ascension in Archaen, lightly tailored to match him and his path. Each phrase added a special weight of soul magic, a spoken vow that reinforced the self.

“They kneel in trust of my rule. I rise in duty.”

“Chains do not burden or shackle me. They shape and lift me higher.”

“By Archaen Law, I judge. By frost and darkness, I bind. By soul, light, and blade, I redeem.”

After a time, the pillars of his self were nearly formed. This essence was not merely a raw energy alone. The cores and the essence within them represented everything Nick had built since he came to this world.

As he cultivated and drew in essence his desires, his dreams, his virtues, and his flaws were reflected upon the essence of Orion that ultimately merged and became one with him. And his Traits, those he earned from the Ordeals from his actions or from his bloodline, were represented within those pillars. Then, all those demon cores he ate, bandits he judged, or faithful worship he received from beautiful priestesses.

And last but not least, the devotion essence from his wives. He could see the sparkling essence present within all his pillars, all that had arrived from the many times he was Tested and they helped him get the upper hand, and on the soul pillar, he could see Shara’s mark.

The devotion essence already seemed to be a big deal, but it was now that even more devotion essence rushed inside through the connection of his soul. He saw Kaya’s axe, Fang’s shield, and Sable’s bow and spear disperse into a starlight mist and fly toward the smaller Swordsmanship Concept and Crown of the Frost King Core pillars.

It was as if they were propping up what he most needed, making up for the lack of that being quite as strong as the rest. But also, what matched them the most, as some of the mist flew in all directions.

Eirwen’s constellation of Nick, Luna’s cozy recliner, Shara’s statue of Nick, and Rebecca’s door flew in next through the connection and did the same, splitting across the other four almost evenly, bringing a balance to the pillars of his self.

Their devotion to him included the pieces they desired for him and for themselves. Nick was not complete without his partners, his wives, and the fact that they could become a piece of him at this time filled him and them with pride and joy.

It was easy for Nick to see why three pillars without a Concept at least in Early Mastery was not good enough. Most people would have three cores: the Body, Mind, and Soul, which would form a triangle of pillars that held up the disk.

While that could hold up the disk above and below if strong enough, it would be challenging to balance properly, perhaps impossible as a person grew from their experiences in the future. The pressure was coming from both sides, and so even a small shift could cause the pillars to crack and collapse the pathcore itself.

No doubt, if someone acted perfectly following their Path and maintained the self, they could reach the peak. But could they hold on to that self as they sought immortality? Orion believed the answer was no, and it would not allow them to even try. Its guidance was to prepare for this moment properly, and those that failed to listen to its guidance would suffer.

Forming a Concept, a fourth pillar would make a square, a much more balanced structure, and five from another Concept for a pentagon would be even better.

And six would be a hexagon, providing perfect support for the weight of his ascension in the future and even allowing dramatic shifts without collapsing. He moved on to the next stage, to awaken his Concepts and make them even more a part of him.

In all, Nick was a bit surprised that his Dominion of Frost and Fealty and his Crown of the Frost King, the specialty core, were separate pillars. He had read that most of the time, specialty cores would often merge with the core they were most alike at this time, strengthening it. His girl’s devotion cores would also be able to become a pillar, but only because Nick would support them in turn after he ascended.

Perhaps the core was even more special than he imagined. Thanks to either the gift he received from the Frost King, who tried to kill him and then changed his mind, or his heritage and mother’s race, had somehow otherwise boosted it to reach these levels.

“Let the frost crown my will. Let the cold remember my vows.”

At this time, his Dominion of Frost and Fealty Concept and Crown of the Frost King pillar seemed to draw in even more essence all on their own, as if responding to his words. Chains started to be formed from them, but he wasn’t visualizing this to create them like the others.

The first treasure, the dark blue core with black spirals running through it, began emptying into the throne. That essence arrived within him and the room, climbing some of the chains throughout.

His Soul Core began to vibrate. A thrumming bass note played out inside the room, causing the room to tremble slightly. As this happened, he felt a sort of connection, a vision coming to his mind unbidden.

It was a demonfolk of some kind, and it reminded him of his mother’s race–the Frostbound Ascendants. They were not the same, however, as Nick didn’t feel the familiarity, the connection to his bloodline.

They still appeared to be much like a goat or satyr, given that the one he was experiencing the vision from was a male. His fur on his goat legs was as black as night, and his skin was a dark blue, and he lacked the gem his mother had in his forehead. He wielded chains of dark and frost, connected to enslaved demons.

They were simple demons, however. Creatures of instinct and raw emotion–usually rage and hunger. Through the man’s magic, the chains of frost and darkness bound his allies and opponents both, the strong demonfolk crushing his enemies with bonds, curses, and might.

In all, the demonfolk man wasn’t all that different from himself. Nick used his Soul Servants just the same, even if their service appeared more willing. The demons of the vision also feasted upon their dead enemies, gleefully enjoying their offerings.

Whether they were forced servants or not, Nick could not tell. But from the vision he could feel the connections, the bindings driven by the mystical dark essence, and the usage of the unique frost contained within the core. The vision was vivid, and he even felt how they were created. There was enough connection that he thought he might be able to recreate them with some effort.

While watching the vision, some of the chains that led from his pathstone and his throne began to match those from the ingested core. It was a higher energy from a powerful cultivator, and Nick could feel his body strengthening as they wrapped around his pillars. Darkness was drawn out from the prison of Archaen law, supplementing this energy provided, forming a firmer binding.

No doubt, his prisoners were suffering quite a bit at this moment. They were being redeemed through empowering Nick, helping him ascend. Nick wouldn’t be too surprised if one of the weaker, lesser sinners might be able to be reborn soon after today.

He transitioned to his next Concepts, the three interwoven. They were two different Concepts, that was sure, but he had one Chosen Path–his three aspects as one.

“With this frozen crown, I shall bear the burdens of darkness and redeem the weak and the damned.”

“By my kingdom and my soul sword’s light, I shall kindle the beacon of heroes.”

At this time, the pillar of the Heroic Redemption and Salvation Concept began growing chains and drawing the essence in as it flooded the chamber and his dome. The light blue core with a white spiral then began releasing its essence into the room and Nick.

The special ascension material’s essence arrived within his Pathstone as his swirling chains drew it in, and that was mirrored in the physical room and Soulscape.

In the physical world, his sword suddenly floated into the air, its blade activating all on its own. Frost, darkness, and light were drawn in, shockingly, and it suddenly made a connection to his Hero-King Swordsmanship Concept with a chain. It was as if, through his Enhanced Soul Blade Connection, it had joined to benefit from this moment. More chains also grew from the pillar as it was awakened, drawing in more essence.

Nick saw an apparition build of the frost dragon briefly, but he had no wherewithal to watch or change what was happening.

Because his Soul Core suddenly thrummed again as the pressure from all the essence bearing down on him reached a new threshold. After experiencing it the first time, he now knew what it was: a resonance, much like when he had created his Crown of the Frost King.

It was as if his soul’s vibrations were playing a note, and as it was played, it was able to hear that same note across space and time. Thoughts and memories came to his mind unbidden once again, and he watched as an Archaen man fought with holy light, swords, chains, and ice.

The man’s conviction was Tested in the towers and then again versus numerous foes. Thanks to his telekinetic levels of controlling the frost chains, even his chains could wield blades, his Soul Blade within his arms whipping out to join the attack much like Nick’s.

It was an interesting style of fighting, and Nick watched as he fought many enemies, even powerful evil ones that he was sure were early in the Fourth Stratum. The chains of holy frost protected and attacked, and the ancestor created a storm of violence. And yet those same chains and blades were resilient and defensive at the same time.

