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    Chapter 1


    The Sea of Chaos.


  


  Ifinally got to close my truck door and started the engine after my long day of work. Friday marked the start of a three-day weekend. My window was rolled down, and Bill, a coworker on my welding team, hollers over to me, "Have a good weekend, Eric."


  "You too, Bill. See you on Tuesday, hopefully." I yelled back.


  "Right, don't go getting yourself lost in the woods, Grayson," Bill said as the rumble of his truck drowned out any other noise.


  The construction job site parking lot was in front of a five-story building that was in the process of being erected. I sat in my truck, collecting my thoughts. I looked over the bare bones of the building, the iron columns, and the beams that had been moved into place today by the massive job site crane, sweat, blood, and no small amount of cursing. The intersections where they met had been joined together with electric fire and molten steel, the all-consuming heat of the job fading into a distant memory within my mind. I whispered to myself, "Having a three-day weekend is so nice."


  The building I was currently working on was in the mountains just outside of a small city. I was lucky that one of my favorite camping spots was just fifty or so miles up the road from my current job location. As I rolled out of the job site at noon on Friday for a long-deserved three-day weekend of campfires, swimming, fishing, and a few good old-fashioned gamelit novels, a broad smile broke across my face.


  I drove down the two-lane highway and pulled off onto the fire road that would take me farther back into the woods. A smile crossed my face as I heard and felt the soft hum of pavement switch to the crunching grinding of a gravel road. In all my years of coming up this side of the mountain, I had only ever seen one other soul, and that was the driver of a forest service truck.


  I was about three-quarters of the way to my destination when it happened. More like things shifted. It was almost imperceptible to the human senses, but as anyone who has traveled the wild, lonely roads of this world can attest, sometimes reality becomes far more fluid than one might have ever thought possible.


  I was driving, the crunch of the dirt road creating a meditative fugue as I relaxed.


  The trees and road began to elongate as if I were moving at thousands upon thousands of miles per hour.


  Then, with a sudden snap came a wash of vertigo, and I was plunged into a tumultuous gray void of chaos.


  I felt myself being pulled apart, dissolved almost instantly. The essence of who I was floating away, back into the primal source of all things. I did not panic, but it was more so that I could not. For as disorienting as the gray swirls were, at the heart of this primal energy was a feeling of home and belonging. I, however, was not ready to be dissolved back into the primal chaos of all things. I wrenched at the essence of myself with all of my will. I began holding fast to the thought and form that was me, that had been me. I groped at the edges of my perceived reality within the buffeting sea of chaos, looking for anything. Anything that would give me something solid to hold onto in this unreality.


  I cannot say for sure how long I searched; maybe a few seconds, perhaps a thousand eons. All I know is that I finally, with my hands, for lack of a better word, grasped the edge of a platform. Pulling with all of my will, as strength had little to do with one's existence in this place. I hoisted myself up and out of the foaming mess of chaos.


  "Holy fuck… What the fuck. What in the hell was that?" I groaned out, more to hear my voice, to make sure it was still there. I lay on my side, panting. When the shaking subsided and I felt I had enough presence of mind to stand, I did. What greeted me was terrifying; I would have pissed myself if I could have. The platform was small, maybe ten feet by ten feet, and in the center was a short pillar. The terrifying part was what was all around me or, to put it more aptly, what was not around me.


  As far as my eyes could see was what looked to be a frothing, foaming, and undulating gray sea. Twisted shapes of creatures dove up and out of the foam before splashing back into it, some had defined forms like whales or serpents, but others were so distorted and warped they twisted my mind and filled my head with pain just to look at them. And above, blackness, nothingness, a true void. The black almost looked like crystal in its perfection. As my gaze landed on the unending nothing, I felt small bits of myself begin to be pulled away, like looking at the great nothingness would erode my very existence just by gazing at it.


  I was on a small platform in between the great black void of nothingness and the twisting chaos foam of reality. It was fucking terrifying, not the horror movie, jump out and scare you, kind of scary; no, it was the deep existential terror that grips at your soul and threatens to send you running off in any direction screaming at the top of your lungs. The terror gripped at the edges of what I could define as my sanity in this place, yet my mind held. Right now, I was seeing something that, by all rights, nothing but the most powerful of beings or the insane should be seeing.


  I had no idea how I was holding myself together, but I was. For whatever that was worth.


  I took a few hesitant steps toward the pillar. Sitting on top of the pillar was an envelope with the words, PLEASE READ TRAVELER, in big, bold letters written on it. I slowly reached out my hand, took the envelope, and opened it. Then I began to read.


  Dear Travelers, World Walkers, Wanderers, and all the rest.


  If you are reading this, then you are lucky enough to have forewarning for what is happening to you. You find yourself now in a quantum nexus of chaos. This is a waiting place of sorts that I made for all those who find themselves magically Shanghaied from Earth and then cast aside, either by the Gods, Goddesses, or other such beings. It is a waypoint for those of you who found themselves turning a corner along a dark and lonely street or wandering in the woods and then falling through a crack in the world and reality. This place is for you. This place is connected to the quantum foam of improbability and knowledge, the space between the multiple universes of existence. This roiling sea of endless energy is connected to Earth's universe and many, many others.


  Is it connected to all universes? That I do not know, but a safe guess would be yes. Neither do I know on to which planet or place you shall be deposited. You could find yourself in a world full of many possible magics and wonders. I do know this; if you have come from one of the Earth primes like me, you will never find yourself in such a low magic or energy density world again.


  Having come to this place through the gaps found across the worlds, I have been on a few times now. I have found myself here with enough power on hand to create this brief respite for you. I am leaving this note to hopefully give you a better chance of success if you choose to reenter the quantum flux of existence. If you decide to stay here, well, then you will eventually lose the cohesion of self you managed to fortify, dissolving back into the energy from which all things are made. Do not stay here long unless you wish to dissipate.


  As you are traveling through the foaming flux of chaos, whatever you focus your mind on is absorbed by your being, your soul. Do you want to learn how to wield a sword, learn to engineer, fly a spaceship, tame dragons, or wield powerful magic, then focus on that. The things you focus on will be understood by your soul on an instinctual level, along with other skills and knowledge. This will then influence, to a slight degree, into which multiverse, then which universe, and then which world you will be deposited or transmigrated.


  The travel time is different for each person. Thus, the amount of power each person can claim is different. Think and plan wisely and know this. The more power you are able to absorb from the chaos foam, the longer you have traveled within the realm of chaos. Thus, the more dangerous the world you will find yourself in. Travel is by no means linear in the realm of chaos, though it can be, just as all things can be, it is a good guide rule, though. The danger in those other worlds comes from their proximity to other hostile realms, and the farther one travels along the branching pathways of eternity, the closer to these hostile realms one finds themselves, such as the demon realms. Worlds close to their realms suffer from constant demon invasions. The demons are nowhere near as evil as the abyssal nightmares or the horrors that are spawned from the void. And with that, Good luck, traveler.


  Sincerely,


  Another earth human.


  P.S: Please put the note back for the next person. Don't be an asshole; I will know.




  

    Chapter 2


    Leap of Faith.


  


  Iset the note back down on the pillar where I had found it. I hollered loudly in glee and joy; raising my hands high in the air, I yelled, “Fuck yeah!” I was going to a magic world if I had any say in the matter. “Holy shit, holy shit, a portal, I got, I got transferred, I’m, I’m, oh shit, well, it was something like that. Just like from some myth or legend,” I thought. I needed to collect myself and think.


  The platform I found myself on was resting just above a rolling sea of chaos, and the black, blank expanse of the void stretched above me. It was terrifying, but who cares? “Magic, magic, a new world, no more sixty-hour long work weeks, no more nine to five, focus Eric, focus… Right,” I thought.


  My life back on earth was not especially good or bad. I was a welder and worked in the construction field. I was partially educated and, as such, was an oddity in the blue-collar life. I found myself working more closely with the engineers on any project than I did with my fellows of the blue-collar. I had just turned thirty years old when I had driven through what I assumed to be a crack in reality.


  I had fallen in love with RPGs of all sorts from a young age and spent a lot of my adult life playing computer and tabletop games. So, I had a tentative grasp of what was happening. Everyone daydreamed at one point or another about going into a story they love. Earth is filled with stories from our history of peoples disappearing to magical worlds, disappearing into the lands of the Fae, or just vanishing. The fact it happened to me, well, that was just a plus. 


  “Right enough about that,” I said. 


  ‘Magic,’ I thought, forming my plan of action. There was no way I was going to stay on this small platform to dissolve back into some kind of primal energy. It sounded to me like the more I could not freak out during my time in the sea of chaos, the more power I would be able to claim. I was going to grab as much of the power the note talked about as I could. 


  I thought about the vague outlines of the world I wanted to end up in. I wanted magic and, more to the point, sorcery. Sorcery was a wonderfully intuitive way of controlling magic and mana, at least from the fantasy worlds I had read about. Allowing for the wielder of such powers to become wonderfully overpowered, and I was going to gank the hell out of this opportunity if I could. 


  “Ok, first, what magics do I want to try and claim?” I thought, “First, I am going to need to understand the core principles of magic or mana. So, something like arcane mana sorcery.” I thought. 


  Then, I began listing the elements I would focus on, listing them on my fingers as I went. Earth and the subsequent metals and crystalline structures. Fire or, to be more exact, energy. The addition or subtraction of that energy. A little bit of water and air magic for good measure. Can’t forget healing and last force or kinetic energy. If I had time, then I would go for life, death, and summoning. I needed to keep in mind languages and mental resistance as well. 


  With my hopeful list assembled and sorted in my mind, I looked out from the platform. It was terrifying, but jumping back into the sea of chaos was my only choice. I sorted my mind, filling it with the forms of sorcery I wanted. I was thankful now that I had spent a great deal of time meditating on earth. Using some old tricks I knew for clearing my mind, I did the inverse instead. Stuffing my mind to the brim with nothing else but the ideas of where I wanted to go and the magics I wanted to claim.


  With my mindset stuffed and rooted to the ideas I had like a great mountain, I did not hesitate, I rushed and ran with all my power to the edge of the platform, throwing myself off. As I sailed out into the void and down into the sea of chaos, I tucked my knees to my chest and wrapped my hands around them, screaming, “CANNONBALL!!!”  




  

    Chapter 3


    Onesie Nightmare.


  


  As I plunged into the frothing sea of chaos, I felt like I was falling. I was buffeted by waves of vertigo. My mind was set like stone, and as soon as I entered the churning chaos, I began to feel my mind pull at the forms of magic that I had decided upon. Deep, arcane understanding of the elements blossomed in my mind. The thought forms attached themselves to my soul, rooting and anchoring into me.  


  The Earth and all of its composite forms. The intricate crystalline matrices of metal. The understanding of fire and reducing it to its base elemental component of energy. The transfer of energy had the effect of propelling atomic states to higher and lower energy states. 


  The tender caresses of water and the buffeting gales of wind merged into my being. The deep intricacies of DNA, RNA, and cellular structures latched on to me, finding a settled place to call home within my soul. The membranes that made up plants and animals blossomed into a kind of biological sorcery. 


  Kinetic force is almost in and of itself one of the fundamental energies of the universe. The potential energy and the transference thereof. Finally, the profound and deep understanding of arcane mana sorcery. The knowledge intricately wove itself in between all of the other understandings I had gathered. Arcane mana sorcery allowed for unseen linkages between each element to form. The possible spells and enchantments that could be created from these connections increased significantly. 


  The knowledge cemented itself in my mind and in my soul, new writhing masses of understanding settling into their new sentient home. I could feel that my time was coming to an end. Within the chaos, I quickly pulled deeply on the last two things I knew that I would need if I was going to arrive on any new planet. Language and writing in all of their wonderful contortions. The knowledge gently caressed every single one of my understandings, expanding my vocabulary and the language processing center of my incorporeal brain.


  As I felt the deep mysteries and understandings root themselves in my mind, I felt myself fading. Sleeping. My sense of self darkened, but the solidity of self I had found was not being pulled at; I would maintain cohesion of self in this sea of chaos, a stone boulder against the writhing waters of creation, forever myself and solid. I faded into the deep black oblivion of sleep. At the last moment, a strong and powerful force smashed into my soul form body, just like a racket hitting a tennis ball. It sent me careening off in a new direction.


  I heard a soft feminine voice say as I was sent sailing in a new direction, “Please help them! They are my daughters of love! Find them, find them. Please help them! I will speak to you soon.” 


  I blacked out.


  As my consciousness reformed, I could feel my mind tethered once again to a body. I let out a long and whimpered groan. The agony and splitting headache that permeated my mind and body sent racking waves of nausea through me. I rolled onto my left side and tried to vomit. But to my profound horror, I had nothing in my stomach to empty. I lay whimpering on the ground as the blinding pain that filled my body slowly began to subside. It was like the dimmer switch on a light being turned down until, finally, I had some semblance of coherence.


  “Oh boy, that hurt. I guessed all those books when they talked about the groaning and pain of interdimensional travel weren’t too exaggerated. Maybe they were onto something.” I said out loud as I sat up. 


  “Now, where am I? What was that voice at the end? It must have been a feminine god or a goddess; best not make assumptions if a divine is involved.” My eyes finally came fully into focus, and I was staring out of a small bluff? Cave? Overhang, yes, an overhang. 


  The overhang was maybe ten feet deep and seven feet tall and gave some semblance of protection from the elements. Though the front was nearly thirty feet long. The opening was set on the part of a small hill and looked down onto a small forest. The trees were pine, or what I assumed to be pine trees, evergreens, or what would have been evergreens from back on Earth. They looked near enough to the tall, needily trees. 


  As I sat cross-legged on the ground, moving a few stones from underneath my ass to get more comfortable, I said, “First things first, check to see if I’m in a game-like world. Status.” I said the last while focusing inward on who I was and trying to sort of vomit it up into the world.


  “Oh shit, okay, that’s a thing,” I said. As soon as I finished uttering the phrase, a semitransparent window popped up about the size of a tablet from back on Earth. I could not describe its color, as it had none, yet it was all of the colors at the same time. The tablet was clear to my vision, detailed yet did not block my view of the world, a projected mental envisioning. It was like it was real, yet was not; a projection onto the world, from the world. The knowledge it gave off had the intrinsic feeling of being right and true.


  Individual Statistical Analyses.


  Eric Grayson.


  Race: Human.


  Level: 0. Experience to next level; zero out of 10.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 100.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max 11.5 mana per second. 


  Attributes: 4 per level. 


  Strength: 10.


  Body: 10.


  Speed: 10. 


  Dexterity: 10.


  Mana capacity: 10.


  Mana regeneration: 10.


  Charisma: 10.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Space-time: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level.


  Skills: 1 per level.


  Spells: 1 per level.


  “Okay, looks like I’m in a world with a quantized system, and the magics I was able to gather from that place, the sea of chaos, translated over as affinities,” I said to myself. “Now, instead of just getting up and running off, Eric, let’s see if I can figure out this mana. Odd that I have an error in my mana regeneration; it probably means it’s really high or something. I hope it’s high, at least.”


  I held out my right hand and focused on my body. I felt the mana coursing through me and understood it intuitively. The knowledge was simply there, like a long-forgotten memory. This was the high level of my mana manipulation at work; it made using the mana in my body second nature to me. The formation of my mana core and mana channels had been the source of my previous pain. It had been my new body adapting to this world.