He could feel the man’s power, the frostbound will that carried his path along with the faith built from the many he saved empowering him. He fought for justice, the man’s desire for righteousness and virtue under the Noblefrost name. Evil was judged as the weak were protected, a true hero among men who walked the Hero’s Path. With his special light-infused frost, he was clearly powerful.

For a moment, Nick was entranced, thinking about how amazing it was and how he wanted to be like this virtuous ancestor, the hero. Was Nick’s path this strong, this righteous? Could he be stronger if—

No, he shook his head as he rejected it. While that man’s path appeared righteous and powerful, it was not his own. He could admire the method of fighting and his strength, but he should not doubt the road, the path he walked. He would take what resonated with him and his path, and nothing more.

The walls around him had shook and trembled while he was entranced, but no cracks formed. That was close. Doubting one’s path was the most dangerous thing to do while creating one’s Pathstone. He was lucky that his forged soul and conviction in his path were strong enough for him to realize in time. Otherwise, he would have been entranced for too long, and they might have started to crack, harming his ascension–and then Jasmine probably would have rushed inside, damn the consequences.

This was why the pillars of self were so important. The desires and dreams living within the essence of this man’s pathcore, or perhaps the creature’s core, were so powerful, carrying through and beyond even their death. Going forward, a fair amount of progress in one’s Concepts could come from consuming these cores, almost like he was now. And in doing so, the conviction in his path and self would be tested.

While it didn’t seem to be enough for Nick to reach Enlightenment to improve the weight of his will or grow the Concept further, a seed for understanding the light of his Heroic Redemption Concept better was certainly planted. Along with a more intuitive form of control over the ice and chains. Just like he had gained from the more dark-focused frost core and its corresponding vision.

However, Nick had a disconcerting feeling. Did that strange resonance mean he used his ancestor’s pathcore to ascend? Or was it merely that by becoming in sync with his ancestor, he felt this special resonance with him? He didn’t know for sure, but the sense of familiarity from the core led him to believe it was.

Whatever the case was, he had certainly benefitted from the resonance. If the core of his ancestor was going to go to anyone, it was definitely better that it was Nick himself rather than anyone else.

The light blue chains joined the dark blue ones, wrapping around the pillars. With the number that had grown out and absorbed essence, it looked like a woven web along the walls and to the throne.

Despite looking chaotic at first, it seemed to bear a difficult-to-discern pattern, now having an almost symmetrical look somehow. His bonds now tied the pillars together and to his throne, increasing the structural integrity of his self.

And his sword seemed to be feasting on the immense amount of essence, the spirit of the dragon drawing the energy in and becoming more substantial by the moment. While normally he would forge it from the outside, it was like it was being forged from within, through Nick’s connection, instead.

Ice eventually covered the walls and ceiling as he continued his cultivation technique, the chains like rebar reinforcing concrete. The surrounding area now looked like a frozen throne room filled with chains, his several pedestals and gym mat still present.

The weight from all the Boss Essence hadn’t fully let up, however. The Pathcore was nearly formed, so Nick made his final declarations as he snatched the sword into his hand from where he sat, raising it into the air above him.

“Let my sword carry my will, the crown carry the burden, and the throne shine with the light of the saved.”

Everything around Nick began to shimmer within the dome, the essence for the ascension nearly expended.

“In the darkest shadow we cast, I will lead Orion toward its highest light.”

The ‘we’ in that declaration was the royal ‘we.’ Nick’s will was his kingdom’s, him acting as the sovereign, carrying the weight of all his people’s will.

From the throne, a beam of mostly white soul light rose, as if a beacon. It formed a seventh pillar, a combination of everything within his path. He could even feel Shara’s special Fated mark and Jasmine’s special Soulbound connection, as well as the spirit of the sword and the sparkling light of devotion from his wives within the multicolored beam.

The light and darkness of the redeemed and saved mixed with the frost, the two special types spiraling up and down the pillar. And occasionally, a flicker of gold, as the two types of frost mixed.

And the same thing occurred within his Pathstone, like a fusion generator born from the essence. A permanent connection to them had been forged, the bonds with his wives having advanced.

Now all his Ladies had the Enhanced Soul Pact Connection, he could feel. Rebecca’s had improved even more than the others, matching her desires. She had caught up to Luna and Eirwen quickly, even if they had pulled forward slightly further in the process.

The core within the center of his chest finally finished forming, and the pressure within the physical room lessened. He was now in the Third Stratum, and this energy around him as the dome retracted was now nothing more than essence used for leveling.

He had read that it was rare, but lords in tune with their kingdom’s essence could actually form a seventh pillar. But this was something that would usually only occur later in the Third Stratum as their kingdom shifted following their deeper climb, not at the beginning. That he had achieved this already was something spectacular.

From within the new pathstone core, metaphysically a disk-shaped room but a physical sphere, many chains swirled outward, dozens drawing in the last essence in the room as he solidified his growth. Using the essence, a new layer of it would wrap around the room, the core, pressing down on his throne room, his miniature world he created. That pressure would empower his sense of self and allow his room to grow, so long as it could stand up to the essence's strain and not become unbalanced. Each level would cause his room to become larger.

Most who ascended, such as Jeffrey, only had one piece of the puzzle. The pathstone in his chest didn’t have the extra connection to the soul like Nick and his family would, in addition to the connection to their personal Ascension Chambers. It was more of a mental scape than one grounded in the soul, and it would be little more than an image of themselves they made, usually. They would form their tiny room over time, instead of right now like Nick. This had more implications than aesthetics; the amount of Body, Mind, and Soul Rating Jeffrey would receive as a bonus and per level was far lower.

Nick was nearly exhausted and dizzy from the soul strain of his ascension, but he popped a pill provided by Myron meant for the purpose of continuing in this situation.

The soothing energy quickly filled him, healing his strained soul and body. While this kind of doping was a bad idea to use often, it was ideal for moments after a breakthrough. It also cleansed any impurities that might be left over, though Nick knew the resources he used were so perfectly refined that they had minimal amounts.

It took only a couple of minutes before he let out a calming breath, his clarity restored. He wasn’t ready to fight to the death, but he could function. He reviewed his prompts waiting for him.

[Class Upgraded. Legendary Lord Class: Archaen Noblefrost Hero King][Effect: +2 Body, +2 Soul Rating Per level starting at level 20.]

[Pathstone: Trifecta Concept Path. Heroic Redemption and Salvation, Dominion of Frost and Fealty, Archaen Hero-King Swordsmanship.] [Purity: SS Grade, 7 Pillars.] [Effect: +20 Body, +20 Soul, +2 Body and Soul Per Level starting at level 20.]

[The Lord’s Chosen Path is now formalized. When the Lord climbs the Path of Kings, it will be tuned to match his difficult Dual Ordeal Path automatically. Both are now considered the Primary Path of Frosthaven, allowing the two Path’s DP to be used interchangeably.]

[Convergeance Skills Upgraded to match new Legendary Lord Class. Frost Aura Upgraded to Heroic Noblefrost Aura.]

He reviewed his status.

[Name: Nicholas Noblefrost]

[Race: Archaen Primogenitor]

[Level: 20. Class: Archaen Noblefrost Hero King, Legendary-Lord Class]

[Attributes: 95.45 Body, 116.87 Soul]

[Pathstone: Trifecta Concept Path, SS Grade]

[Concept Mastery: Middle Heroic Salvation and Redemption, Middle Dominion of Frost and Fealty, Early Archaen Hero-King Swordsmanship]

[Skills: Master Archaen Swordsmanship, Expert Shield Mastery, Expert Soul Magic, Expert Body Enhancement, Expert Noblefrost Magic and Manipulation]

[Spells: Soul Mending, Judgment, Create Soul Servant, Remove Affliction, Heroic Noblefrost Aura, Frost Shock, Power Strike, Double Jump, Harden Skin, Shield Bash, Heroic Noblefrost Cloak of Twilight, Inexorable Grasp of Noblefrost]

[Traits: Soul Bound, Advanced Soul Sense, Mana Resistant, Soul Blade Efficiency, Monstrous Blow, Monstrous Body, Soul Fortress, Dreamweaver, Monsterfolk Empathy 2, Monsterfolk Bloodlines, Divine Concord - Seraphara, Soul Blade Resonance, Follower Nexus, Weight of Pacts, Archaen Primogenitor, Will of the Heroic Frost King.]

His Create Soul Servant spell seemed to get a nice quality of life upgrade. He could now use it even on allies that lost their head, and now, he wasn’t fully reliant on the Genesis Chamber. If he found a corpse that was close enough, he could attune them even as he placed the soul in the body, and they would drift toward their desired state as they gathered essence.

Much like Birdy–Ishkara did, but without them being a demon. It was useful, but nothing major.

As excited as he would be for Jasmine, he understood the truth. There was nothing close enough to her. She was far too unique. Angels were probably the closest to her in terms of their bodies makeup, but they lacked the monstrous nature and essence. He knew it wouldn’t work, and that was if he even found a dead Third Stratum angel to stuff her soul into in the first place.

Soul Mend also improved to allow for more healing, fueling the creation of their soul essence. Before, he had to allow much more time to accomplish his healing, sometimes taking multiple sessions. But now, through his mastery of soul essence increasing, he could fuel the repair to a larger extent, especially on weaker people.

With such significant boosts to his attributes from ascending, it was no wonder that Lord Tagron was so difficult to defeat. He might have only been level 22 or 23 at most, and those likely only gave him a few body, mind, and soul. But just those few felt like an insurmountable gap when combined with everything else, the Pathstone providing a significant increase greater than almost everything he would obtain from his class between levels 20 and 29.

Of course, his SS-rated core gave him a lot more than Lord Tagron’s likely gave, but no doubt the man also had numerous Traits and bonuses granted through other means that Nick didn’t have.

And not everything was, or could be, quantified with these numbers. He could feel that his mind now had a greater clarity, his body having a greater oneness with the essence that made up his path. He knew that advancing his Concepts beyond Middle Mastery would come more rapidly to him, his body more in tune with the essence of Orion and his kingdom. It was one of the reasons why he waited to use the trance-inducing serum he received. He would get much more out of it now.

Nick had also grown about six inches to a foot, his body far sturdier and more powerful. At some point during all that pressure coming from all directions, he lost track of all the changes; his Frostalf Identity Array was also empowered, updating to accommodate his changes. Now he was a freakishly large Frostalf, but this was not that uncommon for powerful lords to excel or exceed others in their bloodlines.

He went ahead and tried out his new abilities. Frost within the beacon of his Pathstone had congealed into two new, mixed energies, just like he had seen those used in the vision. And a Trait of his had upgraded.

[Will of the Frost King Trait Upgraded to: Will of the Heroic Frost King. (Original Effect: +2 Body, +4 Soul).]

[New effect: +6 Body, +8 Soul.]

[Your body and soul are significantly strengthened against debilitating attacks, and frost, light, and darkness are 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. Your Soulfrost manipulation and affinity has significantly increased.]

Soulfrost. A unique form of frost that Nick had touched on as he got further in his Ideal, and that Luna used with her amazing totem. And now, he had two different versions that he could use all on his own. The truth was that either form of frost was a piece of Nick’s family namesake: Noblefrost. Whether the Soulfrost was mixed with light or darkness, it carried their frozen will and nobility.

Because it was confusing to keep them both named the same thing, he decided to call the soul, darkness, mana, and frost mixture Wraithfrost. Perfect for binding and damaging with its penetration properties and influence on the soul, and perhaps cursing if he learned how. This was produced by his Pathstone, which had a pool of these various energies stored and readily available, much like his Frost Crown Core had previously.

Wraithfrost was a mixture of four of his six energies in one. Before, he had only been able to use this when he was deep into his Ideal, but now it would be as easy as breathing.

He decided to call the body, light, mana and frost essence mixture Saintfrost. Perfect for protecting and cleansing or for damaging creatures of darkness and even attacking when used with perfection like the Archaen in the vision.

Nick already knew that what the man did was nearly impossible. There was a reason angels were defensive with their light–thin light meant to cut was far too brittle and lacked weight when used like that, making it terrible for cutting. Light’s ability to deflect was by taking advantage of its unique properties, usually by using knowledge and talent. And their faith added onto the light did not help with that, though he was sure if they worshiped a certain divine, that could change.

Yet his ancestor had somehow overcome this using the special Soulfrost as the carrier all on his own, and Nick would have to practice matching this feat. Either way, this frost would serve him well, even with the lesser amounts he had of it thanks to his limitations.

Using the two types of frost, he could make frost spikes, shields, chains, spears, and even blades. It was fair to say that Nick had become some kind of limited Soulfrost sorcerer overnight.

Because of course, Nick still had his available mana for spells limited by his Heroic Noblefrost Aura, his Soul Blade and his Soul Servants. A sorcerer with less than half of his mana available for usage would be considered a cripple.

And his new Frost Aura’s chains, driven by the damned and the redeemed, had changed as well to match these two new types of frost. As his new Heroic Noblefrost Aura spread across the chamber, a halo of light and a crown of frost formed on and above his head.

The Aura spread out even further than before, and he knew it would continue to have a significant impact even as his enemies got stronger. The Noblefrost chains of the two types would be even harder to break or be simple enough for Nick to control and alter them as he pleased.

That meant Nick had a lot of work to do. To train and master his chains and frost even further.

Walking through his Ideal once more, he could feel that each swing held a greater weight as the essence was drawn in. This was just the beginning. His body still hadn’t stored as much essence as it could yet, and he felt like he had so much more room to grow. Forming the Pathstone had taken a lot out of him, even if much of it came from an external source.

He looked at the walls of his chamber. Now covered in glimmering chains of ice, the room was now colder and collapsed in on itself. More comfortable. It had ascended along with him, becoming more personalized, matching his Pathstone and Soulscape. He could feel a special connection to the very room itself, and he knew this was one of the benefits of his Soulscape becoming a piece of the cornerstone.

This was the foundation for his inner world and connection to his city, something that was meant to be established far later by most. What benefits that would grant him would need to be tested, as it was different for every Chosen Path.

The Pathstone sat in his chest next to his heart in the center, his body no longer having a Soul or Body Core. He still had soul and body essence, and in greater quantities to match being in the Third Stratum.

It was a much more physical object, an item that could be attacked with even a physical blade. He had no issue with his Soul Blade doing so in the past, but most wouldn’t have been able to harm a Soul Core without using Soul Essence in their attacks.

Now that he formed the pathstone, it may be possible for more physical attackers. But the density of the essence made it so sturdy that it would take someone much higher-leveled to even put a dent in it. It was the sturdiest part of a cultivator’s body. At that point, an enemy could destroy some other organ, like his brain or heart, and bring about his death anyway.

A monster’s core was something that could be harvested even in the First Stratum. Cultivators up to the Second Stratum did not, but now, even a cultivator would have something physical that could be retrieved–their Pathstone. Often, they would break on someone’s death, and whether Winny could safely use Loot to partially restore it or if the cracked core would only become alchemy materials was based on chance. Usually, a Lord’s was the only one you had a fair amount of certainty wouldn’t crack and lose much of its value as a resource.

They even had Lord Tagron’s, and Nick would probably consume it later to gain what insights he could from the refined Pathstone.