  Holding my right hand out, I focused on what I thought I wanted in a simple spell. ‘Create a small candle flame,’ I thought over and over as I pushed on my mana internally. Finally, I was rewarded with a small candle flame appearing just above my palm, along with a soft chime in the back of my head and a notification.


  You have learned the spell: Candle flame; base cost: error… 0.1 mana per minute. Level 1. 


  “Great,” I said as I checked my stats screen to see if the spell showed up. “Well, with that confirmed, this won’t be too bad. At least I can teach myself spells.” 


  The candle flame was barely hot, and by adjusting my focus, I could control the temperature easily. The flame could go from a barely hot, dull orange to a scorching white-hot flame. The flame, as far as I could tell, still only took 0.1 mana to produce, even at its hottest.


  “Fuck yeah, magic. Okay, now for the other elements and some more useful spells.” I said as I extinguished the flame and pumped my fist. I checked my body over, but from what I could see, I was still me, all the bits and pieces still in the right spot, that was except for the absolutely chiseled muscular physique I had.


  Focusing on the Earth around me, I pulled on the surrounding granite-like stone. Projecting my mana out, I felt the rock liquify and then reform into the shape I wanted. At the same time, another notification appeared along with the voice.


  You have learned the spell: Stone spike: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per inch of spike. Level 1.


  Next, I examined my body and focused on seeing all of its internal workings. Then, a three-dimensional, fully graphic mental image formed in my mind’s eye. I received the same soft whispering voice and notification. 


  You have learned the spell: Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  This spell did not have an error-tag to it. I looked over my stats again. The spell was associated with the life magic affinity. That was an Affinity I did not have a one hundred percent in. “I’ll have to try a few more spell types, but I think the errors are focused on the Affinities with one hundred percent,” I said, moving on to my next spell.


  Looking over my body once more, I could tell traveling through the dimensions had left me in remarkably good shape; wanting to keep it that way, it was definitely time for a healing spell. I found a sharp stone on the floor and cut my forearm. Not deeply, but enough to draw blood. I focused on the area with my new internal view and could see where the cellular structures had been damaged and how the little pieces of me were trying frantically to fix the small wound. I pushed my mana to the area and told it to heal. Healing washed through the area as a warm, tingling sensation. The soft voice in my mind said along with the notification.


  You have learned the spell: Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 1.


  “Okay, now for some true attack spells. Let’s see here….” I said as I stood trailing off. 


  I don’t want to draw too much attention to myself right now, but I need to do this. I walked to the edge of the overhang, “Ahh, ouch, shit, fuck, these are not nice rocks,” I cursed, trying to dodge the sharpest of the stones on the ground. I stepped out into the sunlight.


  The edge of the woods was about fifty or so yards down a gentle slope. I focused on a tree, and with a push of mana through the Earth, I poured 7.2 mana into the spell stone spike. A stone spike the size of a person lanced out from the ground like a darting spear. It gouged out a full quarter of the trunk. 


  CRACK!


  “Oops. Well, shit.” I said. “Suppose there’s no use for stealth now.”


  The stone spike had only cost 8 mana, slightly more than I initially invested, but the extra had been put towards speeding the spell up and the distance it manifested away from me. ‘looks like fire and earth are going to be my best elements, though life, shadow, light, air, and water aren’t far behind.’ 


  Next, I wanted to try one of my lower affinities. So, I chose wind, which was at fifty percent. I focused the mana on the palm of my hand-building a construct of sorts. It was three blades that rotated around a center point. The time and focus it took me to form the spell were much greater than they had been for fire and Earth. Those elements almost seemed to happen instantly compared to the battle of wills I was having with the wind element. Finally, the spell clicked into place. As the whirling blades leaped from my hands towards the trees, I received a notification announced in the same soft chiming voice. 


  You have learned the spell:


  Shuriken Wrath. Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 1.


  The spell was underwhelming. The drain on my mana was not. The drop in mana left me woozy for only a second, like a head rush when you stand too quickly, but just as the wobbly feeling settled, it was gone. ‘Okay, looks like mana fatigue might be a thing; I’ll have to watch that,’ I thought, viewing the aftermath of my not-so-powerful spell. It barely made it to the trees, and when it did hit, it left a small scratch. I was not impressed. I thought the spell had revealed a great deal about the affinities. It looked like affinities played a major role in the mana cost for spells and how hard it was to learn new ones. 


  I raised my hand again and began casting the spell every four seconds. I did this for ten minutes. Unleashing one hundred and fifty of the weak, whirley blades of death, one after another. Until I got the notification I was hoping for.


  Shuriken’s wrath has reached level two.


  There was no way to see the progress of the spell except for a slight gut feeling I got when I cast the spell. The next level notification was the only marker. I had a feeling that affinity played a part in leveling as well. First, to test the changes in the spell, though.


  I cast the Shuriken’s wrath spell. This time, I noticed that I could invest the same base cost for a total of 80 mana. It took a hair’s breadth longer, but not by much, and when I let the spell go, two of the large, three-bladed, whirley death spinners were released. Their effect was far more devastating. They were more solid-looking and proved it when they tore into the tree; they had barely scratched before, leaving a sizable slash in the bark.


  I had one last experiment to try once my mana was refilled in seconds, alleviating the head rush that came with using so much mana. I called up the same spell, but this time, as I infused my mana, I focused on making as many small spinning blades as possible. Each was about ten percent the size of the larger two. Within a few seconds, I had reached eighty mana invested; holding my hand out, I released the spell.


  Dozens of small shurikens were released in a moment from my hand in a wide cone. They blasted into the forest, ripping limbs from trees and carving small but deep rents in the bark of the trees. The front of the forest looked like it had gone through a shredder. The smaller size allowed for more of the mana to be used in stabilizing their form and adding an extra kick of speed. 


  “Holy…Fuuuuck. Well, that’s something.” I said lamely, looking at the devastation. “I can’t leave a perfectly wonderful area of forest destroyed.” 


  I had not intended the spell to work so efficiently. I thought with the smaller size of the spell, there would be a reduction in power. Apparently not. It did confirm, though, that my will and thoughts had a significant impact on the spell. I was tempted to try a fireball. I really, really wanted to. But as Smoky the Bear said, “Only you can prevent forest fires.” And an accidental magical inferno would kill me just as easily as anything could at this point. 


  ‘Now, how to fix the forest.’ I thought as I walked closer to the devastation. I really needed some shoes and clothes for that matter. Why were extra-dimensional travelers always arriving everywhere naked? 


  In order to heal the damage that I had done to the forest, I had to come up with a whole new bevy of very utility-based spells. As each spell formed and a new one was needed, I let my affinities guide me in bringing the forest back to its pre-shuriken disaster state. 


  I sent out waves of healing and growth magic into the trees, repairing the damage. 


  You have learned the spell:


  mass healing,


  manipulate plant,


  rapid growth,


  heal plant,


  fertilize soil,


  invigorate,


  nutritious water,


  and fuse.


  It was a dizzying array of spells that I was notified with as I healed the forest back to new. Each spell came with a little bit of knowledge of what the spell could do and how it connected to the others. Each spell revealed a little bit more of the overall working of magic, the gray fog of magical knowledge receding inch by inch.  


  “There, good as new,” I said, looking over my magical handiwork. 


  The other problem I had was I was still all fleshy, and a claw or tooth would more than likely be enough to end my life. I did not think I was going to be able to stand up to any form of attack. And the fact health was listed as a percent in my status page could only mean death followed a more natural course on this planet. 


  ‘How to fix the problem?’ I mused to myself. 


  I would need some form of automatic healing. Through my arcane mana manipulation, I knew it was possible to form such an enchantment. The trick was going to be in how to power it and what to make it from. Using my earth affinity, I could create stone or, more aptly, move the stone. “I wonder if I could do the same with metal,” I said out loud as I moved over to a stone that was the perfect height for sitting.


  “Why not? Might as well give it a try.” I focused on one of the most abundant elements that could be found on most planets. Iron. The effect was almost instant. Mana flowed from me, and the iron in the soil turned practically liquid. Not molten but like a superfluid. It moved quickly into a small cube. I received a notification.


  You have learned the spell:


  Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect desired elements from the surrounding area. Level 1.


  “Excellent, now what to do about my squishiness. I’m going to need armor and clothes. Can’t walk around naked forever. Well, I suppose I could, but no, just no, I am definitely going to need some armor or clothes.”


  I began creating cubes of different materials to better understand the mana cost of the various metals. Mild steel or iron costs the same as stone, absurdly low at 0.1 mana per cubic inch. Basically, I could make a cube one hundred feet long, wide, and high with the mana I had every second. As I created high-carbon steel and other mixed alloys with iron, the cost drastically increased. 


  I made different shapes and found that when I collected the metal, it would flow into any shape I had in my mind or into its natural crystallin matrix pattern. As soon as it was collected and in that shape, I would need a different spell to reshape the metal. 


  You have learned the spell:


  Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  The cost for the different materials came out, too;


  High carbon spring steel with a molybdenum substrate costs 25 mana per (2.5cm) cubic inch to create.


  Stainless steel costs 10 mana per (2.5cm) cubic inch.


  Titanium costs 35 mana per (2.5cm) cubic inch.


  Silver costs 45 mana per (2.5cm) cubic inch.


  Gold’s cost was 85 mana per (.32cm) one-eighth cubic inch.


  If the assumed mana cost stayed relatively the same, then Platinum would cost somewhere between 130 to 160 mana per (1.6 millimeters) one-sixteenth inches cubed. 


  After I had a better idea of what the cost would be. I needed to make armor or something resembling it. “My best chance at comfort is going to be a woven and braided metal.” 


  What I came up with will forever haunt my nightmares. The chafing, oh god, the chafing. The suit was what could only be described as a little kid’s one-piece pajama onesie with a hood. The hood did not make it any cooler. It had fasteners in the front to assist with donning the ridiculous thing. It even had the feet attached.


  It was made from fine threads of stainless steel braided and woven together. I had tempered the threads to give it a metallic greenish-blue hue instead of the polished reflection of regular stainless steel. It would serve to protect me, if only momentarily.


  It was still a onesie, though.




  

    Chapter 4


    To smartly level or at least try to.


  


  With the abomination I had created placed on me, I felt more secure, if not more comfortable. But comfort is not a prerequisite to adventuring or falling through a crack; in reality, to swim in a sea of chaos and to wind up in the desolate wilds of an alien planet. I decided I needed to get a better vantage to try and find out which way I needed to travel.


  The overhang that I had awoken in turned out to be on a rocky hill that I subsequently climbed to the top of. The view was impressive as far as hilltop views went. Trees, lots of trees, some mountains in the distance, and what might have been a small river. I got my bearings in this new world the best I could.


  Using the sun as a guide, rise in the east, set in the west. To the north were mountains, like the general direction of my shadow indicated. More substantial forests were in that direction as well. The overhang was on the south side of the hill. It appeared that the river that now ran into the forest to the south had once run along the hill. Now, the river came from the northeast and curved southwest into the woods.


  The direction I thought was north looked like it would rise in elevation and thus get colder. There might be people or civilizations in that direction, but the strongest bet was south following the river. 


  The woods and hill that I had appeared on seemed to be in the beginnings of the larger forest that stretched into the north, sprawling in every direction. 


  "Well, a good idea of the area but no clear sign of people. Not that I particularly want to find people, but… should I try flying? No, far too risky right now. Don't want a giant bird, dragon, or something else to snatch me from the sky. Not to mention falling." I said out loud, pondering my options. 


  "Well, the river it is then," I said as I adjusted the top part of my onesie. 


  I made my way down the hill and toward the river. I was going to try and follow. The walk was uneventful. The suit made of woven metal, however, was providing small tortures continually in my new existence. The hairs on my arms, legs, and everywhere, for that matter, slipped between the weave of the metal and would be ripped every few seconds. The small twinging pains every few seconds had my mood crashing. I had to find a way soon to line the inside of this abomination of armor.  


  One hour of small disgruntling torture later, I finally found the answer to my chafing and hair-pulling nightmare. I had moved a small distance away from the river, following a game trail. The trail ended in a clearing that was lush with grass and flowers. In that beautiful meadow were fifty or so fluffy white deer. Instead of the coarse brown hair of earth deer, these deer had what looked to be fluffy wool. I call them deer due to the males having majestic silver antlers and the females having small multi-colored ones. 


  They were beautiful, and the meadow had an extra air of peace and serenity about it. I thought about just killing them, but the peace of the place made that seem like an exceptionally bad idea. If I were to commit such an act of horror in a place like this, profoundly bad things would follow. It was a weird feeling, but there was no way I was going to fuck around with a feeling like that. Especially since I was in a new world and had traveled through some weird magic gray void sea thing to get here. I was not about to press my luck.


  Moving to the edge of the clearing, I prepared a new spell. I focused on blocking the major muscular nerves in the animal's bodies while leaving the rest of the autonomic nerves functioning. I cast a spell on the entire herd. I received two notifications.


  You have learned the spell: Paralysis. Base cost: 3.75 mana per 10 seconds. Level 1.


  You have learned the spell: Mass Paralysis. Base cost: 7.5 mana per 10 seconds; area a 10-yard radius. Level 1. 


  The amount of mana regeneration I had was overkill for the area. With my mana regenerating at 11.5 per second, I could hold the fuzzy deer motionless easily. I walked into the open and moved closer to the herd of frozen deer. A few had been outside the area of effect, and they bounded off into the woods. I could sense the fear building in the animals, and I felt sorry for them. I would have to be quick.


  I linked a small thread of mana to each of the adult deer. I formed a new spell that would use a razor-sharp blade of air to cut away all of the wool along their body without so much as nicking the skin. As I cast the spell, the voice notified me. 


  You have learned the spell:


  Shearing: Base cost: .1 mana per second, per target. Level 1. 


  The wool from the 35 deer gently floated down to the ground. With a wave of air mana, I gathered all the wool around me. My prize was all secured. I cast a mass healing on the animals and watched as the wool quickly regrew as if nothing had happened. That done, I released the deer from the paralysis.


  They all bolted in different directions into the woods once they were healed to their original state. I Reviewed my prize, realizing that though it was a soft, fluffy white, it was slightly dirty and a little grimy. Time for a new spell. 


  I focused my mana, pushing it out with intent, whispering to it in my mind as I guided it, "Clean the dirt and grease and other stuff, not the wool."


  You have learned the spell:


  Clean: Base cost: 10 mana per square foot. Level 1.


  Then, I focused on purging any small microbes or other things from the wool. 


  You have learned the spell:


  Purify: Base cost: 5.1 mana per square inch. Level 1.


  The voice of the system whispered in a soft female tone. I had no clue if it was actually alive or just something my mind was creating.


  "I wish I had a way to analyze the items I had," I said. It turned out, after trying to create a spell that would analyze an object and having it fail multiple times, that I figured anything, like analyze, would be an ability and not a spell. The most I could get was a general sense of the objects and materials but not their true value or how they interacted with the world.


  "Now, what to do with this wool? Sheered, cleaned, and purified. Now it needs to be spun into yarn, then woven." Spinning yarn is easy, just time-consuming. But with the industrial power of magic, I had high hopes for the lining of my onesie.


  New spell time, I suppose. I gathered the wool with a bit of focused air mana. Then, I gently smushed and clumped the wool together. Then, with a tug and spin at a corner of the wool, the spell formed. 


  You have learned the spell:


  Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level 1.