Nick unsheathed his Soul Blade, the bastard sword's lengthened blade growing from the hilt. He could feel the weight had increased from several factors. The spirit champion that he had been nurturing had grown significantly during the Ascension, making the blade sharper and more powerful, a chilling frost emanating from it even without infusing the glyph with mana. Then, his Soul Power had increased, which also built the sharpness of the cutting light.

It was now even more deadly than before. Fighting that beast king again, he knew he’d cut much deeper, not even considering his increased strength.

And he could feel the spirit champion within. The creature’s cold nobility, the undeniable strength and power of dragons.

Considering he had forged hundreds of cores into that focus as he tempered his soul, he had certainly paid a king’s ransom just to see these benefits.

According to the codex, he believed the creature was not quite ready for the awakening array–but it was close. It was already starting to show signs of intelligence and desire, a soul of its own. Working with some higher-level cores, it would likely happen relatively quickly.

The girls were all apparently quite exhausted, just like he had been before he had used that pill. They were already all lying on the bed in their lounging clothes and pajamas, and Nick went down to meet them.

It seemed they were now luxuriating in their connection to Nick and each other. Luna could feel them just as well as she had been able to feel Nick or her two pack sisters before, and the rest of their ability to sense each other nearly matched. Merely hugging each other or just staying close, they had formed a small cuddle pile, with the large Shara and Jasmine at the edges as they waited for their lord and husband to arrive.

Shara and Rebecca had become somewhat used to this in the past few months within the Ordeal, as it wasn’t like every night began or ended in an orgy or anything like this.

To help accommodate Shara and Rebecca, who really only wanted their time with Nick to be private, Winny had made sure any of these kinds of activities happened at a different time and place than the bed at night. The bedroom became a place of rest, relaxation, and bonding instead.

As he arrived at the bed with them all sprawled across it, they all smiled at him, and several tails took off wagging. Eirwen smiled up at him with a small, tired grin. “You did it, Hubby. I never had a doubt.”

Kaya chuckled tiredly. “And Jas had no reason to worry, it looks like. I can feel her too.”

Jasmine smiled. She was the least tired of the rest, but even she had focused intently on what Nick was doing, and it was as if she had been wishing with all her might that she could somehow help him. That her essence was in his Pathcore, he could feel, and with how the essence of Orion responded to desire, who knows? Maybe she had added her own devotion through sheer will alone.

“Yes, well, you girls did a wonderful job supporting Master. Thanks for watching over him. I really do appreciate it.”

Rebecca smiled. “Of course. Now husband, are you coming to bed? I know you don’t need to sleep now, but you can still rest and relax. Join us?”

Nick chuckled. “Of course.” He climbed onto the bed, finding himself a place in the middle. Girls were above his head and beneath his feet and on his left and right sides. They all snuggled in close, the smaller wolfen girls all taking spots on top of him.

Eirwen’s chest became his soft pillow for his head, and Shara took his right arm, placing her large head on his shoulder. Kaya and Rebecca took his left arm, angling themselves to barely fit. And Jasmine merely lay at Nick’s feet, gazing at him with her eyes filled with devotion as she began to massage his feet.

“Oooh, Boss is even more Boss-ly now! Mmm…” Fang hugged Nick’s thigh and stomach fiercely with her whole body, rubbing him with her face and sniffing him all the while.

Sable hugged him from the other side, sniffing too. She gave a sultry chuckle. “You said it, Fang. But…” She yawned. “I think we’ll have to wait to enjoy his new manliness. I’m exhausted. Still, if the boss wants…”

Nick chuckled and reached out with his partially restrained arm to scratch Sable’s ears. “I think relaxing is a good idea. In fact. Relax, and know peace.” He spoke the words in Archaen, sending out the soul magic, and it wrapped around all of them, comforting and reassuring them.

Shara gave out a happy sigh and hugged his arm more tightly. “Oh, that feels wonderful. I was so relieved that Nicholas had ascended safely, but I was still filled with a bit of anxiety–I have to ascend soon too, or fall behind once again. But now, I really feel like I can go to sleep. Tomorrow will be a new day.”

Rebecca nodded. “Worry not, Shara. We’ll all help each other, and Nick will help us too. You can count on us.”

Kaya nodded, also enjoying Nick’s scent from his neck and shoulder. “Nick’s Pact, his vow for us, is to help us ascend and gather resources. He’s got his work cut out for him with so many of us.”

Luna chuckled from on top of Nick’s belly, “With Boss stronger now, there’s much less to fear. Let’s relax for now, and we’ll find what we need in time.”

Winny was running her fingers through Nick’s hair. “That’s right, ladies. Let’s help Hubby relax too. He’s worked hard. We can worry about it all tomorrow.”

The girls all hugged him tightly, and he met each of their lips one by one and settled in for sleep. Nick felt contentment being with all eight of his Ladies, the relief from being successful a near tangible thing in him. He had become more, crossing a major threshold in his life toward eternity.


Chapter 35 - ♥♥♥ - The Early Birds 



Nick had fallen asleep as he had found peace, but he found that he was awake after only a handful of hours. His wives still slept, so he found himself in a bit of a conundrum.

He was bored. How could he escape? He had eight girls on top of or holding on to him. Thankfully, he now had a bit of light essence available to him. He had practiced making barriers, so a grasping hand wasn’t a problem; he could make it kind of just slide off easily, the reflective, nearly frictionless surface forming over his skin. The manifesting of the magic only made a hushed hum, no louder than a person’s breathing.

But he had three wolfen girls on his lap. That was a little more difficult. He wasn’t quite at the level of lifting a whole person with a barrier gently just yet. He mostly used small, angled surfaces for his deflections in combat, finding much better luck when he combined frost and light at the same time.

His thoughts were interrupted by an unexpected partner in crime. A barrier of light formed underneath the three wolfen girls one at a time, causing them to fall off his body gently, and lifting the last one on top, Luna, and dumping her off to the side.

Nick’s eyes met Rebecca’s, a smile on her face and with her finger outstretched. She had a sly smile as she pointed to the door of his study rather than the main exit.

Free of all those grasping onto him, he sat up gently before stepping over Kaya to exit the same side of the bed Rebecca did.

They quietly walked out, and then when the door closed, Rebecca giggled. “That was fun. What was it that you wanted to go do?”

Nick shrugged. “Don’t know, to be honest, just didn’t want to lie there any longer or wake them up. They need their rest. Though what was most surprising was Jas didn’t wake up. She must have tuckered herself out somehow.”

She grabbed his hand. “I have an idea about how we can kill some time.” She locked the door with her free hand and then stood on her tiptoes and kissed his lips as her night robes fell to the ground, revealing her naked body. “You…have changed a little. I can hardly reach you without you leaning down!”

Nick chuckled as he hugged her to him tightly, returning the kiss. Her clear blue eyes were filled with desire, a lovely smile on her lips as her wings fluttered behind her. He said, “That’s twice you’ve surprised me in one go.”

Rebecca pouted. “I ache for you just the same as they do. Even if I’m…quieter about it.”

He framed her pretty face with his hand and pulled her into another kiss as he leaned down. His tongue sought hers, and he lifted her up easily into his arms, carrying her naked body over to one of the desks. His kiss left her panting, her heavy chest heaving as her hands roamed his chest.

“You’re even stronger now, I feel. Bigger.”

He took off his boxers, and her eyes widened as she saw his hard cock. She ran her hand and wrapped it around his length, giving it a few strokes. She smiled at his desire with a hint of her own, meeting his gaze as she lay back onto the desk and spread her legs. “Please…let’s hurry. Those girls are going to wake up any minute, sensing you, no doubt…”

Nick chuckled as he strode forward, lining up his cock with one hand and grabbing her hip with the other. “You got it.”

He pressed in, finding her delightfully tight as always. They both groaned as his cock pressed into her folds, his tip pushing through her wet and warm tunnel.

“Oh Nicholas, you’re stretching me so good… Ahn!” She moaned as Nick continued to fuck her, picking up his pace. He found an easy rhythm as he fucked her on the desk, and he quickly brought Rebecca to her first climax. Her pussy pulsed on his length, sending even more faith and devotion essence into him.

He kissed her deeply as she recovered, the woman having a pleased smile on her face and love and adoration in her eyes. He could feel it spilling over his connection, and this made him want to return that affection even more.

Sensing what she wanted, he lifted her into his arms. Her hands went around his shoulders, and her legs wrapped around his lower back for support. She rose and fell on his thick girth, the woman riding his length as she sought his lips.

He played with her firm, heavy breasts as she rode him, letting her explore the feeling of his upgraded body. The darkness was drawn from him as his lust built, making love to his Pacted wife.

Devotion essence continued to enter him, her love spilling over their bonded connection. His soul core thrummed with desire, feeling how badly she desired this deeper connection, her joy at finally having it. As he filled her wet hole, it was like he was also filling her soul with warmth and love.

She had already been light after she became an Archaen Angel. With his increased strength, her weight was next to nothing as he grabbed her ass tightly. He spread her cheeks as he pulled her down onto his cock, bottoming out and causing her eyes and mouth to widen as he filled her to the brim.

“Oh yes, my love. Oh goddess. Oh! Oh! Yes!” Her tight pussy gripped and pulsed as he fucked her, moving his hips as he pushed into her heat faster. Her gaze as she met his eyes was pleading, the woman wanting him to reach his peak and fill her with his seed.

As Nick came inside her, she cried out, sharing the pleasure and experiencing an orgasm at the same time. Her pussy convulsed all along his length, enhancing his pleasure and bringing him just a little higher as he continued to pound her.

The two were breathing heavily, but he kissed her again as they basked in their love. But then, they were interrupted.

Fang’s voice could be heard through the locked hallway door. “Aww! She got to be with the upgraded boss first!”

Luna chuckled. “That’s alright. We were really sleepy. I hope Becca had a good time.”

Rebecca’s eyes widened, and he lifted her off his cock to help her get her footing. She coughed. “Of course, it’s always special making our connection. I guess… I’ll be going now. You enjoy, my love.”

“Of course. I’ll see you later, my Becca.”

Nick gave her one last kiss as he helped her fix her nightrobes, and she exited out the hallway door, letting the wolfen girls rush inside. The girls immediately threw off their clothes now that their target was ready for them.

Eirwen entered next, smiling as she did the same. “Hehe, I’m pretty darn sure she did. I know we’re all eager to please our mate too, right, girls?”

Fang answered by leaping through the air, forcing Nick to catch her. She peppered kisses on his face and lips, her tail wagging all the while and causing Nick to chuckle.

Luna joined in on the fun, jumping into his arms and kissing him much like Fang, rubbing her head against him affectionately. He brought them over to the reading nook, a place with a few high-back chairs with armrests facing one another.

Eirwen walked over as he began returning their kisses and grabbing their breasts and ass, starting to get them worked up. This was easy to do, as they sniffed and took in his scent and felt his arousal, their bodies preparing themselves for being with their mate.

Fang was licking his chest, rubbing her body up and down against him as she sniffed. “Mmm, Boss smells so good. Even better and more boss-lier than before!”

The three girls lined up, Fang and Luna at the sides and Eirwen at the tip. They began kissing and licking, moaning as they served their alpha. Sparkling devotion essence entered his length, sending pleasant sparks of pleasure from their adoration.

Eirwen took him deep into her wet mouth, her eyes filled with affection. He marveled at how she could take him all the way down to the base, his cock going deep into her throat. A special softness was felt as she bobbed on his length, and the two smaller girls began licking his balls instead.

Nick was fine with receiving his Hero’s Reward, but he wanted to bathe his wolfen girls with his affection as well. He brought Fang up to his lap first and began fondling her breasts as he rubbed her belly from behind.

Fang’s body jolted as he tweaked her nipple. “Hahh! Boss! Mmm! Ahh!” She moaned.

Flicking her clit, Fang enjoyed her alpha’s attention. The girl buzzed with enthusiasm, and he could feel her intense desire to receive him. It wasn’t long before he brought her to an intense climax, the girl’s body trembling as she moaned.

He then had Luna take her place, the girl facing him as he played with her chest. Eirwen continued to bob on his length, happy to show her adoration as he pleasured the wolfen girls.

Luna moaned. “Ohh yes, my mate. Mmm, yes, I can feel it. You want us all to feel good, don’t you? Such a loving alpha.” She whimpered as he groped both of her breasts, the girl rubbing her crotch against his chest.

“That’s right. You girls really helped me ascend, helped me become more. I wish to show you how proud I am of you.”

Eirwen popped her mouth off, jerking his length as she said. “I can feel how much he wants to mess you girls up. Go ahead, Fang.”

Fang was quick to obey, placing her legs on the armrests and lowering herself down to his cock. As she sank down on it, her expression took on a dreamy one. Her strong thighs got her moving quickly, riding his length with her tight pussy.

Playing with her nipples as she rode him, her body jerked from the intense pleasure. “Ahh! Oh Boss! Hahh! Hah, oh fuck.”

Nick called Eirwen over and began kissing her lips as Fang rode him. Her tight tunnel pulsed along his length as she bounced on his cock, her enthusiasm transferring easily to her lust. Watching her fit body impaling herself on his cock filled him with desire, and he eventually stood, holding onto her spread legs as he pumped her up and down on his cock.

“Hahh, ooohh fuck Boss, you fill me so good! I’m going to cum again! Oh! Oh! Yes!”

His balls tightened as his soul core thrummed, pleasure rippling up his spine. He filled her pussy with pulse after pulse of cum, causing her belly to bulge out from the amount. As his cock popped out of her tight tunnel, Eirwen and Luna were quick to lick and suck him clean.

Fang had a pleased expression as he held her in his arms, and she had a dreamy look in her eyes. “Boss is even more perfect-er now. Now I just know you can get those other girls preggers! We should call Zara and Thava right away!”

“Maybe later.” Nick chuckled and set her down on the chair, the girl’s tail lazily wagging with affection.

He then lay on the carpeted floor, prompting Luna to sit down on his cock. Straddling him, she took him in. As always, her tight pussy was inviting, her soft groan as he entered her filling him with lust.

“Mmm, my mate–so thick, so virile. And so loving and strong.”

And Eirwen took her seat on his face, her thick thighs covering his view. He began tonguing her pussy, kissing and licking her swollen, pink clit. His hands gripped her thick ass tightly as Luna bounced up and down along his length.

Eirwen moaned. “Mmm, yes, you said it, Luna. Hubby, mm! Makes us all feel so good!”

He reached one hand around to help Luna pick up the pace, lifting her under her ass to guide her up and down on his cock. Her moans increased as his cock bottomed out in her again and again.

“Mmm! Yes! Oh! Oh! Oh! Mmm!”

Feeling her climax through their connection, Nick was quickly brought to his peak as well, and Eirwen moaned as he licked her clit.

He filled Luna’s pussy as she moaned, the girl riding out her orgasm as ropes of cum were shot up into her pussy. Nick groaned as her already tight pussy clamped down on his cock, and Winny didn’t last much longer on his tongue before she gripped his hair in her hands, her body shaking as she reached her climax.

“Mmm, that was wonderful, Hubby. But I still want all of you in me, you know?”

Nick chuckled. “I do know. And I want you too, Winny.” He dropped off Luna in the other chair with a kiss, the girl’s lidded eyes full of affection. Then he walked over with Eirwen to the desk, and she sat on it and spread her legs wide for him in a wide split.