  I created a hundred large spools of yarn that threw the magic of the spell spinning and found itself spun down into fine thread. One pound of wool can make ten miles of yarn, and a spool of yarn can make ever more thread.


  Once that process was done, I reviewed what I knew about making cloth. It was just a bunch of threads all in a row, four sets that alternate up and down, next to each other. Then, a shuttle with a spool of thread moved back and forth as the up-right threads alternated. That's how fabric was woven.


  You have created the spell:


  Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving.


  Level 1. 


  Cloud wool cloth: Quality: well made. Scarcity level: Rare. Made from the wool of the Theera, this material has the magical property of reducing weight by 80 percent. It is also extremely soft.


  As my mana left my body as the new spell formed and the notification whispered in my ear, a breath-taking process began. The spools of thread all organized themselves and began to weave a huge piece of cloth ten feet by hundreds of feet long. When the process was done, the cloth neatly folded itself and rolled up in front of me. A large bolt of the fuzzy deer cloth was ready for use. 


  I felt the material as I picked it up. The whole bundle was much lighter than I expected. It was soft, not silky, more like a fuzzy cashmere. Without a thought, I stripped, cleaned, and purified my onesie armor. Then, I cut the cloth into appropriate shapes and fused them in spots to the inside of the armor. This only took about ten feet by ten feet of the new cloth. 


  "I'm going to need a bag, a bag of holding, perhaps. That would be nice." I thought out loud.


  I quickly cut out a bag pattern and stitched it together with silver thread that I collected from the earth. The cost was minimal as the spool of silver thread one hundred feet long cost 45 mana to produce. It looked like a messenger bag and had a braided silver cord strap that I made with an additional one thousand eighty mana. A new notification appeared at least a new type, the same soft female voice in my head, though. It was kind of creepy when you're all alone.


  You have learned the following skill:


  Tailoring: Novice. Create basic clothing and other items made from cloth.


  "What, that's it for a cool new skill. Well, tailoring might not be cool, but it's useful, at least. Well, at least my crotch is thanking my tailoring efforts. I really need to find some people to talk to. Maybe I need a Wilson." I said. 


  I focused my mana on the inside of the bag, searching for a way to make it bigger on the inside than the out. Soon, I found it, or at least I thought I did. 


  You have learned the spell: Internal Dimensional Expansion. Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage.


  You have failed to cast The Spell: Internal Dimensional Expansion. 


  "Shit, I guess no magic bag for me yet. What am I going to do with this cloth?" I said.


  I put back on my onesie fully and basked in the warm, soft fuzziness. The cloth felt amazing and had the added benefit of making the armor almost weightless. I leaped lightly through the fields with a bolt of cloth over my shoulder and a smile on my face. The soft fuzziness caressed my body. "This is awesome," I said, a wondrous joy filling me.


  "Magical world. No work. No welding, well, I'm sure I'll blacksmith at some point, but that's fun, not work. No more chafing and pinching. This cloth is almost erotic on my naked skin. Ahhhh."  


  I made my way quickly back to the river and began following it once more. Lightly leaping from rock to rock and around obstacles. I was moving at a swift jog, the bolt of cloth over my shoulders like a yoke, lifting me instead of weighing me down. The forest and peaceful meadows passed as I glided from the trees to rocks and through the air. 


  I was free, almost floating as I moved. Without a care in the world, I enjoyed the ease of movement. The child-like wonder of floating almost like a balloon left a stupid grin plastered to my face. 


  I was being far too heedless in my movements. That's why, as I leaped from a rock along the bank, around a tree, and onto a sand bar, I came face to face with a bear. 


  Well, not face to face, but close enough; what's the real difference between twenty feet (6m) and a bear. Well, bear thing. The bear was a loose general descriptor of a terrifying, large tooth, chomping death machine that was in front of me. 


  The dappled light dully reflected from the bear thing. The fur on its body was an ancient gray with an ashen glow that almost looked like steel. 


  Its head whipped out of the stream, and soft, glowing red eyes locked onto me with a flash of rage. With a low, rumbling growl, it turned and charged at me within a second. I was caught completely off guard. Surprised by the size of the beast, its spiked tail. Why did a bear need a spiked tail?


  The beast moved with a fluid grace belied by its size. The space between us was far too small to give me but a few bare seconds to react. On earth, I'd be dead or mauled close to it. As adrenalin poured into my body, the new knowledge of magic I had gained screamed at me to fight. There was no running; there was no time.


  Panicking, I poured 50 points of mana into the first spell I could think of, stone spike. The mana rushed from my body, and with a crack like lightning-splitting stone, what I had instinctually envisioned tore from the ground. A field of glass spikes erupted from the sand in between the large beast and me. 


  I don't know what I was expecting to happen. Maybe give me a few more moments to make my escape or-or something. The glittering field of glass spikes that now covered most of the sandbar was not what I thought would happen. I had thought about producing the fastest, most powerful blast of stone spike I could. The creature twitched and convulsed as the dozens of glass spikes piercing its body were colored a deep violet from its blood. One of the clear crystallin-looking spikes even protruded from the top of its head, having been thrust up under its muzzle. Then, I received a flood of notifications.


  Congratulations:


  You have killed a: level 23 Dofrian. Experience earned 5290 


  You have dealt damage to Dofrian. Critical damage dealt to the brain. Critical damage dealt to the heart. Critical damage was dealt to the liver and kidneys. 


  You have leveled.


  With what sounded like a short sigh and an intake of breath, the soft whisper continued,


  You have leveled, you have leveled, you have leveled…


  The whisper went on and on. Nineteen times. By the end, the soft, nice female voice had a clear tone of annoyance on the last, "You have leveled," or at least I thought it did.


  I needed to know what that thing was. I made my way around the spikes and got close enough to reach out a hand and touch it. I used, analyze body, on the creature. My mana soon peeled away the layers of flesh in my mind's eye, and a general sense of the creature's internal makeup was revealed. It was made of some weird combination of steel and other elements. Its bones, claws, teeth, tendons, and fur were all made from the stuff. Its flesh, however, skin, organs, and blood were made of something else. The area around the places the glass had impaled was odd as if the wounds had begun healing momentarily and then stopped. I realized as well I had probably picked the one form of attack that could have hurt this thing by Piercing it and in such great quantities. A blunt or slashing attack would have been easily stopped by its steel fur. 


  "Well, shit," I said out loud. "That's cool. Not too bad if I do say so myself." I said as if this was what I had intended from the start. I pulled up my stats and looked at how many points I had just accumulated from leveling. 76 attribute points, 19 ability points, 19 skill points, and 19 spell points. 


  "How to grow. I hated books when a character did not use their points. Who waits to use level upgrades? Though I can see part of the reason now. I don't really know what would be good, though I know I'm overpowered in one way, so I might as well capitalize on that. Min-max maybe. No..." 


  As I reviewed my options, I was hoping for a list I could choose from, but it looked like I was going to have no luck on that front. I had a few options, but I had not done enough yet to create good options. I was going to have to find abilities and figure out some more skills before I could use those points. I was not going to use my points to level tailoring, no matter how useful it was. 


  I could use the spell points I had, but as I reviewed the spells, I had created and learned a problem presented itself. Well, not so much a problem but more a general lack of need to really use the points yet. I was not bottlenecked anywhere. Most of the spells I had I had only cast a few times, and if the shuriken spell was an indication of leveling speed, it would be better to hold those points for later.  


  Lastly, there were books and games that I played that required the person leveling to have the energy on hand to level. Like calories, and if you did not have enough, you could starve to death during the leveling process. Better to take things slow, as it is my first day in this world.


  I pulled up my status.


  Individual Statistical Analyses. 


  Name: Eric Grayson.


  Race: Human.


  Level: 19. Experience to the next level; three hundred out of one thousand.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 100.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max 11.5 mana per second. 


  Attributes: 4 per level. 76/76


  Strength: 10.


  Body: 10.


  Speed: 10. 


  Dexterity: 10.


  Mana capacity: 10.


  Mana regeneration: 10.


  Charisma: 10.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Space-time: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 19/19.


  Skills: 1 per level. 19/19.


  Junk skills: Breathing, walking, blinking, hand waving


  Spells: 1 per level. 19/19.


  Arcane mana manipulation:


  1. Fuse: Base cost: .1 mana per square inch of material to be atomically bonded.  


  Fire: 


  1. Candle flame: base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per minute. 


  2. Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  Earth:


  1. Stone spike: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch of spike. Level


  2. Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect desired elements from the surrounding area. Level 1.


  3. Fertilize soil: Base cost: .1 mana per cubic foot of fertilized soil. 


  Air:


  1. Shuriken Wrath: Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 1,2


  2. Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level one.


  3. Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving. Level one.


  Water:


  1. Nutritious water: Base cost: 5 mana per oz of species-specific nutritious water.


  Life: 


  1. Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  2. Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 1.


  3. Mass healing: Base cost: 12 mana per second, area a ten-yard radius.


  4. Manipulate plant: Base cost: 4.5 mana per second of movement.


  5. Rapid growth: Base cost: .1> <100 mana per second of growth depending on the plant or animal complexity.


  6. Invigorate: Base cost: 15 mana to boost usable cellular energy in the target.


  Space-time:


  Internal Dimensional Expansion: Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage.


  I decided to try adding just one point to see what would happen. I placed one point into the body stat and waited. A few seconds passed with nothing. Then, a warm tingle started at my toes and washed up through my body. It was itchy and hot, and I could feel my cells sort of shudder. It lasted maybe five minutes, then subsided. I was noticeably hungrier afterward.


  I was going to have to find something to eat soon. Then I thought about nutritious water. It made a liquid that was nutritious for multiple species of both plants and animals.


  I reached out with my mana and cast the spell into my cupped hands. The spell only costs five mana per oz, so a full eight oz glass size costs forty mana. When I cast the spell, I thought about making a sweet, nutritious apple juice that could sustain me. 


  What I got was a runny sort of apple-flavored gelatin. It was sweet and drinkable. Well, slurpable. I cast the spell four more times until I felt full. It wasn't a great feeling, but it did give me that "I just ate something healthy" energy buzz. 


  I decided to allocate some more points. Now I was feeling pretty good, just having drunk my fill. The one-point didn't seem like much. So, I would put five points into each of the physical stats. Strength, body, speed, and dexterity. I added the points and felt fine. Then, the warm tingling came, followed by a wave of cramping.


  "Oh shit, too much, too much," I thought. Then I blacked out.




  

    Chapter 5


    


  


  

    The Imperial Eye - One. 


    Grand Master of the Occulta Oculus; Exalted Earl Yeveno Catacus.


  


  Exalted Lord Damian Hunter lounged in the day bed on one side of the Imperial void anomaly monitoring room. Robes clumping and clinging to the languid bored form of Damian was only mollified by the sweet grapes fed to him by his personal slave. She diligently placed the cool grapes in his mouth while pressing herself up against his back. 


  Delicate scrollwork and inlaid silver gold with many other precious gems and metals adorned the table that took up the center of the room. Attendants, some human, others with only hints of their beast kin ancestry, had collars of gold and silver ringing their necks as they walked around the table. Ever vigilant, from the fear of punishment or, even worse, missing a void creature incursion and dooming all within its path. 


  Barthos eyed Damian surreptitiously. ‘By Roxclou serving arms, he’s one of the laziest assholes. At least he is only allowed to bother us if we miss a mana flare.’ He thought while he surveyed the northeast of the Empire. His designated zone was a section along the mountains that bordered the scattered kingdoms farther to the north, between the great city of Eastern Dawn and the winter coast fortress at the Sanguis pass.


  ‘Poor girl, I hope he doesn’t bind her mana pool to him… there was that. It couldn’t be…yes.’ Barthos thought as a swirl of black, blue, white, and gold spun for a moment on the map. The slight tornado-like flare denoted much and nothing. The mana flare and disruption indicative of void creatures was always a mass of black with hints of the other colors; sometimes, they spun for a full minute before dying down. These multiple color flares were the worst for the higher-ups; they could mean anything from a small void creature to some other powerful monster forming. 


  ‘That, however, is not my problem….’ Barthos thought while he raised his hand in the air, signaling for a replacement to take his spot while he filled out the report. Noting the precise location of the flare, or as precise as the map would tell, he left to fill out the report. Being replaced by Nora, Barthos walked to the far wall to fill out his report. 


  Head bowed nearly horizontally, Barthos held the report outstretched to Damion, “Exalted Lord Damion, I have made a report.”


  “And…” Damion drawled out, reaching out and taking the report and setting it with a few others. 


  ‘Goddess, is he drunk… he’s not supposed to be drunk, even a little.’ Barthos thought as he said, “The size and duration of the anomaly was a one-star flare-up, but it did have all denoted colors, so it is marked as two stars with a possible follow-up needed.”


  “Right…Right…standard…standard…Back to work.” Damion drawled once more at Barthos. His opening maw took another grape, paying no more mind to the demi-human. 


  Walking back to his position, Barthos paid no more mind to his report. His job was done now. He just needed to avoid being punished. 


  There, the report lay atop his brethren. Doing his best to avoid the spatters of juices being flung by the chomping maw of the creature. Time passed uncounted by the report as other brothers were added to their growing number. 


  Soon, soft hands picked up the report, carrying it through the air. Lights changed, and the closing and opening of many doors did little to relieve the confusion of the report. He was lying on a table where the jovial face of another creature copied his information, giving form to two other brothers. 


  Under the glow of candlelight, the original report found himself tucked into a folder, hidden from the world. A dark home for him to rest the sacred and secret knowledge that was scrawled upon his page.  


  The two copies of the report continued their mission, whatever that was, Carried by two different hands. Through more doors, more changing lights, until they rested atop the desks of more owners of the faces. On top of more of their kind, they waited, ready at a moment’s notice to fulfill their mission.


  Yeveno Catacus walked into his office. The room set aside for the head of the Occulta Oculus glowed with polished age. His desk, carved from fine Dalbergia wood, inlaid with golden sun wood, bore the Imperial flag on the front and sides. The eye of the order hiding in the corners. 


  “I am going over reports; do not disturb me unless the emperor needs something himself.” He said coldly to his slave secretary. The elf from the star clan was passable to him. He enjoyed her body, and she did an adequate job as a secretary for him as well. 


  “Yes, Exalted Master,” Aryanna said, head bowed as she sat behind her desk. She was so thankful for her job and for being owned by such a powerful Lord. She had experienced the hand of a cruel Master once, at least more crewel than her current one, and she never wanted to be owned by someone like that again. 


  The door closing behind him, Yeveno sat in his chair and kicked up his feet onto the desk that cost more than some Baronies. Reaching over, he grabbed the smaller-than-usual stack of reports.  


  “Hum… Let’s see here:…Three-star threat from a monster formation in the central region. King Ashmont’s son is to marry King Alada’s daughter. I hope those fools of the scattered kingdoms can stay peaceful for a few more years.” Yeveno said, setting the papers in their respective places on his desk.


  “One-star mana flare along the fang sea. Beast kin armies mobilizing on the western plains again. A two-star flare of…Every type…This can’t be right…The northeast of the Empire? Nothing ever happens there… I’ll need to send an agent to investigate. What city is near there, Laga’vast…That would be Exalted Barron Isaac Placidus.” Yeveno said out loud to himself, sitting up and making a note in his logbook.  


  On the far end of the Imperial palace opposite the offices of the imperial occulta oculus, the Exalted Marquess Anducor Tascius, GrandMaster of the Imperial Arcana Elevatum, magical head advisor to Emperor Amuilius Tagin, sank his massive form into the sofa that acted as his desk chair. Long ago, he had grown far too large for ordinary chairs. Slumping back on the oversized cushions and pillows, he watched his new slave girl lasciviously.


  “Bring my reports!” Anducor commanded the other slaves in the room. Adjusting his robe so it fell open, allowing for the cool air of the room to chill the perspiration that collected along his folds. 


  Two of his bonded mana pools came over with reports in their hands. “Read them to me!” Anducor commanded before the fool girls got the idea to hand them to him. As they read, he watched the bent-over form of his new slave arranging food on the table in front of him. 


  The Lioness was almost too much beast kin for his tastes. But the firm tone flesh of her backside had convinced him to try her, at least for a time. “A three-star monster formation in the central region, my most loved of Masters.” The first of his bonds said, her sheer wrap unable to draw his eye from his new toy. 


  “Send a warning to whoever is up that way; I’m sure they will care,” Anducor said, groping at his bond elf slave. 


  After his wanderings over her body, she got to her feet, and her bond sister took her place and read, “There are several one-star flares of no note; there is a two-star flare of every color, though.” She said, draping herself across Anducor’s bulk and holding the report in front of him. 


  “Odd, it could be anything. I’m sure that fool Yeveno will send someone. I will offer to advise him at our council lunch.” Anducor said, his eyes still fixed on the submissively presented Demi human Lioness. 


  “One last thing, my truest love, Master, the Archmage of the college, still wants your thoughts on his most recent project.” The second elf bond whispered in his ear.


  “Yes…Yes…Remind me tomorrow, I will write him. Now…You worthless cat, come and show me what you can do!” He said, his voice turning commanding and cruel.


  Hours later, after the sounds of mewling and whimpers faded amongst the wet slaps, Anducor pulled himself from his engagement. Heading through his apartment in the imperial palace, he made his way to his lunch with the Emperor.  


  Even headed in the same direction, all be it from the opposite side of the palace. He had, like his counterpart on the council, taken his relief in the body of Aryanna. Though, as with all things done by him, it was born of efficacy and lacked the cruel hand Anducor loved to use so much. Leaving Aryanna bent over his desk, he left the star elf to her own devices for his time with the Emperor. 


  Glass doors gave way to the splendid garden overlook where the three most powerful men of the Empire met regularly. Yeveno, seeing the Emperor already seated, said, “Exalted Imperial Majesty, wonderful to see you again.” 


  “Yeveno good as always to see you,” Amuilius said to the short-cut brown hair and trim figure of his spymaster.


  Sitting at the table, the doors once more opened, Allowing for the bulk of Anducor to waddle in. “Exalted Emperor, truly a pleasure.”


  “Come and sit, Anducor; how are the Exalted mages this day?” The ringed hand of Amuilius gestured to Anducor’s oversized chair. 


  The table was set in fine mithril plates, and the transparent windows overlooked the royal gardens. The slave attendants moved like ghosts, making no sound. Their invisibility was only heightened by their translucent attire. Soft pink and creamy skin moved plates of food and poured wine. The Delicate gestures of the elf and Demi-human slaves served to provide another perfect lunch for their overlords and Masters. 


  “The Exalted ones are most well, content, and happy as always in the bosom of the Empire,” Anducor said, food finding its way to his engorged lips. 


  “As expected. Tell me, Yeveno, any news?”


  “No, my lord, nothing concerning. An odd report was given of a two-star full spectrum anomaly, but I have dispatched instructions. It will start being investigated in the morning.”


  “Full spectrum, you say. Keep me updated.”


  “As you command, my Exalted Emperor.”


  “What of the beast, kin savage?” Amuilius said, drinking from the mithril-laced champagne flute that kept the excellent drink always tickling with bubbles. 


  “It appears their army is on the move again or getting ready to move,” Yeveno said while signaling one of the Demi-human orc women to massage his shoulders while he ate. 


  “Does Duke Albillac’s twelfth legion have everything it needs?” Amuilius said, gesturing to a small gnome girl to crawl under the table and rub his feet. 


  “The twelfth is quite well provisioned and well guided by Exalted Duke Albillac. He is aware that you want more captured for enslavement. He advised that he would even raid into their lands farther than before to make acquisitions.” The weary-lined face Yeveno said, chewing on a nighen cucumber, letting the relaxing effect of the cool plant and the massage wash some of his worries away. 


  “Good…Good…Anducor, your daughter, is serving quite well. The Goddess Alleystra and Sippsie would be most proud.” The Emperor said a twisted, happy smile on his face. 


  The same twisted smile greeted him from Anducor as he spoke, “I am so pleased that Addison could serve your Majesty; there is no one I would share her more gladly with than you.” 


  “Your daughter Cassandra is proving to be a delightful addition as well, Yeveno.”


  “I am pleased my fourth daughter can serve His Excellency.” 


  “Are you still partaking of your slaughter, your majesty?” Anducor asked after a few moments of his pleasurable memories.


  “Yes, it is the only way to get stronger. I do hope they brought me more than level 30 monsters this time.” 


  “I do wish we could go back into the dungeon, like the old days.” Anducor reminisced.


  “Those were the days, nothing but magic and blade and all the levels in the world waiting for the taking.” Yeveno agreed.


  “I almost think it would be faster, though slaying the subdued monsters is far easier. And leaves me time for more pleasurable pursuits.” Amuilius said, chuckling.


  The three continued to eat and drink, letting the slaves tend to their ever-growing needs. The sun had moved well past their usual meeting time as they talked of dungeon levels conquered and the conquests of slave flesh that ever served to slate their growing carnal hungers. 




  

    Chapter 6


    Weary Bones and Fire Light.


  


  Iwoke with the fading light of the sun flickering through the trees. My body hurt all over, and I was starving. I rolled onto my back, summoned nutritious water in the air, and gulped down the stream I let fall into my mouth.


  After long minutes of drinking, I finally began to feel better. The pain lessened. “Well, I guess it’s one of those leveling systems. Where you must have the energy and calories to make the transition happen. Fuck, that was dumb. I could have killed myself by leveling. Wouldn’t that be great? I haven’t even gotten laid in my new body yet. I even thought I was being careful. Ok, only one or two points at a time.” I chastised myself out loud to try and have a deeper impact on my memory. 


  “I could have been eaten while I was passed out. Stupid, stupid, and more stupid. Got to be more careful.” I said as I sat up and got to my feet. The steel fur bear was still impaled right in front of me. It had the look of being dead for a few hours. 


  ‘Right time to do some harvesting.’ I thought as I used the analyze body spell on the bear. Once I could firmly see all its parts, I combined the spell with air blades. I guided the blades and quickly began dismantling the bear.


  You have learned the spell:


  Butcher: Base cost: initial cast 10 mana, 1 mana per pound per second. Level 1.


  I felt the completed new spell take hold, and the bear fell away into neat piles. The hide, claws, and fangs. Then, the meat and bones. Then arrayed were the organs, tendons, and the beast core. The blood hovered in the air for a second as if it were looking for a jar to be placed in before lowering to the sand.


  I looked at the piles for a second before I shrugged and collected the items. The claws and fangs easily went into my bag along with the beast core. Well, the golf ball rock-sized gem thing I saw torn from out of its brain, whatever it was, but a safe bet was a beast core of some kind.


  I wrapped the bones in the bolt of cloth. I could feel their weight. They had the cool, sleek texture of polished metal, and I figured they had to be some form of steel. The great thing about wrapping them in the bolt of cloth is the cloth was light, and when I had the several hundred pounds of bones wrapped, the cloth made them lighter as well. I could easily hoist the now oversized roll on my shoulder. With the bones, I also didn’t feel like I was going to drift away. 


  I took all of the tendons as well, figuring they would make great crafting components in the future; they had the look of weird, flexible cables. The organs, however, did not look appealing, and neither did the meat. It must have sat too long. 


  That left the hide. It was remarkably clean, and I folded it and hung it from my shoulders. The fur was sharp and pointy, but just like the bones, it was all some form of metal; it was some kind of steel. It would make some cool armor. “At least I should be able to sell it. Time to move off and make a place to camp. That leveling debacle wiped me out.” I said.


  I resumed my swift pace down the river, far more wary of my surroundings. I stopped twice to drink more of the summoned nutritious water, and each time felt my strength return. I had been far more famished than I had initially thought. 


  I was about a hundred or so yards from where the smaller river joined with the much more massive river when I decided to stop for the night. The sun was just touching the far horizon when I decided to make a little home for the night.


  Using the create stone ability, I made a small-A-frame house. The walls were seven feet high and four feet thick. The roof was the same thickness. The two angled slabs joined with the ground and at the peak with a steep angle. The foundation of the house was six feet thick. The inside was twenty feet by twenty feet, with a large fireplace and chimney on the back wall. I closed the front except for an opening for a door.


  “Hum, door. What to do about a door? Hinges… Yes… Bar lock… swing inward… And metal, just shall we say, four inches of some mild steel. Yes, then some high tungsten steel for the hinges and bar lock.” I pondered my first true puzzle with the building of the hut. I created the aforementioned pieces, and with my command of magic, they easily fit into place. Magical welding was way easier than what I did before back on Earth. 


  I walked into the hut and shut the door behind me. It was dark, and that would just not do. I waved my hand at the far wall, and fire sprang to life in the fireplace. 


  You have learned the spell:


  Campfire: base cost: Error… .1 mana per minute. The fire must be in a hearth or pit. Level 1. 


  The soft, warm light filled the darkroom. The heat from the fire began to make the hut warm and comfortable. The hut was sealed from the outside, almost airtight. ‘That won’t do. Don’t want to suffocate.’ I thought.


  I created a small opening at the top of the hut near the peak of the roof and set a crisscrossing maze of stone bars through the opening. A soft, cool breeze flowed down from the roof and toward the fire. I created a large chair in front of the fire and a bed along the far wall. They were all made of stone, but when I placed the bear hide over the chair, metal fur side down, and sat, it offered a surprising amount of support and comfort.


  I sat and sipped nutritious water, more like nutritious slime summoned from the air. I was getting better at conjuring it, so it was like drinking from a glass. I stared into the fire. I Let my mind fade and relax. Sure, I had driven through a crack in the world. Just seeming to slip from existence. I had to claw my way through the primal chaos of the universes. But truly, it did not turn out so bad. I claimed some powerful magics by the look of things; I was in a new world. And magic, fucking magic. “Ah, right at home, all a guy really needs, a bed, a fireplace, and some vaguely flavored apple sludge water stuff,” I said as the last of the tension left my body as I sent a soft pulse of healing magic through me.


  I could feel the mental fatigue building up; I needed to sleep. I wanted to sleep. So, I stood from the chair by the fire and went over to the bed I had made from stone. I laid the hide down on the stone and curled up in it.


  Laying down, I figured I was not going to be able to naturally fall asleep due to my accidental nap from earlier. So, once again, it was time for a little bit of magic. Using the Analyze Body spell on the mechanism in the brain that instigated sleep. Using a touch of mana and with a command, I set the spell to send me into a restful sleep for eight hours. My mind faded to black; the last thing I heard was the soft, whispering female voice saying, 


  You have learned the spell:


  Sleep: base cost: 12.75 mana on willing target. Mana amount varies. Level 1. 




  

    Chapter 7


    Sarah Allenoic - One.


  


  The rays of the sun fell on the Port town of Kilna. It was one of the few warm months this far north in the Empire. 'August is such a pleasant month, one of the few….' Viscount Allenoic thought to himself. His aging body was not what it used to be, and a small amount of fat hung around his midriff. He could still fit in his battle armor, but it was getting snug. Resplendently dressed for the occasion, his wife, Viscountess Allenoic, sat beside him in the open-top carriage, waving to the citizens along their procession through the city.


  Allenoic sweated slightly from the warming armor. Dabbing at his face with a silk handkerchief intermittently as he waved to his subjects. "Should have gotten a temperature enchantment placed on this armor along with all the other embellishments." He said softly to his wife.


  "I did tell you, but you thought it was an unneeded extravagance." The black-haired Viscountess said tiny sapphires were swimming glowing blue stars in the black void of her hair. A practiced smile graced her ruby lips.


  "Well, with all the other gold and engravings on this thing, it was one of the few expenses I could cut."


  "Frugal as always, my love. You look dashing regardless of your blush."


  "Men don't blush, we…we…we, our passions rise! Humph," Viscount Allenoic said in mock indignation.


  "Much better, love…remember to smile. This is a joyful day; our daughter is receiving her inheritance." The Viscountess said, the ocean blue of her dress lending her arm the appearance of a graceful wave washing over the crowds.


  Pulled by two dappled mare centaurs, the carriage made its way along colorfully decorated streets. Bright Tabards hung from windows, ribbons were tied in bows on the lamp posts, and merchant stalls displayed extra colorful items. The festivities had been weeks of planning. The day came, and all citizens and most of the slaves were given the day to celebrate.


  From her window on the top floor of the keep, Lady Sarah Allenoic watched the movement of the carriage far below. The stage built earlier in the week waited for her. Soon, the festive crowd would gather in front of the keep and along the port to witness her receive her official noble title.


  "You look beautiful, Lady Sarah." The lavender-skinned Star elf said. The soft purple of her hair was braided with pink flowers. The sky-blue dress had been embroidered with silver in the colors of house Allenoic.


  "Thank you, Enya; you did wonders for my hair," Sarah said, playing with the ends of her raven hair. The elaborate braid she wore intertwined with blue ribbons. A simple woven silver tiara rested delicately on her hair.


  "Always, mistress, it is my pleasure," Enya said, moving back out of the full-length mirror so her mistress could view herself fully.


  "You really are the best of us at it," Daisy added from her spot lying on a day bed. Her silver tail flicked in the air as she lay on her stomach. Her silver wolf ears perked in attention as her feet slowly kicked back and forth in the air. Her silver dress pooled around her knees, the toned muscle of her calves hidden by black stockings ending in flat black shoes.


  "Wow, Lady Sarah, you look wonderful!" Came the cheerful voice of Yarie'a when she walked from the changing room. Fanning out behind her were five foxtails, glowing white with the ends tipped in pink. Her pink hair curled past her neck while the fur of her white fox ears peeked through the lush mass on the top of her head. A pastel blue skirt flared from her hips to her knees, legs hidden by white stockings. The white vest she wore ended above her belly button.


  "You are all too kind. And you all look so lovely. I'm so glad you are all here for my ascension," Sarah said, turning in the mirror. Making sure everything was in place.


  "The carriage has made it three-quarters of the way around the city, Lady Sarah," Enya said from over by the window.


  "No holding it off; we should head down," Sarah said, turning to her slaves, friends, and lovers. They were beautiful in her eyes, and she loved every moment she got to spend with them.


  "Well, come on then, let's go make you a proper Lady," Daisy said impishly, rolling gracefully from the day bed.


  Linking her arm with the wolf kin Demi-human, Yarie'a opened the door to Sarah's room. Walking into the stone hallway illuminated only by windows at the far ends, the four headed to the stairs. Enya holding Yarie’a's arm, following the swaying blue dress of their mistress and the silver dress and white tail of their longtime friend and playmate Daisy.


  The cold of the stone was warmed by their happy passage. The heavy stone that had seen so many inhabitants, sometimes by the peoples of the Empire, at other times by the free folk to the north, stood silent as always. If the halls, clean and decorated with care, could speak or show emotion, they would be happy at having such joyous and loving occupants walk its passages.