“There, Hubby. Now you can really mess up my pussy. Split me in half with that fat cock!”

He was happy to meet her request, pushing his thick girth into her delicate folds. She pulsed her pussy around his cock, her Body Essence wrapping her soft tunnel around him tightly.

Grabbing her hips, he met her hips slowly at first, bottoming out in her wet heat.

“Yesss! That’s it! Fuck my pussy! Mmm!”

Nick grabbed her soft mounds, fucking her harder onto the desk. He started to fuck her pussy harshly, showing her his love and his lust. Feeling the soft tightness around his length, he pounded her hole, bringing her to a swift climax.

“Ah! Yes, fuck me!” Eirwen moaned.

The sparkling devotion essence rushed into his cock again, urging him forward as he felt her love for him. She moaned loudly as he played with her heavy breasts, waves of pleasure filling them both from the devotion mantras.

As she came on his cock, her pussy clamped down and massaged his length. He grunted from the pleasure and found himself reaching his peak. His soul thrummed as he pumped his sheep beastfolk wife full of his cum, her pussy convulsing and gripping his length tightly. It was just a quick moment, but he felt his worries washing away as he was bathed in the devotion essence from their coupling.

“Mmm, that was delicious, Hubby.” She got up on the desk and kissed him fiercely. A wave of Eirwen’s aura washed him, removing the sweat and other bodily fluids from Nick and the wolfen girls with her Clean skill. She turned to Luna and Fang, who had been watching with their tails wagging, letting Eirwen enjoy uninterrupted.

“Let’s get going, girls. Jasmine and Becca have already cooked up some breakfast, so let’s get some food in us. Hubby may not require it now, but I know I am famished.”

Fang shot up from her chair and ran over to her clothes. “Oh! Why didn’t Jas join us?”

Luna chuckled as she did the same. “Jasmine is always giving us time, didn’t you know it?”

Eirwen nodded, and her night clothing was covered in essence, before it wrapped around her with little more than a thought. “That’s right. Jasmine is always pleased just knowing that Hubby is pleased, whether she is the one doing it or not. Let’s go relax before training and making our final preparations for Ascension. Right, Hubby? Or do you wanna go wake up Sable and Shara now?”

Nick coughed as he put his boxers back on. “I came in here to not wake you girls up. I’m sure I’ll find them for some time together later. A snack at least sounds good.”

Luna giggled. “I’m sure they’d be happy to wake up like that! I know I would. But I guess Shara and Becca are a bit different. I guess you’d need to be the one to sneak them away first before you wake them.”

He’d need to practice that.

Dressed, they all rushed out of the room now, and he left the study to join the girls in the living room, happy to be home and to have reached his goal. There were a number of challenges on the horizon, but he felt ready for anything.


Epilogue



“So as I was saying, it seems the monster kingdom is on the move, their probing attacks imminent. Er, can you maybe, uh…shrink yourself, or maybe float me up to your eyes? This feels a little awkward. I don’t think I can make myself big.”

The star oni man was standing beneath Nick’s immense body in front of his home within his Soulscape, handing in his report to Nick as he looked upward, trying to meet Nick’s giant eyes.

Contrary to his expectation, his soul avatar had not become even bigger when he had ascended, and he had wondered about the reason. He thought it was because his Soul Power was so immense that he was so big in the first place, but apparently it was for another reason entirely. He had noted that Jasmine’s spirit was, in fact, much bigger than his other wives, so he wondered if it was related to their soul’s age or their special journey across the stars in some way.

Nick shrunk himself down rapidly, making him eventually see eye to eye with the star oni man. The scout was startled and took a step back before coming a little bit closer to a more comfortable talking distance.

“What can you tell me about the enemies? We had found that tamed beast before.”

“It seems like there is quite a large gamut of enemies within their ranks. We do see some tamed beasts, but there are not that many among them. There are numerous feral monsterfolk and demons, and then their commanders appear to be these lumbering…grotesque beings of spirit and flesh. They are attended by these…little servants.”

Nick realized by ‘feral monsterfolk’ he meant the orcs, kobolds, drakans, and more, that had remained more monstrous and uncivilized. They didn’t understand empathy, and they would attack for their own gain in eating what they killed, much like demons. It sounded like this was similar to what he had seen in the Proxy War and also the Test of Governance in general, with various feral monsterfolk types arriving at their keep walls frequently.

“What are these little servants?”

“They’re a varied folk it seems, going by Orion’s terminology. We’ve seen some of all kinds, but they share some features. They are short, much like your kobolds or wolflings, have big eyes, and hunch themselves over, as if to make themselves smaller. And they are also often gray colored, but there are variants. In all, they’re kind of cute and weak-looking rather than feral, I would say.”

Nick arched his brow. “Cute? Really?”

He chuckled. “Yeah. Then, they can have animal or monster features, it seems, from scales and fur to plants or even spikes. It seems they do some sort of shamanic rituals to become more like the beasts and monsters they eat. We’ve witnessed them from afar. They hunt in the wilderness together as their army marches, and they have brought the corpses back for this.”

That wasn’t all that abnormal. Monsterfolk definitely became what they ate to an extent, but if they were using rituals too, he could see how that might increase or accelerate it. In fact, his family had some details about how to do just that for monsterfolk under his retinue. However, it appeared that this would drag his people further away from becoming more human-like and had all sorts of dangers and side effects. Perhaps this was what was happening to them.

“What can you tell me about these…commanders?”

“They…are almost like their little servants in how they vary. We almost wonder if they might be related in some way, but it’s really difficult to imagine with how their flesh is so disorderly and grotesque and with such a vast difference in their size. They are chimeral, and some even have extra, spectral limbs. All of those are in the Third Stratum. Very dangerous.”

He went on to tell Nick more about these commanders and how they spotted them, but it was already a bit alarming. Nick currently had Jeffrey as his only Third Stratum subordinate outside his wives, but he knew within a month or two that would change. Lothar had been preparing his foundations for a long time, and now that the essence was denser, he would soon make progress faster and be able to ascend.

“How many enemies are we talking about for this first assault, and when?”

“It should be arriving within a few days. It is not many, at only a few hundred of this mixed force, and only one of the commanders. A half-dozen or so of the tamed beasts, and in all with the defenses of the keep. We’re confident we’ll have no issues with the defense even without reinforcements, unless we’ve grossly misunderstood them–which is unlikely. The next foray is already leaving their city, and it seems to be around the same size.”

“That’s why you believe it’s a probing attack then. They are just going to attempt to soften us up and test us. Thank you for your report. I do believe after tonight we’ll send some reinforcements, and they should arrive with plenty of time.”

“That’s right. You’re welcome, Milord. I’ll get back to my task of watching the enemy.”

He bowed before disappearing, leaving Nick standing in his Soulscape’s plaza alone.

They had a bit over two months before the demon barrier within the Frostspire Mines came down, and they would be forced to face the demon kingdom as well. The scouts had been spending quite a bit of time in the underworld, gathering information as safely as possible. Unfortunately, they hadn’t gathered overly much until the march out of the city truly began, aside from one of these commander-level beasts that had roamed the underworld for a while.

The odd mist emanating from the city actually appeared to be rather dangerous, and as much as Nick could potentially just send someone in despite the danger, he decided against it.

There were certainly things in the world of Orion that could kill his people permanently, even through his protection. While they normally shouldn’t exist on a Frontier Shard, he wouldn’t put it past Orion to pull out some of the usual stops. All to challenge Nick and make him struggle.