  Down from the upper levels of the keep, the four went winding stairways leading to halls. Halls led to chambers, some for entertaining, others for sitting or lounging until the main floor was reached. Today was a day to use the main doors to the keep instead of one of the smaller side doors. The throne room, with its raised dais, held a single high-backed wood and gold chair. The seat of power for her father, the Viscount. There, he would pass judgments and hear complaints from the local free citizens. 60 meters long, 18 meters wide, and 24 meters high, the hall made no acquiescence to the power it displayed. The far doors that led out into the central courtyard bailey were massive things. Made from wood and bronze, the once relieved front bore testament to the many failed attempts of the Empire to hold this land so far north. Scarred and pitted from the fires of many battles, the doors never seemed to fully heal; even when redone, they kept the wounds of long ago.


  Sarah passed the gathered nobles, waving and smiling brightly. The lords and ladies offered warm bows of their heads as she passed. A few Barrons and landed gentry were all that had assembled in the hall to see her on her way to joining the ranks of the Empire's nobility. The great doors led to a courtyard and through the outer gate.


  Sarah took her seat on the stage that had been erected, her three life slaves kneeling on plush pillows at her side. The crowd gathered in front of her. Each citizen was looking their best for the occasion. They all loved the Allenoics and had been looking forward to the day that their only daughter would formally take up her title as Viscountess heir apparent and one day rule over them all.


  Colorful ribbons waved in the air, and cheering rumbled from the throng when the carriage approached. Stopping at the side of the stage, Sarah's mother and father got out. Their faces lit up when they saw her seated waiting for them, a tear rolling down her mother's cheek.


  Viscount Allenoic moved to the podium while his wife sat in a chair next to his daughter. "Wonderful day, all. A Day for celebration to honor my daughter's coming of age. A momentous day for the Allenoics and our fair town. Please, lady Sarah, the diamond of the north, my daughter, join me." He reached out his hand lightly, helping Sarah to her feet and then onto her knees in front of the audience.


  "My dearest daughter, are you ready to receive the oath of nobility?"


  "Yes, father." With these words, another round of cheering came up from the gathered crowd.


  "Then do you, Sarah Allenoic, so swear to follow the emperor, the laws, and governances of the empire, lay willing to the power of the exalted mages, hold fast the tenants of our great empire, and vow to protect, with blood, might or death all there that lay within?" The crowd was silent as the Viscount's words rang powerfully in the air. Carrying to each who stood witness.


  "I do so swear to uphold the responsibilities of a noble and to guide the citizens of the Empire by the rules and laws of the Empire. Long may the emperor rule, long last the Empire!"


  With the ringing of her declaration, the crowd cheered once more, this time not stopping. "LONG LAST THE EMPIRE! LONG LAST THE EMPIRE! LONG LAST THE EMPIRE! LONG LIVE THE ALLENOIC'S!!!"


  Her father turned to the lectern, which had a simple but ornate tiara on it. The diamond-encrusted bit of jewelry was her mother's and her mother's before her, back six generations. It was passed down on the day each had come of age and received their noble title. As the crown rested on her head, the holy system gave her a message, one confirming her right to rule over the people of the Empire.


  Title received:


  Viscountess heir apparent; confirmed noble lady.


  Sarah checked her system screen quickly. There it was, her noble title. Lady Sarah Allenoic, Viscountess of the Empire; heir apparent. Her mother smiled, a few tears falling from her eyes. Her father applauded happily, along with everyone else.


  It was a wonderful day; the sun was warm, and the people were happy. She would be able to do so much good for them all. With the help of Amara, she would show these citizens how to love. She smiled brightly, waving to all the friendly faces she knew from growing up in the port town. Children she had celebrated being born, heroes from the legion that had gone off to serve the great Empire and had returned victorious. The baker and blacksmith, old Miss Tashara, the leader of the knitting circle. She was so happy.


  Sarah saw it then; she was more than likely the first in the crowd to see the flaming arrow fall from the sky. The arrow streaked brightly, dropping onto one of the thatched roofs of one of the houses, kindling a flame almost instantly. She did not understand what was happening as more and more of the people began to notice the smoke coming from the dwelling, as the flaming arrows rained like hell fire from the sky. Then, one of the watchtower bells along the wall began to ring. Its loud tone crashed out across the town in a chaotic staccato rhythm. Just as quickly as it had begun, it was silenced, and then the sound of thousands of hollering cries filled the air.


  One of the higher-level guards that were along the wall ran to the courtyard amongst the gathered group. Using what apparently must have been a skill, he shouted, "ATTACK!"


  Everyone froze for a second before, in a flurry of movement, chaos unfolded from everywhere. Panic quickly swept across the crowd, and Viscount Allenoic roared, "TO ARMS, TO ARMS. DEFEND THE TOWN! ENYA, TAKE SARAH TO THE CELLAR; LOCK YOURSELVES IN!" His yell had the force of hundreds of battles in it, spurring Sarah's slaves to action and to move quickly.


  They quickly grabbed her hands, and they began to run, dashing from the stage and back through the first portcullis into the Bailey. Running over the ancient cobblestone, they flew up the steps and through the massive doors, which began to close as soon as they crossed the threshold pushed shut by two guards stationed within.


  Turning, Sarah saw the last of her town as the door shut and the thousands of flaming arrows descended upon the town. Each flame at the end a hungry wolf seeking to devour in fire what could not be consumed in blood.


  Running through ancient hallways past the stairs and into the back of the keep, they descended. Instead of happily returning to her apartments on the upper part of the castle fortifications, they now descended towards the kitchens. Guards and slaves ran past them, each going to their assigned positions to help defend the town. Taking familiar twists and turns, the four quickly found themselves in the kitchen.


  Past the stoves and ovens and countertops laden with knives and herbs hanging from racks, they ran to the back door that led into the cellar pantry. Daisy closed the door behind them, barring the first obstacle to the heavily fortified area of the castle. The first section was a general storage area and preparation space, and at the end was another door that led into the kitchen staff serving quarters. That door was barred as well, and their panicked flight began to ease. Worry taking root and blossoming deep within each of them.


  Time held little meaning down in the depths of the castle. The cold storage room in the dry goods pantry in the living area all were without windows giving no hint as to the passing of time. Sheltered from the chaos and horror of the battles that surely must be going on up above, Sarah, Enya, Yarie'a, and Daisy waited. Moments stretching out into what must have been days and days of waiting.


  Huddled together for comfort when they slept, the silent worry was their only companion in their waking moments. Sarah knew if things had gone well, someone would surely come for them, and likewise, if something had gone horribly wrong, whatever invaders had attacked the town would find their way in. This, however, this silence, the not knowing as they waited, was something she had not expected. Not daring to open the doors out of fear, for they were the only thing keeping whatever horrors had descended upon their village at Bay.


  They had slept four times when the door finally cracked open. It was ripped down the middle and fell inward. Two legion men came in, and a third. A grand exalted inquisitor.


  "Take them; I will deal with them up top." The exalted mage ordered. More legion men coming in and gagging and binding the four women. Sarah knew what this meant. Things had not gone well for the town.


  They were led out of the keep, through the Baylie, and into the remnants of their town. Ash covered everything, and the hems of their clothes quickly gathered the filth and suit. The sky was gray and blocked the sun as they were led to a circle of wagons. Sarah only saw legionaries and no one else.


  They Stopped in front of a caged wagon; the grand inquisitor, now sitting behind a desk, Sarah asked, "My father and mother?" Her three slaves kept their heads bowed and did not dare to speak.


  "Viscountess Sarah Allenoic, your father and mother are dead and failed to defend the town. As you have been confirmed the heir of these lands, the fault rests solely with you. Unfortunately, truly, better to have died fighting than hiding. As such, you know the penalty for the crimes of your family?"


  "I do, but I was just confirmed. I just followed what my father told me to do." Sarah started.


  "The law is the law, and a failure is a failure. You are henceforth stripped of your title as a noble. You will be sold in the capital as a fallen noble; your family line is unfit to hold the rank of noble, and as such, you shall become a slave."


  "I…I…my slaves will be sold with me?"


  "Yes, that is the law, but they are no longer your slaves. You are slaves of the Empire." And with that pronouncement, four legion guards clamped collars around all of them.


  There was a flash of pain that ripped through Sarah's body, then nothing. She felt the slave magic begin to burn into the very fiber of her being. She knew she would wear the collar for a week as they traveled, and after that, she would receive the slave brand. Permanently affixing the slave magic to her.


  She was kicked onto her knees by the guard, along with Enya, Yarie'a, and Daisy. They did not fight it as the clubs descended. Each blow racked her body with more pain. Bones broke, and muffled sobs were the last thing she heard before she was knocked unconscious.




  

    Chapter 8


    Ocean side Goddess.


  


  Iwandered through the dreamscape of my mind. The vivid colors washed over me as I wandered through forests and along beaches. I was partially aware that I was dreaming in only the vaguest of senses. Until I felt a hand on my shoulder. A soft female hand brought my awareness of the dream world into full focus. As the seafoam green waves lapped at the shore of a purple sand beach, I turned around, and a beautiful woman was standing behind me.


  “Hello, Eric. It’s nice to finally get the chance to talk to you properly.” The slim and curvy black-haired woman said, her eyes burning sapphire.


  “Hi. I’m…dreaming? Are you real?” I asked.


  “Yes, Eric, you are dreaming, and this interaction is real, or at least as real as it can be. I am the Goddess Amara.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Amara. I’m Eric, though I suppose you already knew that. I think I have heard your voice before?” I asked.


  “Yes, you have; I am glad you remembered. As you fell through the sea of chaos, I was able to momentarily alter your course and send you here to the planet Forduna. Please take a seat; we have much to discuss.” As she said, the last of her loose white dress shifted from elegantly flowing around her body to a sheer white bikini. With a wave of her hand, lounge beach chairs formed, with an umbrella and a small table with drinks. I sat next to the Goddess as my attire shifted to beachwear as well.


  “So, Amara, what are you the goddess of, or do you not have an archetype?” I asked, just like you lamely ask someone what they do for a living.


  She chuckled, “I am the Goddess of love, hearth, and home. I am worshipped in many different forms throughout the multiverse, but in this form, as Amara, there are only a few universes that worship me as such. But that’s beside the point of this meeting. I need your help, so few wanderers and world walkers make it this far out on the branches of the universal tree. You really did a number on the realm of chaos by how far and forcefully you traveled. I only had to give you a little push at the end to get you here.”


  “If you mean that racketing hit at the end as I fell through chaos, I don’t think I would call that just a little push,” I said, smirking at the Goddess.


  “Well, for a big, strong man like you, I bet it was no more than a nudge,” Amara said with a playful twinkle in her eye. “But more to the point, Eric, this world, Forduna, is one of the closest strongholds to the void. It is a young universe compared to the universes that grow closer to the core and main branches. Forduna, though it is new, has weathered enough attacks from the creatures that live on the outer edges of the void to become a stronghold against the void itself.” She paused and looked at me carefully to make sure I was understanding.


  “Ok, so you bashed me much farther out along the universal tree than I could have gotten on my own. To a realm that is under attack from void lurkers. The beings of madness that linger at the edge of what is sane in order to…? Save the world?” I said sardonically. ‘I had expected something like this, what’s arriving in a new world with magic without a little world-saving and a quest from a goddess.’ I thought.


  “Well, is a little world-saving so bad?”


  “Uh, what?”


  “You do know we are in your dream, in your mind. I can read your mind….” Amara trailed off, smiling at me.


  “Oh…yeah.”


  “Ha, so back on topic. No, nothing so grand, though I suppose in the long run maybe, depending on how you look at it and define world-saving.” Amara said with a funny side-to-side tilt of her head. 


  “So, if there is no world-saving, then what?” I asked.


  “I need you to save my high priestess. More so, I need you to save her from the twisted ravishings the people of Forduna would put her through, breaking her body, her mind, and finally, her soul.” A sad, sorrowful look filled her face as she continued to speak. “I told you this universe is young; thus, the Gods and Goddesses have not had enough time to fully integrate ourselves. This leaves us woefully weak and unable to act to our full potential. Even me, a goddess who is revered and worshipped in thousands of universes as one of the most- high, I am only considered a lesser goddess on Forduna.”


  “Why, I may be rough around the edges, but even I can see the value in love, hearth, and home?”


  “That is a very complex question, Humm.” She said, tapping her finger against her lips. “How much of this am I allowed to explain? Ahh, well, here it goes. These universes that are constantly attacked due to their proximity to the void become brutal places. Humans get transplanted everywhere in the multiverse. One of humanity’s defining qualities is their ability to match the cruelty, barbarity, and many other things these new universes have to offer. Giving them the ability to adapt, survive, and thrive. This can create some truly twisted societies. That is where the divines come in; as humans worship and refine their understanding of the Gods and Goddesses, we help smooth out the rough and craggy edges of humanity. Forduna is one such world.” She paused, taking a sip of her drink.


  “Shit sounds about right,” I said, taking a drink as well. 


  “Yes. On Forduna, many evils abound. Slavery, and not just the contracted kind of the mind, or the chains of the body, but soul slavery, and all of the horrors and degradations that go along with it. The sentient races all brutally wage war against each other. As if that was not enough, a Goddess of love, hearth, and home is seen as no better than worshiping a Goddess of good slavery. Or some heretical goddess whose members are treated as if they worshiped as cultists. My followers are branded and shunned, nothing more than useful slaves who love to be abused until they renounce me and scream, ‘I never worshipped her, never!’” She was standing now, tears soaking her cheeks and pain-filled her features. 


  I was on the edge of my seat and felt truly stricken for the Goddess. I did the only thing I could think of doing. I stood and wrapped her in my arms. She silently sobbed against my chest for a few minutes before I lifted her chin with my right hand. I leaned down and softly kissed her. I was surprised as hell by my actions, but what the fuck did I really have to lose. It seemed to be the right thing to do. 


  My guess was rewarded after a second when Amara began to kiss me back. It was wonderful, and I recommend kissing a Goddess if you ever get the chance. She tasted like the relief of falling into your favorite chair by a fire after a long day of work. A loving and doting wife bustling about the kitchen on the holidays. Nights of passion between lovers. The deep secrets shared between partners over pillow tops at night, Warm tea, and the familiar conversation with a loved one on a porch during a rainy day. As the kiss finally broke, I said, “Of course, I will help you. A world without you, Amara, is a world with none of the deep joys that make life worth living.”


  “I promise you won’t be disappointed; my high priestess will make an excellent slave for you,” Amara said as our embrace slackened, and she gazed up at me.


  “I am no fan of slavery,” I said, stern unrest in my voice.


  “I know…I know, but unfortunately, there is little I can do right now about it. As she will have already been branded by the time you can get to her.”


  “Well, is there anything you can tell me about her so I can find her?” I asked.


  “She comes from the minor nobility in the north of the empire you find yourself in now. Per their laws, whenever a noble family fails at their duties, in this case, her father and brothers failed to defend their holding from a raid by orcs. They killed most of them, but the town and holding were sacked. For her father’s failings, she is now being sentenced to a life of slavery and servitude. The attack came on her inheritance day when she turned eighteen and formally inherited her titles. Now she and her three handmaids will be transported to the capital and sold to make up for her father’s crimes.”


  “That’s fucked up, like really fucked up. When will she arrive in this capital?” I asked.


  “In just over 35 days, she will arrive at the auction house. She is human, with black midnight hair and star-blue eyes. She has the symbol of my followers branded on the tops of each of her hands, a pair of hearts intertwined, and her name is Sarah. Her maids are a lavender-skinned star elf with light blue hair, with my symbol branded just above her right breast; her name is Enya. A kitsune demi-human named Yarie’a, with the loveliest white fur and five tails with pink tips, she has my symbol branded on her left cheek, and a wolf-kin demi-human named Daisy, with silver hair and a black tip on her tail, she is branded over her belly button.” As Amara spoke, her eyes filled with love, joy, and sadness.


  “So, let me get this straight. You need me to rescue your high priestess and her handmaidens so you do not lose your foothold in this world and have it fall into the torments of eternal darkness. I need to make it to this capital in thirty-five days. Find the auction house where they are to be sold, gain enough money to buy Sarah and her handmaidens Enya, Yarie’a, and Daisy, one of who also happens to be a noble being sold into slavery, then keep them safe?” I said, listing them off one by one on my finger.


  “Yes, will you do it?” Amara asked.


  “Well, I suppose I needed a quest. Yes, I will.” I said, making up my mind. 


  “Thank you, Eric. This has taken most of my power within this iteration of reality, and I am afraid I will not be able to speak with you for a long time. The world of Tura is taking a lot of my focus and power right now. Our time is running out. I will do my best to try and reward you in the future.” Amara said as I felt the power of the dream world start to dissolve. As the beach and waves began to liquefy, Amara reached her hand up and lightly stroked my cheek as all faded into blackness.




  

    Chapter 9


    Sailing into the future.


  


  Iawoke peacefully, falling back into my body. With a loud stretch and groan, I opened my eyes. The soft light of the fire still flickered, and the warm, cozy, home-like atmosphere of the stone hut began to fade as the presence of Amara left. Light peeked in from the peak of the roof, and I knew it was early morning. 


  "Well shit, looks like I have some things to get done," I said to the emptiness of the hut.


  I stood and created a stone pot to relieve myself in. Fortunately or unfortunately, the nutritious water contained plenty of fiber as well. With a wave of my hand, I banished the pot under the earth. I used clean on myself and the onesie. I folded and wrapped the steel bear things skin around my shoulders, then hefted the bundle of cloth and bones. 


  Approaching the door, I made a view window in the door and checked to see if any monsters or beasties were waiting for me to emerge from my slumber. There were none, so I stepped out into the bright early morning light.


  I could see where the river that I had been following met the much larger river. To the east, where the pale yellow sun rose into the sky, was more forest, and just to the west of me was where the rivers met. The large river appeared to be flowing south. "The river is my best chance at finding a town or city. Guess I am just going to have to build a boat."


  I walked down to the shore of the river and stood next to a huge tree. The river was massive, and if not for the current of the flowing water, I would have thought it more of a lake. 


  Deciding it was time to test more of my magic abilities, I picked a few seeds from the ground. I found an acorn from a nearby oak and a willow seed. Infusing them with mana and the spells' rapid growth and manipulate plant, I began to work. I would also apply one point from my leveling every so often and sometimes two, but I made sure that I felt utterly recovered before I used my next points. I did not want to pass out again.


  The work was slow as I had to keep the mana usage under my 11.5 recharge rate. With manipulate plant taking 4.5 mana, that left only 7 mana for the rapid growth spell. Luckily, the two spells synergized with manipulate, allowing for the rapid growth energies to permeate the new growth more efficiently. 


  I grew out the oak in an unnatural shape. I elongated the trunk and formed the hull of the ship. The wood resisted at first but then formed the keel and hull of the small ship. It was going to be about twenty-five feet long (7.6 meters). It would be shaped just like the sailboats I had seen on lakes and in bays back on earth. I had the willow braid and entwine itself up the oak mast of the ship until the tall mast stuck up from the center of the boat, with the braided willow-like branches acting like ship mast stays (wires that connect to the top of the mast to the side of the ship). The rudder was made from oak, and with a little bit of metal, I created a perfect tiller. As the boat disconnected itself from the trees that I had grown it from, it leaned over on its right side and dropped softly to the ground. 


  The boat itself only took about one and a half hours to grow and was now river-ready. I don't think I would be taking it on any ocean-going voyages, but I believed it would do nicely for the river. The casting and maintaining of the spells were trivial. All that was needed was to focus on the idea of the ship that I wanted in my mind's eye, along with any detailed part that was currently being grown. Such as, with the joining of the keel step and mast, I was able to grow and then fuse them directly together. Each joint got such attention, like where the willow stays attached to the outer hull. Same with the railing, growing like limbs connecting to each other. 


  I used a bit of earth magic and created a ripple in the earth that gently set the boat into the water. As the ship settled, I jumped lightly onto the back of the ship. Using my plant magic, I grew some willow branches that I frayed and broke into fibers. Then, with the Yarn spinning and Weave spells, I had the fibers braid themselves into four thicker one-hundred-foot pieces of rope and a half dozen smaller fifty-foot pieces. 


  With the ropes made, I used Collect element to gather iron into the shape of a large scoop anchor. Tying a figure-eight knot, I attached one of the larger ropes to the anchor, tossing it over the side. With the boat secured from floating downriver before I had finished working, I was able to go below decks. Threw out the process; I had been rewarded with a few notifications. 


  Rapid growth has reached level 2. 


  Manipulate plant has reached level 2.


  Yarn spinning has reached level 2. 


  Weave has reached level 2.


  The boat rocked back and forth easily as I made my way down into the cabin on the ship. On the floor, there was an opening where the keel plunged into the water and tapered to the front of the boat. 


  I used collect element in order to gather liquid lead and fill the keel. The rocking of the boat subsided, and it settled into the gentle motions of a ship rocking on the sea, or a river in this case. I covered the keel with the oak wood of the hull and went back to the stern of the ship. I had noticed this time when using the collect spell that some of the lead had been pulled from the water directly and not just the ground. So, I was not surprised by the notification.


  Collect Element has reached level 2. 


  I could feel the difference in the spell as it leveled. The area I was pulling material from had been about one-quarter of a mile in a sphere around me, about 0.4 kilometers. Now, the sphere had expanded to one-half mile, about 0.8 kilometers. The spell not only pulled the elements from the ground but the water and air as well.


  Sitting by the tiller, I mused over what I was going to call this tiny ship. Something ostentatiously extraordinary like the jade dragon or the burning phoenix. No, no, those don't fit. I'm on a quest, ha, ever quest. No, no, a classic, but no. The ship is made from two trees; it's sort of alive. I have it; when the name came to me, a notification appeared as well.


  As the Creator of this ship, you have chosen to name it The Ever Grove. Confirm name, yes or no. 


  I selected the yes option, and I felt the name settle over the ship like a blanket. With that settled, I pulled the anchor up and stowed it on the bow of the ship. The Ever Grove began to gently drift into the river, taking me on the next leg of my journey. 


  Drifting down the river was relaxing but not very fast. I needed to make the sails for my sailboat, or I was going to be going nowhere fast. I locked the tiller in place, ensuring I was going to be in the center of the massive river. 


  I went into the cabin where I had stashed my failed bag of holding and the bones wrapped in the cloth. I unwrapped the bones, set them to the side, and took one end of the roll of material back to the stern of my ship. I began working on the sail and was able to make a few new spells in the process.


  You have learned the spell:


  Cut:


  Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch cut (2.5cm), area twenty feet, (6m). Level 1. 


  I envisioned the spell as a simple pair of razor-sharp cloth shears. Reminiscent of the ever-forbidden scissors from one's mother's sewing supplies. The spell, though I created it for utility, made its deadly applicability apparent by the graceful and fluid cuts that appeared along with the envisioned pattern for the two sails. 


  Holding the pieces suspended in the air by compressed points of air was easy, though it did not activate a new spell notification. When the pieces I had cut were arranged in two sail patterns. I used the spell Fuse in order to join the pieces together instead of a thread of some kind. The spell was amazing, coming from the perspective of a welder. I was able to fuse any material, not just metals or wood. It would allow for the combining of molecules to bond to each other, creating a seamless integration. I added metal grommets along the edge of the sail where the stringers would run. With the rope I had already made, I laced up the sails and attached the mainsail to the mast and boom. The second sail, the jib, I strung and connected to the forestay.


  Now, trying to thread the main sheet halyard line and the jib halyard line with nothing but a little air magic was difficult, especially because of the rocking of the boat. The pulleys were made of stainless steel and cost 50 mana each to make. With the lines strung, I was able to raise and lower the mainsail and jib from the comfort of my seat at the stern by the tiller. 


  As I tied the halyard lines to the steel cleats, the wind caught the sails, and The Ever Grove was off. The light billowing white cloth made for an iconic sailing image if someone could see me from the shore.


  There was a gentle breeze that blew from the stern, and the speed went from 5 knots to easily 10. I shaped some comfortable benches in the back near the tiller and sat and began to guide the boat down the river.


  After testing the sails and stability of the boat, I was pleased with the easy and smooth ride. "Now I'm just going to have to make some defenses so no tentacle things jump out of the water to snatch me," I said. 


  This left me with the problem of enchanting. I still had the knowledge of how to create enchantments; they were relatively simple. The problem came with powering them. Creating enchantments that ran off the ambient mana was possible, though the mana density could fluctuate wildly. The problem with this was if the enchantment did not get the constant amount of power it needed, it would destabilize. Even if the enchantment was carved into an object. The activation mana would destabilize, and the effect would go dormant until activated again; this could happen as many as thirty to forty times a day, I theorized. What I needed was a mana crystal of some type, but unfortunately, I was unable to pull any from the earth. I thought they were there; I could feel pockets of concentrated mana, but I was unable to collect it with the spell I had. This left me with little choice, and I would just have to make do for now.


  I did make one enchantment that I would be able to power directly with my mana. In order to make the enchantments, I had to know a few basic things about enchanting. Luckily, while mainlining knowledge directly from the sea of chaos, enchanting was a process that came along with Arcane mana manipulation. 


  Enchantments were insubstantial magical constructs that were embedded in, cloaked over, or attached to things. They differed from spells in that the effects they were intended to have lasted much longer. Enchantments were not required to be carved or etched into an object, but doing so provided more permanence to the intended enchantment. Much like railway tracks guided trains, carved enchantments provided a guide for mana. 


  The basic rules of creating these magical railway lines were numerous but could be summed up. The symbols, glyphs, sigils, and language of the carvings, etchings, or casting had to mean something to the enchanter. The system had to recognize the validity of the meaning and the enchantment's viability. Much like with the naming of my ship, once I knew the name, the system stepped in and made it so anyone who analyzed the ship would see the chosen name. Much the same thing happened with enchantments. Those personalized meanings became more widespread over time, as with a Master teaching an apprentice. The apprentice will learn the Master's symbols, and their meanings will then become his over time. The system will then recognize those symbols. However, personal runes and other symbols may be used and recognized by the system, even effects that have other symbols attached to them. The other crucial detail is all the scripting, and every part of the enchantment must be connected to an inlet and outlet for the mana. Without these, the enchantment can never be started, and the effect cannot be projected. The last thing was every enchantment had a certain amount of mana needed to activate it and then to keep it running. While a lack of mana will shut an enchantment off, overloading an enchantment might have an overpowering effect in the short term, but the enchantment will burn out quickly, damaging the engraved rail lines the mana flowed along.


  I chose a few basic symbols and decided if I needed scripting, I would just use cursive. Who said learning it would be a waste of time? Now, it was the foundation of my magical enchanting? The mana inlet looked like multiple lines running into a larger line. The effect I wanted was simple; I sensed the water on each side of the boat until a landmass was sensed, then kept the boat an equal distance from the detected land. This had the effect of keeping the ship in the center of the river. The symbols I chose were the earth alchemy symbol for water and earth; then, the scripting in cursive was added to create the effect using the center of the ship as the mid-point and defining the horizontal as the X-axis as one does in math. The outlet of the enchantment looked like a half-circle or sloppy crescent moon. 


  I carved the enchantment onto the tiller, and when I added a flow of my mana to it, I received a notification.  


  You have learned the skill: Enchanting: Novice, create basic enchantments, initial cost and sustaining cost greatly increased.


  You have created an Enchantment: Center of the waterway: this enchantment, when placed on the steering device of a water vessel, will keep the vessel equidistant from land. The initial cost of activation is 250 mana, and the sustaining cost is 30 mana per minute. 


  As the sailboat quickly moved down the river, I let the enchantment pull on my mana. Luckily, I had invested a few points in mana capacity. The ship veered slightly, then, after a few moments, corrected itself. I was heading down the center of the massive river. I decided it was time to do a little interior decorating. I was also going to have to create some necessities to provide a little comfort.


  The first thing I did was create a brass door that snugly fit into the opening that led down into the cabin of the boat. The cabin was just taller than my head at about 6 foot six (2 meters). I began to work on the interior with wood and metal, creating a table and benches along the port side. Towards the bow of the boat, I created a sectioned-off bathroom with a toilet and sink. Behind the benches along the port side, I created a small galley. Along the starboard side of the boat, I created a wooden bed frame where I laid out the hide from the steel bear. It was not the most comfortable mattress, but surprisingly, the toughness of the steel fur provided a good amount of spring on the leather side of the hide.


  In the brass door, I created a circular port window and covered the inside of it with thick crystal, creating a window. I created four such port portholes along each side of the boat. This allowed for some much-needed sunlight into the cabin. It had less of a cave feel; it now had more of a cozy log cabin feel; I then went back to the stern of the boat and lounged on the bench next to the tiller.


  As I relaxed in my now comfortable onesie, I watched the scenery pass by. Trees and inlets on the far shores became a calming blue. 


  I spent the rest of the day collecting as much gold and silver as I could from the river water and river bottom. As the metals formed, I would drop them one at a time into my bag. I figured that when I finally did get to civilization, I would be able to exchange the metals for standard currency. I was able to collect twenty-five pounds (11.3kg) of silver and ten pounds (4.5kg) of gold as I sailed. I tried to shape it like I think nuggets of the metal looked like, so hopefully, I could trade it without it raising to much suspicion. I figured I would just tell people I had been out on a prospecting mission or something of that nature.


  I collected rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds as well, the gemstones being pulled up from the river bottom with my earth magic. The gems, however, did not turn into a liquid and flow to me like the metals. It was more like they were wrenched in their entirety from their location. Each stone, depending on its size, to a single sizable chunk of mana. I was surprised that I could find all four of the stones in the river bottom, but my collecting spell had a spherical area of a mile (1.6 km). That meant I could reach a depth of 2600 feet (795M), and the water was only a few hundred feet deep. I was essentially dredging the bottom of the river for gold, silver, and precious stones. I only found three rubies, two emeralds, four sapphires, and 130 diamonds; diamonds are one of the most common gemstones.  


  As night fell, I figured I had enough precious metals and stones. I then took down the sails allowing for the current of the river to carry me along. I was surprised I had not seen another ship yet.


  During the day, I had also finished distributing all the points I had received from leveling. Well, the attribute points, at least, I still was going to have to wait and see about buying abilities, skills, and spells.  


  Strength: 15.


  Body: 21.


  Speed: 15.


  Dexterity: 15. 


  Mana capacity: 30.


  Mana regeneration: 20.


  Charisma: 30.




  

    Chapter 10


    New World.