It appeared this kingdom was placed there to challenge him and his people in some way, and so he was not going to risk his people’s lives with his blind trust in his ability. Myron already divined that going into the mist was quite dangerous, and some tests determined that it was spiritual in some way, chock full of soul essence. It was perhaps some powerful monster’s domain, and Nick was unwilling to risk any individual’s entry.

His Soul Fortress Trait would help protect their minds and souls, no doubt, but it had limitations. The more followers ready to enter the mist near each other, the better. This was why Nick wanted more reconnaissance before he sent anyone inside–perhaps, with special protections, including numbers.

Shak’terra was going to make it her priority soon, once Eirwen ascended. Even she couldn’t figure much out with a quick check, requiring preparation to scry and divine anything useful, but that would also change when Eirwen finally did.

And the mist appeared to be spreading. Slowly, but surely, it was covering more and more of the underworld in all directions at a snail’s pace. Nick wasn’t going to sit around and just wait, but there was nothing to be done for the moment until his wives ascended. And they weren’t the only ones.

Jasper and Ishkara had found their locations in the wilderness to make their nest and should be ascending soon, now that Nick gave them the go-ahead. It appeared they were able to store the essence from that monster’s core, which he had learned was a fae creature called a hollowhorn, in their bellies and ascend later.

Fang suddenly appeared next to Nick, kicking him out of his introspection. “Boss! Everyone’s ready. Let’s go!”

Nick opened his eyes within the room, finding most of his girls ready. They were all in cute or sexy casual attire, dolled up and ready to head out to the hero’s tavern–even Rebecca, and only excepting Jasmine in her usual maid’s outfit.

“You girls look great. Tonight should be fun.”

Eirwen smiled wide. “All our new friends are here now, along with the old. It’ll be fun seeing them get to meet each other!”

Sable chuckled. “I’m just looking for a break. Sitting all day meditating has got me crawlin’ up the walls. Let’s have some fun!”

Fang looked confused. “Huh? Y-Yeah! Let’s go, let’s go!” She jumped up and down, her tail wagging.

With the new cultivation codex from the archives, many of his wives had found some techniques that would help improve their training. Whether it was their Ideal, or their visualization techniques, each had something to do to improve their foundations just before they made their final push to form their pillars of self.

He didn’t think they’d be spending more than a week or two. They just needed time to consolidate what they gained from the Ordeal including their Minor Enlightenments as well as consume other treasures that might help them get them prepared.

Having confidence from his ascension, Nick had also grabbed the second Archaen Cache, containing even more special resources. It was no challenge at all to him in the Third Stratum, thanks to his Soul Blade being so sharp, he pierced through the thick carapace of the demon scorpion enemy easily.

The cache was largely focused on rare alchemical materials, but it included numerous bottled Concepts, some of which might actually be helpful for him. Each of the girls had one or two they gravitated towards as something that might aid them, and they were looking to give out the rest to his valued subordinates that had achievements.

He was happy that Sable and Shak’terra had worked on locating it by working with what information the Adventurer’s Guild was able to give them. Now his wives would all reach Middle Mastery on both of their associated Concepts and be ready to ascend.

The family then made to leave, going out the front door. Stepping outside, Nick marveled at the new homes he could see in the distance down the hill. From the Trial Closure, Frosthaven became even larger, its walls automatically extending outward to encompass the new homes. The landscape also changed in the distance, but not as significantly as previous times.

He could already see ratfolk, quilboarfolk, and dwarves in the main boulevards, shopping or selling their own wares. But a big change was in the many tower climber’s homes, which were those closest to the Ordeals.

Now that Frosthaven had reached the Third Stratum, this meant making modifications to their homes was now at the level of a trivial cost. Climbers could queue up their upgrades within their Menu, modifying their home from size to shape and to include certain amenities and decorations. The previous homes were like modern, budget apartments that were pretty barebones, but now certain climbers could live like the respected warriors that they were.

The family went toward the Hero’s Path Ordeal, where the Hero’s Tavern was located. The building was huge for a bar, looking not all that different from the Adventurer’s Guild.

Walking inside, they saw that the room was massive and the place was plenty busy. It was only dusk out, but many tables were already full. Stairs on both sides of the large hall led to the second floor, which was just as massive. Odds were, there were probably even more people upstairs already.

Like the bar in Silverbrook, there were plenty of bar games and places to eat or drink. Just like the outside, Nick thought the inside was rather reminiscent of the Adventurer’s Guild. It didn’t have the job board or the turn-in locations or the offices in the back, and it had a large stage off to one side for performers. It was a sprawling bar of tables and games, able to fit hundreds within. Fang and Sable’s tails started wagging just at the sight of everything, excited to play and enjoy. But Fang noticed something before Nick did.

She pointed over at it. “Look, it’s a statue of Boss! Above the bar!”

In this statue ahead of them above the bar, as if in a special theater seat, it was Nick sitting in a throne with his cloak and crown of frost. He was holding a frothy ale and raising it in cheer, gazing to the right side at the currently empty stage.

Eirwen giggled. “Hehe, you’re right! Just as it should be here, it’s the hero’s tavern, after all.“ She looked around the room with a smile, then pointed at a rather large table not currently in use. “We’ll claim that table here, but we all see people we want to say hello to and chat with, no doubt. Let’s meet back there in about an hour, let’s say?”

Kaya said, “Works for me. I see Indrid and Sharon over there, so I do want to go say hello.”

Shara was fidgeting with her longer skirt, feeling weird not having her tetsubo with her. “I think I see Hoshiko, so I’ll go have a chat. And I guess our husband is going to want to go talk with his new followers, isn’t he? Do have fun, Nicholas.”

Nick chuckled and kissed her cheek. “You too, girls. I’ll see you all soon enough.”

Giving each of the girls their kisses, they all ran off to see their friends and Nick’s many subordinates. Everyone had been invited, though he was sure plenty of them may have been coming here anyway.

Nick saw that his new ex-lord friends were now here, speaking with some of his top subordinates. Andross appeared to be telling a story, and Brightclaw, Quilbane, and Bronzebeard listened with rapt attention.

“And this guy just Double Jumped up through the third-story window, and then fighting sounds were heard. When he opened the door, there were a dozen spectre cores just waiting there on the ground! Wasn’t even out of breath.”

Quilbane laughed. “And that was only a few months ago, you say? Remarkable. To think he’d become so much stronger and so quickly.”

Nick arrived, many of them catching his approach and turning to him. “Brightclaw, Quilbane, and Bronzebeard! It’s good to see you three. Andross, I hope you’re not blowing my stories out of proportion.” Nick shook Brightclaw’s hand and moved to do the same with the rest.

Andross grinned. “Just got done telling them about how you beat up that bartender and tore out the floor, then carried out a bunch of slaves over your shoulders with the angry nuns fighting you off all at the same time.”

Nick knew he was messing around. He added, “And how you heroically held off the angry crowd who wanted to interfere with our investigation?”

Zarog was the one that replied with a grin, “You mean the army of bandits? Of course, he didn’t forget that part either.”

Nick chuckled and focused on Brightclaw, Quilbane, and Bronzebeard who were sitting next to each other, meeting their gazes. “How’s it going so far, you three?”

Brightclaw smiled. “I’m happy to be here. This place is truly wondrous, wondrous, I say! I already know my people will be happy here; everyone has been so friendly, and the essence! It is amazing. I thought my progress would be stalled, but now my prospects are looking fantastic.”

Quilbane snorted. “You said it. If I knew it would be this great, I’d have given up my own lordship just to join, to have such a great place for my people.”

Bronzebeard chuckled. “I don’t know about that, but I’m even more pleased with my decision. I can’t imagine ending up in a better place, even if I waited a thousand years on that Floor–not that I had that much of a choice, really.”

Brightclaw added, “So many capable people! I’ve already met Councilor Robins and Turon. I was excited to hear how my people will have things to focus on. So many possibilities.”

Turon was sitting over on the other side of the table. He chuckled. “It’s true, there is work for people of all kinds to find here. This place has changed so much and so fast since I visited just a few months ago for the first time, and for the better. It’s a good thing someone was a bit tight-lipped about what he saw, huh, Lord Nicholas?”

Nick chuckled. “Oh? So you didn’t report everything you saw, huh? I had been worried…”

Turon shrugged. “My risk was low, so I figured I’d take a small chance about how many odd buildings you had. I’m sure if Elrash found out I hadn’t quite reported everything, he’d have made me pay for it, but it was easy to feign ignorance–you could have also made those additional structures after I left. I’m sure I helped keep Blackthorne from putting two and two together sooner, but it was just a small thing.”

“You may have bought us a few more weeks, and that could have made a big difference in how things played out. Now I’m fairly confident that we’ll make that man pay for whatever he tries. If nothing else, he won’t be able to touch my people. That barrier from my Heritage’s blueprints is no joke. So thank you for giving us even a few more days.”

A bard had gotten set up on the stage and began playing and singing with their simple lute-like guitar. Andross and Zarog got everyone to raise their glasses, teasing Nick about the tale of the angry orc grandmother that stood up to the angry crowd of misled faithful, and then after that, the evil bishop himself. Nick loved that he was far from the only hero in that story, helping inspire others to merely do what they could to stand up to evil.

As he listened to the catchy tune, Nick noticed that Eirwen, Rebecca, and Luna had found who were the three ex-lords’ wives, who were together at their own table nearby. They were chatting happily, the women welcoming the others to the city.

Kaya, Sable, and Fang were hanging out with the monsterfolk girls, who were all playing bar games. Shara was talking to two star oni girls, who were drinking tea and all looking at Nick with starry eyes–literally. And Jasmine dropped him, off his drink and stayed with him, and they continued their talk with the lords and telling stories.

The new people would be finding work within and all over the surrounding areas of the city. Nick had already approved several infrastructure projects, including expanded or additional roads to the keep and toward the southwest beetlefolk and various labor camps within the first ring of his city’s control radius. Lumber mills, mines, and quarries would remain valuable well into the future, and Nick would be investing essence in directing improvements to any natural resources that could be found.

Surveyors were already going out to reinspect his land, as it was well known that new milestones sometimes uncovered special rewards within the kingdom, but they needed to be discovered and developed. Not only that, but they hadn’t perfectly surveyed the land at each milestone he had already accomplished–it’s possible they could have missed other items.

And the centipede cavern would soon be within his radius. That was also worth developing and infusing additional essence into, to get a wider variety of ores and gems.

There were a few structures that may aid in discovery, but it turned out these scanners were often highly specialized and expensive. And if depended on too heavily, it would often cause resources to be missed. They were great for saving some time, but it was better to allow his people to get the experience in scouting and exploring the wilderness instead.

The quilboarfolk had some among them that were specialized in animal husbandry, so raising some more valuable livestock was also going to be on the table. The dwarves specialized in various trade professions and just general commerce, so another priority for increasing the infrastructure centered around trade would be coming soon. The ratfolk were somewhat similar in this to the dwarves, but it appeared, thanks to their vast numbers, general laborers were the most common among them.

It wouldn’t be any time soon, but Lumos had already told Nick that a train to Silverbrook was a total possibility. Soon she could master Third Stratum techniques, allowing her to use Second Stratum resources without Orion’s Will becoming an issue. But at that point, Nick was just as interested in getting his own port instead, cutting out Silverbrook as the middleman.

With his city’s control radius reaching so far, he could manipulate the geography in certain ways, and purchasing a port to the northeast was an option, even if it would be expensive. He would have Lord Silvers make the train worth his while, or he’d be building the port. He was sure Bronzebeard would cut him a good deal.

After the talking and meetings had completed, Nick and his wives found their own set of tables. Food and drink eventually lined the tabletop, items chosen by his girls. His pregnant Maidens even arrived, and he got to visit and enjoy time with them as one large family as they enjoyed the food and each other’s company.

His wives had a blast with wide smiles on their faces, enjoying the games and the drinks, and he played along with them. The monsterfolk girls also came over, and he played a silly drinking game that wasn’t all that different from truth or dare with them, learning just a little bit more about each of the girls.

The place was only becoming more rowdy by the minute, as people got more buzzed and drunk, and the bard’s songs got more exciting and grand. The mood was festive and hopeful, and Nick couldn’t help but feel a swelling of pride in his chest.

It wasn’t just the statue or the songs being about him. That his people had gratitude for him was proof of his success. Feelings this strong were not something people had for bare minimum efforts.

This was what he worked hard and fought for. For people to feel safe in his kingdom and to be able to find opportunity. There were numerous threats on the horizon, but seeing his people happy, he was already confident.

The Pathcore in his chest gave off a pleasant hum, his body more in tune with the essence than ever before. He could feel that when he used his Convergence skills, they would be immensely powerful thanks to the weight of their loyalty to their king and their gratitude and devotion to their savior.

Perhaps it was largely because one didn’t really know what they’ve got until it’s gone. Having lost important people or things to bandits, evil lords and tyrants, or being ex-slaves, every person in Frosthaven had seen or witnessed loss–the price for being weak.

That didn’t mean everyone would strive to be strong. But the people of Frosthaven knew what was at stake, and almost all of them were driven to become more. Frosthaven was now a land of opportunity, and it was like a sleeping dragon was building in the North.

He was sure that Blackthorne was likely moving. Nick learned from his dream interrogations that the man had been busy in the West, trying to increase his dark dominion. The prompt he had received from Orion when he claimed Shadowvale stated that the man had suffered a backlash as his Altar of Subordination was purified, and this no doubt pissed him off even more.

But Nick’s people were strong and ready for anything. Thanks to his Heritage, and his several Ordeals, within a month or two he would have a hundred subordinates or more in the Third Stratum. They would temper themselves against the Monster Kingdom and the demons underneath the Frostspire mines and be ready for whatever challenge the bandit overlord brought them.

And if the bandit lord didn’t arrive on his own by then, then Nick would take the fight to him. One way or another, Nick would destroy Blackthorne. The man had no idea what he was in for.
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Hello again, reader! As usual, I just wrote the words: “END OF BOOK 4,” and wanted to write what was on my mind (even though I have other aspects of the book to wrap up still). Book 4 was enjoyable to write, and I thought it was fun as more elements were pushed forward, and Nick finally reached the Third Stratum! I hope that you enjoyed his ascension and the rest as much as I did, and you’re looking forward to the next and seeing how Nick and his wives’ journey continues. I know I’m looking forward to writing it!

Bonded Summoner 8 is well past the halfway point already, and I’m really stoked about how it’s been turning out so far. I may be posting the preorder for it in under a month, so look for it! But I’ll continue working on Soul Knight 5 even as I do; you’ll be able to read chapters of it on Patreon shortly, if not by the time you actually read this. Odds are, you are probably looking at between 4-6 months for the next one to be completed.

I’ve been toying around with a third series in the background, but my focus has largely been on continuing Bonded Summoner and Soul Knight. I find myself unable to be interested in a series unless the scope is as grand as one of these two, or perhaps unless I really outline everything and be confident I have a three or four book series on my hands. So it’s hard for me to commit to something until I get them closer to what I consider ‘striking distance’ to finish them. And since they are progression fantasy, well, those things just keep going and going, huh? For better or for worse.

Remember that you can subscribe to my Patreon for free to get monthly updates and information on releases. I religiously update even free members with my progress every month, and I promise I won’t be spamming you with more than that.

Anyway, thank you so much for reading, and I’ll see you guys next time!
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