  


  It took three days of sailing down the wide, winding river to finally come to a large city, the tallest buildings looming like monoliths against the dusky sky. On the second day, I passed a large trading barge, its sails billowing in the wind as it made its way upstream. I could just make out the crew from my vantage point on my small sailboat, and I gasped in amazement at what I saw.


  One of the sailors had wings, large and feathery, tucked tightly against their back. Another had a tail, flicking back and forth in a steady rhythm. And yet another seemed to have both, with a set of wings and a long, slender tail swaying behind them.


  I couldn't believe my eyes. I had heard rumors of such creatures, but to see them with my own two eyes was surreal. It was like I had stumbled upon a whole new world, hidden just under the surface of our own.


  I watched in awe as the barge sailed past me, its crew going about their business as if they were no different from any other sailors. I wondered what their lives were like, what kind of stories they could tell. And in that moment, I knew that I had to find out more about them.


  During that time, I played around with my new powers. Creating a few more spells that had lethal effects, as I could aim them into the water. Finally, I got to use Fireball and a few others to boot.


  You have learned the Spell:


  Lightning bolt: Base cost: 7.5 mana, error… 0.1 mana per second channeled lightning. Level 1.


  Fireball: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per casting. Level 1.


  Flame whip: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per foot of flame whip, 0.1 mana per second. Level 1.


  Ice spear: Base cost: 35 initial mana, error… 0.1 mana per 1mile per hour (1.6Km an hour). Level 1.


  Arcane Shield: Base cost: Error… 0.1 initial mana, 0.1 mana per second. Level 1.


  Plasma beam: Base cost: Error… 0.1 initial mana, 15 mana per second channeled. Level 1.  


  "Ah, it's so nice to be overpowered in magic, at least I think I am. But who the hell am I kidding? No way can anyone else just through fire balls endlessly, that, that would be f'ing crazy," I thought to myself. 


  On my trip downriver, the river glistened in the sunlight, a peaceful and serene surface rippling gently. But as I cast my line, a great beast emerged, its body like a serpent's but with a gaping maw and glinting teeth. It snatched up my catch in one swift movement, and I knew then that the waters were not safe for a small ship like mine.


  Each morning, I climbed the mast to check my surroundings. For two days, all I saw were rolling hills patched by forests and swaths of grassland. On the morning of the third day, I saw the telltale signs of a large city downstream with soft drifts of white smoke and the outlines of what I thought was a wall.


  It was around noon when I was close enough to climb the mast and get a good look at the city, well, at least the ports. There were two harbors; the first was filled with beautiful sailboats of various kinds. All were docked in their own berths, and it was clearly a spot for the wealthy to keep their ships. The second was downstream and much larger. I could just make out the massive forms of the river barges and fishing boats being loaded with crates. The crews of the ships were small figures bustling around and securing cargo for transport. 


  "Well, let's see if I can't tuck myself into the wealthy harbor first," I said as I took down the sails on my boat. Using some arcane mana manipulation, I made a kinetic force; it pushed the boat easily into the harbor for the wealthy. I pulled up to the end of a dock. I secured the boat to the dock with a rope and hopped out.


  I waited for a few minutes on the dock until an older woman and two guards strode down the dock from the shore. The woman had gray hair pulled back in a tight bun. She wore a blue skirt that covered her ankles and a matching jacket with white lace that spilled from the neck and wrists. She held a small, old-fashioned traveling writing desk in one arm. The guards were well-appointed in their dress, and the scaled coats of armor they wore gleamed brightly in the light. They held tower shields in their left hand, spears in their right, and a sword hung from their hips. The short cape they wore was a bright scarlet red with gold embroidery along the edges. 


  "Good day, my lord." The woman said as she approached. Her eyes scanned my ship and my attire, and though the vessel was small compared to the other ships, it seemed to pass whatever inspection she had given it. It helped that also on my travel, I had spent a good deal of time embellishing the vessel to help me get used to creating and fusing materials together. Inlays of silver leaves now decorated the railings and mast; they coiled around in the pattern of leaves and vines. Gold knotwork decorated the edge of the cabin, and a few other additions with gems dotted the designs. 


  At the same moment, a new ability was unlocked. 


  New Ability discovered:


  Linguist: grants the capability of speaking any language that is heard. Language must be within the human vocal cord range. Allows for the complete automatic translation of heard languages into one's native understanding. Allows for reading and writing of foreign languages as long as the wielder of Ability could read and write beforehand. Level 10 out of 10.


  I don't know what being in a tornado of soft, silky feathers would be like, but that's what my brain went through. I felt the system in my mind like a whirling soft tornado. Time slowed, and then, as quickly as it began, it was over, and I could speak the language. 


  "Good day to you as well. I will need a berth." I stated, not in a harsh tone, but I was going to try and pass myself off as a noble. Based on my brief observation of the town, it was a mix of late seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century styles with a flourish of sixteenth-century mixed in. The dress of the people I could make out on the dock indicated an older fashion, at least what I knew and could imagine from back on earth. These facts led me to the assumption that being considered a noble would make life far easier. I just hoped my acting skills were up to the challenge.


  "Very well, my Lord; we have a few slips open at present. The cost is five gold coins per day." 


  "ahh, Humm." I Cleared my throat. "I seem to be lacking coins at the moment, but will this do until I can exchange my gains for coins?" I asked as I reached into my bag and withdrew a gold nugget.


  The woman's face shifted from a slight frown to a smile as she said, "Why, of course, my Lord. Let me just get some information from you, and I will assign you a berth. I will mark that you will pay upon departure. If you do not pay the fee when you depart, your ship will be sold to cover the cost. All quite standard, my Lord." She took my information; name, level, and reason for my visit. I added the lord part to my name for good measure, lord Eric Grayson, level 19, resupply and selling goods.


  I moved my ship to the birth indicated by the woman. I watched her disappear off down the dock to tend to other matters. I held a receipt for my ship, and another was magically tagged onto my vessel. All magically enchanted, so I would be the only one who could remove the boat from the berth.


  Upon my earlier inspection of the city, the harbor I now found myself in was connected to the city by two gates. The downstream gate led to what I imagined was a merchant-class district with well-appointed brick buildings. The upstream gate led to what was clearly a wealthy, noble area. The polished gray stone streets that started just after the gate, lined with iron lamps and clear walkways out of the street, is what gave it away. 


  I walked down the dock and toward the large building in the harbor. It had a sitting area and looked to be more like a marina country club than anything else. 


  I admired the building as I approached and walked up the stairs. It was a splendidly crafted building that was made from finely polished dark wood. The whole thing had a warm glow about it. I opened one of the double doors and stepped inside. The interior was well-lit by large windows along the walls, which provided ample natural lighting. To the right of the entrance was a counter with a young woman standing behind it. She was human with dark, rich black hair pulled back in a ponytail. She had a tanned complexion, a friendly face, and a smile. A pair of delicate gold spectacles rested on her nose. Her uniform was odd. It was black and came all the way up her neck, like a turtleneck. It was form-fitting, but the front had been cut out in a deep diamond that barely left her front unexposed. The top ended just above her belly button. 


  To the left of the counter was a wide set of stairs leading up to the second floor. The rest of the room opened to the left, with a bar counter on the far wall. Booths and tables were set up throughout the room, and there were a dozen or so patrons drinking and smoking throughout the room. The haze from the smoke filled the air with an aromatic blend of something vaguely tobacco-ish in nature. The floor was well polished but aged, along with all the dark wood in the building. It seemed to be a building that had stood the tests of time, becoming more refined by each passing night, from every bursting bellowing laugh and more than one spilled and cleaned drink.


  I approached the young woman behind the counter, and she said, "Good day, Lord Grayson. Will you be desiring accommodations from us today?" she said, having obviously been informed of my arrival. The rest of her uniform was little more than a tacit attempt to cover her. The miniskirt, which to its credit was the same shade of black, only came to the tops of her thighs. Her legs sported a simple semi-translucent white stocking that ended just out of sight in her mini skirt. A pair of black slip-on flats decorated her feet. 


  "Yes, I do believe that will be acceptable. And what is your name?" I asked, still trying to maintain the air of nobility but almost tripping over my words once I got a full view of her outfit. It was meant to be enticing, no doubt about it. 'Just keep both your heads together until we figure out what's going on. How can that be a work outfit? Remember, she's probably a slave. Is that… oh, just get to your room. And sort this stuff out.' I thought to myself.


  "My name is servant Elizabeth Lord. We have some finely appointed rooms, also some excellent suites available."


  "If you have a suite available that overlooks the harbor, that would be most acceptable for me. As well, I was wondering if you have a current map of the city?"


  "Excellent, my Lord. I have an updated pamphlet map here for guests. You are in luck that I have the Master suite available that overlooks the marina. The accommodation is one gold coin per night. There is, of course, a menu provided in the room that lists all of our other services." Elizabeth said with a playful smile.


  I got the impression that she was hinting at something, and I could only imagine the marina club would accommodate any request any request at all, I made. "Excellent servant, Elizabeth, if you would be so kind as to make the arrangements. Also, if you can start a tab for my room."


  "Of course, my Lord." She said as she pulled the key from a hook behind her as well as a paper folded in thirds. "I will have servant Erin show you to your room."


  I took the key and paper from her as she rang a small silver bell. Another beautiful woman in what could only vaguely pass as a maid's uniform came out from a side door. She stood at only five foot six inches in height (167.6Cm); her dusk honey-colored hair fell straight down her back. Soft brown eyes met mine, and her dusty rose lips parted in a smile. "Hello, my Lord, I am servant Erin, and if it pleases you to follow me, I will show you to your room," Erin said as she performed a polite curtsy.


  I followed the swaying hips of Erin up two flights of stairs to the third floor of the building. At the end of the short hallway, there was a door with the silver number nine embedded in it. Erin placed the key in the door and opened it, stepping into the room. She waited by the door and bowed her head as I walked into the Master suite.


  The entry sitting room was a luxurious space, bathed in natural light from four expansive windows that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. The breathtaking view of the marina spread out before them, dotted with colorful boats and bustling with activity. Plush couches and inviting lounge chairs were scattered throughout the room, offering a cozy spot to relax and take in the scenery. On the left side of the room, a grand door led into a spacious bedroom fit for royalty complete with a massive bed adorned with elegant silk sheets. The windows on this wall provided an equally stunning view of the marina, as well as the serene upstream of the river. To the far right-hand side of the sitting room, a refined dining area beckoned with its polished table and comfortable chairs. And through large glass doors situated in both the bedroom and sitting room, guests could step out onto a balcony adorned with charming tables and chairs perfect for taking in the sights and sounds of the marina while enjoying a delicious meal or refreshing drink.


  The room was a tasteful blend of grandeur and charm. Every piece of furniture, from the plush velvet couches to the intricately carved wooden tables, exuded elegance and luxury. The warm light of the chandeliers, crafted from an assortment of antlers, cast a soft glow throughout the room. Instead of traditional candles, flickering orange orbs added a touch of whimsy and warmth. It was as if the room itself emanated a cozy, inviting aura, beckoning guests to stay a while longer.


  I smiled at Erin and said, "Thank you very much, Erin. What should I do if I require further assistance from you or another?"


  "All my Lord has to do is pull this rope here by the door, and one of the servants will immediately be up to attend to your every need," Erin said the last as a small blush filled her cheeks.


  I could only imagine what needs these women would be called on to service. Erin's form-fitting maid uniform, tightly braided dusky hair, and soft pale skin left my mind wondering just what I could do with her. "Very good, very good. I shall ring if I need further assistance."


  "Good day then, my Lord Grayson," Erin said as she performed another curtsy and left the room.


  I made my way around the room, sitting in the chairs and bouncing on the bed a few times, testing the comfort as well as the cleanliness of the room. I was all too familiar with history not to wonder about cleanliness, given the seventeenth-century feel everything had. Entirely clean. In fact, it was cleaner than some places I had stayed back on earth, I guessed magic did work wonders after all.


  The bathroom was amazing, and thank all the divines, there was a toilet that seemed to operate just like one would expect. There was a large marble bath that was definitely sized to fit three or four people. As well as a large shower that could easily hold the same number.


  "Well, I guess when one's living the high life, you might as well have some fun," I said to myself, chuckling. I pulled the menu from its holder by the door and relaxed into a large chair as I perused it. The folder was divided into different sections.


  The first was for food and drinks. Everything on the long list looked more than appetizing, except for maybe the prices. The next section was services such as laundry, scribes, musicians, and entertainers.


  The last section of the folder was geared more towards sensual desires. In it was a list of both males and females of varying races and ages. All that were listed were described as full flesh slaves. The list was composed of two pictures and a name, one a close-up of the face and the second a full-body photo. I was relieved to see that none of the photos included any children. The men and women in the photos were at least in their late teen years if not their twenties. 


  The prices varied and started at fifty silvers a night for some of the younger-looking flesh slaves. The lowest was five silvers a night for a slightly older-looking, refined woman. The distinction was that they were all human. When I flipped to the very back of the folder and saw women of other races, it became clear how humans valued other species in this world. The highest price I saw in the Demi-human section of the folder was one silver per night, and the lowest was one copper. I could not imagine this establishment servicing the lower end of the docks and city. The pricing was, therefore, more intended to showcase the class barrier between humans and Demi-humans.


  I set the folder down on the coffee table and picked up the map that Elizabeth had so kindly provided for me. On the front of the folded parchment, there were stylized letters that read an imperial guide to the city of Laga'vast. On the inside of the pamphlet was a large map that showed the different sections of the city and the various shops that could be found within. On the map, there were numbers, and on the back was a list of the same numbers that described the shops that could be found within the city.


  As I reviewed the map and the shops, I received a notification You have learned the skill Mapping: novice. Can draw and read maps. After reviewing the map, I formulated my plan of action. First and foremost, I needed money, then clothes, and finally, some general supplies.


  I had the bag that I made with me, but I had left the bones and hide of the bear thing on the Ever Grove, along with the bolt of cloth. In the bag, I had the suspected beast core along with some of the gold, silver, and gemstones I had collected by dredging the bottom of the river. I would hold off on finding somewhere to trade the hide and bones; instead, I would focus on trying to convert the raw materials to currency.  


  I left my room, locking it with the silver key Erin had given me. Down the hallway, then stairs, and out the front doors of the marina clubhouse once more. The sun was high overhead, and the air held a rich must of river water. The large cobblestone of the marina gave way to the large gray-white stone of the noble district. The four beast men in chainmail armor, with halberds, eyed me as I walked through the gate, but apparently, I passed their litmus test as to who was allowed entry. 


  I drew the eyes of many of the women walking along the sidewalk as I made my way to the bank that I found on the map. Imperial Royal Bank of Tagin. Their fine dresses revealed little under the silk and lace. The pets they kept revealed far more; as I passed women walking from shops and into parks, they were trailed most often by beast kin of some kind, but more than a few had elves walking on all fours behind them, led on leashes as well. The outfits of the slaves had one thing in common, they were all the most scintillating displays of vulgarity I had seen.  


  The cat girls on leashes were dressed in almost transparent lace that barely covered their curves and left little to the imagination. Their heads were lowered, submissive to their mistresses, while wolf kin girls crawled on all fours with their orifices plugged in various ways. Jewels sparkled from their flesh and fur, adding to the provocative and exotic display. Whimpering elves followed behind their owners, their long, graceful ears swaying with each crawl and their unearthly beauty immediately catching the eye. The air was thick with the sweet scent of perfume and the musk of arousal. The cat girls emanated a delicate floral scent, while the wolf kin girls carried a hint of animalistic musk. The elves, with their otherworldly nature, gave off a faint scent of magic. This was a scene straight out of a twisted fantasy, a dark dream come to life. The women were opulent and powerful, surrounded by creatures who were both alluring and disturbing. Each step they took was a dance, a performance of pleasure and pain. And yet, there was a strange beauty to it all, a twisted elegance that could not be ignored. I was shocked by the open display the formally dressed women paraded around themselves. Even mothers with bassinet strollers walking into the parks had beast kin women, elves, humans, and a host of other races dressed in next to nothing. However, I did note that none of the presumed mothers had their slaves crawling and putting on a show as they walked through the park I passed. That was reserved for the women yet to be encumbered by children.


  I drew many eyes as I made my way to the bank, and I could only imagine it was due to the ridiculousness of my onesie. It's not like I was covered in gore or smelled or anything. 


  After about fifteen minutes of walking, I arrived at what was labeled on the map as the Imperial Royal Bank of Tagin. The building was a monstrosity of Corinthian columns and white marble. Full-plated guards sat on either side of the large double doors. Above those doors in dark black obsidian was the name of the bank.


  The guards eyed me suspiciously as I walked through the door but did not move to bar my passage. The inside of the bank was more reminiscent of a cathedral than a standard bank on earth. Along the far wall where an altar would normally have sat, there was a long stone counter with male and female attendants helping men and women who were clearly of the nobility.


  I approached one of the women behind the counter and said, "Good day, I am in need of opening an account today. As well, I was wondering if I could exchange gold and silver here for currency?"


  "Most certainly, my Lord, we can assist you with that today." The pale-skinned elf woman said, brushing a strand of her long black hair behind her ear. "Let me just go get one of the managers, and he will take you into a side office where you can conduct your business with the appropriate level of discretion."


  The elf woman politely bowed as she moved away from the desk and went into a back room. A few seconds later, she returned with a round, portly man dressed in an immaculate blue robe. "Ah, my Lord?" The man said, phrasing it as a question.


  "Lord Grayson, Lord Eric Grayson." I offered.


  "Ah yes, very good, Lord Grayson, if you will follow me to a side room. I would be happy to assist you today."


  The man came out from around the counter and walked towards one of the doors that lined the interior of the room. I followed him in, and soon, I was sitting in front of a large wooden desk with a man on one side and me on the other.


  "My name is Lord Allen Roth. And I have the privilege of being one of the managers here at the Imperial Royal Bank. Now, how may I assist you today." The man said in a sickly-sweet voice. It was not all too unpleasant, but it reminded me far too much of a car salesman.


  "Thank you, Lord Roth. I need to open an account today, as well as exchange a large amount of raw gold and silver I was able to acquire on my expedition into the wilds of the mountains upriver."


  "I'm surprised you did not already have an account, Lord Grayson. But no matter. We have several accounts that may be to your satisfaction. The standard peasant and commoner accounts I do not believe would be suited for a man of your standing. So, I suggest we open a noble account. This will give you access to your funds anywhere within the Empire of Tagin at any of our branch locations. The minimum amount that you can have within the noble account at any one time is twenty gold coins. I suggest we weigh and calculate how successful your prospecting venture was, my Lord Grayson." Lord Roth said as he got up from the desk and moved to a table along the far wall. There was a large box on top of the table, and he indicated to me to come over.


  "I'm afraid, Lord Roth, that I have been away for some time and am not current on the current exchange rate for gold?" I asked.


  "Most understandable, Lord Grayson. The prices do fluctuate slightly. The current exchange is 1 ounce (28g) of gold for ninety-five silver coins. Silver is currently exchanging for 2 ounces (56.7g) for three silver coins. If you would, my Lord, we can start with the gold. Simply place the gold in the box, and it will evaluate the quality and weight."


  I reached into my bag and pulled out a handful of the gold nuggets. As the handful of golden nuggets landed in the box, a number on display in the front indicated the weight. That one handful was equal to 4.8 pounds of gold. That equated to 76.8 ounces (2.2 kg) or 7296 silver coins. "How many gold coins does that equate to?" I asked as I readied another hand full of gold. 


  "Let me see here, my Lord. Yes…just a bit over seventy-two gold coins. Or seven gold palms, ninety-six silver." Lord Roth said as he calculated in his head while tapping his lips with his finger.


  Deciding it was safe to assume that I was not going to draw too much attention with the amount of money I had in my bag, I tilted it over the box and, with a gentle focus of mana, began dumping gold nuggets in. I slowed periodically to check the number on the front and to make sure it was keeping an accurate count. When the box was about three-quarters full, I slung the bag back over my shoulder.


  The number on the front of the box read fifty-five and a half pounds (25.17438 Kg) exactly. I looked over at Lord Roth to see if I had garnered too much attention. He had a happy smile and looked impressed, but not overly so. Looks like my time dredging the river on my travels was worth it.


  He saw me looking and tapped his lips a few times, "That comes to eight hundred forty-three gold and sixty silver coins. Most well done. The imperial tax on all raw minerals is set at five percent. The emperor does like to encourage prospecting, even with the dungeons. The tax has already been calculated out of your total. You said you had silver as well?"


  "Yes," I said as Lord Roth stored the gold in a bag and wrote down the total on a piece of paper.


  I had only emptied all of the gold nuggets I had formed and brought from the ship but still had some onboard The Ever Grove. I decided I was going to get rid of all the silver nuggets, though. Lord Roth never batted an eye as I emptied nearly a hundred pounds (45.5 kg) of silver into the box. He just wrote the number down and stored the material with a wave of his hand.


  After I had finished and the last was stored away, Lord Roth did a few calculations and then said, "The silver comes to another twenty-four gold, after taxes, of course. Added together, that will place your account with us at eight hundred and sixty-seven gold and sixty silver coins. Well done, my Lord. I would say that was indeed a successful prospecting venture."


  "Yes, it was a most arduous journey, but I am happy at how it has paid off," I said, feigning a triumphant smile.


  "Now, all we have left to do is open your account, and you'll be good to go. If you would be so kind as to prick your finger in place a small amount of blood on the synchronization orb." Lord Roth said, holding out a needle.


  I took the needle, drew a small bead of blood, and placed my finger on the large crystal orb that sat on the desk. The orb came to life as soon as the blood touched it. Lights and smoke swirled within it. As I held my finger on the orb, Lord Roth explained, "This will formulate your account with us and will grant you access to any of our branches. All that is required is a small amount of blood when withdrawing funds directly from the bank. If you are at any of the certified shops within the Empire, you will be able to use your bank identification card to pay directly instead of carrying coins. This should only take a few more seconds before the card is ready and your account is finalized."


  I chuckled internally. Though I imagine hard currency was still a major factor within the city, it was nice to know that they had a debit card of sorts. A few more seconds passed, and then a soft chime sounded from the crystal orb. A drawer opened from the bottom of the box that the crystal orb sat on. Lord Roth picked up a coin card about the same size as a credit card. The card was a golden color and had intricate silver scripting worked all throughout it. "Here is your bank identification card or coin card, all that is needed to do to bind it is apply another drop of blood. When using it at any of our certified vendors, only you will be able to use it. So, no need to worry if it is stolen, as the card is keyed to your blood. But there is a fee to replace it, but it's negligible."


  I took the card and smeared some blood on a small open spot. It faintly glowed in my hand, and then I received a notification with the same soft whispering voice in the back of my mind,


  You have soul-bonded an item, Imperial Royal Bank identification card.


  I placed the card in the inside top part of my onesie, where I had a pocket of sorts.


  "Is there anything else I can do for you, Lord Grayson?"


  "Yes, if it would be possible, I would like to get one hundred silver coins and fifty gold coins?" I asked.


  "Certainly." Lord Roth said as he handed me the desired amount in small pouches divided into fifty coins each. "Anything else?"


  "No, that should be good for now. Do you also evaluate precious gems?" I asked as I got up from the chair I was seated in.


  "No, unfortunately not. By imperial law, we are only allowed to exchange copper, silver, gold, platinum, mithril, and adamantium. You will have to go to a jeweler to sell any gemstones you have," He said as I made my way out of the office.


  "Good day, Lord Roth, and thank you," I said,


  "And Good day to you as well, Lord Grayson."




  

    Chapter 11


    Clothing Temptation.


  


  Imade my way out of the bank and back onto the street. The sun was about three-quarters of the way to the horizon now, and the city was busily going about its day. There were gaudy-looking carriages being pulled by teams of horses and beasts. Palanquins were carried by slaves and rickshas running up and down the main avenue. The sidewalks were full of women in brightly colored clothes moving from shop to shop in groups. Their overly erotic slaves were trailing behind them, a parade of whimpered moans and waggling asses.


  As I walked down the street to my next objective, I made a note of the stark contrast between the noble ladies and their slaves. The clothes reminded me of something from the late nineteenth century, nearly completely covering the ladies. The fabrics and outfits were embroidered heavily and came in a wide variety of colors, ranging from soft yellows and bright pinks to deep blues and greens. In stark contrast to the noble ladies, the slaves that accompanied them wore sheer dresses and short skirts that barely covered any of their flesh. Many of the slaves walked behind and to the side of their mistresses, and just as many others had leashes attached to collars around the neck, wrists, and even nipples. But all of the clothing on the slaves was exquisitely made, if not only well crafted. Same with the collars and every other sexual accessory the slaves wore, they were all exquisitely made, an obvious investment that spared no investiture of wealth.  


  The next thing on my list was to get some properly made clothes. As comfortable as my cloud wool-lined onesie was now, it did make me stick out in the crowd. I had decided I was going to go to a seamstress's shop named Madam Bristle's Thimble. The shop was about five minutes back down the avenue toward the docks. As I walked along the street, I passed storefronts and restaurants. I made a note of the ones I would stop in on after I had some proper clothes.


  As I passed by groups of women, I caught snippets of conversation, "Did you hear Alice that the Lord alchemist is looking for another wife," "I do hope that the Duke's men succeed in their…." I moved steadily to my new destination, but the spectacle of the conservatively dressed noblewomen and their scantily clad slaves continually drew my attention.


  I passed by one set of women standing in a circle, each of them holding a leash attached to a wolf kin girl by a collar. As I passed behind them, I looked down and saw that the wolf kin girl was wearing nothing but a short skirt that barely covered half her ass. Her tail poked through an opening in the top as she rested her head on her hands with her ass raised and protruding in the air. The bright glint of a diamond or crystal caught my eye and directed my eye down to the jeweled butt plug she was wearing. The soft pink folds of her pussy were exposed, and she was clearly in a state of arousal as small droplets of her nectar clung to the outside of the folds of her lips.


  Besides the abhorrent behavior of slavery taking place all around me, I began to notice a distinct difference in the quantity of the sexes. I could not tell for sure if it was just the time of day or the location in the city, but it appeared that for every man I saw going about his business, there were at least 2 to 3 women. As well, amongst the slaves, for every male slave that I saw, there were at least 10 to 20 female slaves. I began to guess that the male-to-female birth ratio on this planet was going to be weighted towards females.


  I finally arrived at the storefront of Madam Bristle's Thimble. The entire front was glass and had displays of varying gowns and suits for men. I walked into the shop and was greeted with the sound of a small tinkling bell and the pleasant aroma of vanilla and cinnamon.


  As I entered, there was a lovely kitsune woman standing to the right behind the counter. Her bright blue eyes landed on me as her stark white hair fell down her shoulders. Her ears pointed above her head and looked to be soft white fur. Her face was human, more angular and cuter, though. Her lips were a soft, deep pink, maybe from some kind of lipstick. She wore a beautiful sky-blue tank top and a pair of shorts that only came partway down her thigh. Everything I could see about her was skin and not fur, her ears and tails the only markings that she was beast kin. Behind her, four beautiful snow-white tails with blue tips lazily danced. "Welcome to Bristol's thimble, my Lord; how may I be of service today?"


  "I'm going to be requiring all new sets of clothing, as on my previous adventure, all of mine were destroyed. The marina map recommended this shop for clothing." I said. It wasn't a complete lie, as I did have clothes with me in my car on my camping trip, and my adventure into the sea of chaos left me with nothing.


  "Wonderful, my Lord. My name is Sasha. If you would please follow me, I could take you back to the fitting room where we can get your sizes, and Madam Bristol can look you over."


  "It's quite lovely to meet you, Sasha. My name is Lord Eric Grayson." I said as the smiling kitsune girl deftly moved from behind the counter, a small silver tinkling bell around her collar giving away her movements.


  I followed her swaying hips and dancing white tails into the back of the store. She ushered me inside a curtained-off area with large mirrors along three sections of the wall. In the center of the mirrors was a platform that was raised about 6 inches.


  Sasha made her way over to a small end table that appeared to have a measuring tape, paper, and ink well. "If you would be so kind as to undress for me, sir, I will get your measurements," Sasha said with a pleasant smile on her face.


  "About that, I am afraid this is the only thing I have, and I'm completely naked underneath it?" I said the last as a question indicating to myself with my hand.


  Sasha's face turned up in a coy smile, and a light red blush settled onto her cheeks. "It's quite okay, my Lord. I most certainly won't mind seeing your full physique. I promise I am the soul of discretion."


  "Okay," I said, drawing out the word. I shrugged my shoulders, set my bag down on one of the chairs, and began to unfasten the clasps that held my onesie closed.


  I let my outfit fall to the floor and stepped out of it. I was glad for the clean and purify spells that I occasionally cast on myself because I was clean and free of sweat and grime. Standing in front of Sasha and in my birthday suit, I saw her eyes begin to hungrily take me in, and she bit the bottom of her lip.


  I knew I was attractive, and after having taken a swim through the sea of chaos, it left my body in peak chiseled perfection. The points in charisma had to be having an effect as well.


  "If you would stand on the platform, my Lord, I will begin to take your measurements," Sasha said with a tremble in her voice. I stepped onto the platform, and Sasha began to gently move her hands, along with the tape measure, along my body. She would measure and then take notes on the paper. Each time she went back and forth between writing and my body, her fingers became lighter and began to caress more and more of me. Her tails were lightly brushing my body during this process as well.


  It was about the time that she was taking a thorough measurement of my inseam, and my cock was rock hard, threatening to impale her mouth, that the Madam of the store walked in.


  "Hello, my Lord, I hope that…." The refined voice of Madam Bristol began until it ended abruptly. "By the gods, Sasha, why is the Lord naked. I swear if you're in heat again, I'm going to cut your clit off and feed it to you."


  As the voice of Madam Bristol went from soft to harsh, Sasha's face paled, and she began to tremble in fear. "No… I mean…" Sasha began to stammer out.


  "I can assure you, Madam Bristol, my state of undress is entirely my own fault. Sasha has just been diligently taking my measurements." I interjected quickly, hoping the woman was not serious with her threat.


  "I see. Well, it appears that my young Sasha has engorged quite a bit of your attention." the Madam said, chuckling softly.


  "Yes, I'm afraid it was quite unavoidable."


  "Well, it's a problem I'm not all unto familiar with. Sasha, if you would be a dear and take care of the Lord's state of arousal. I'm afraid I won't be able to work with him until he's taken care of."


  "Yes, Mistress Bristol," Sasha said immediately. As I was looking over my shoulder, I was completely unprepared for the warm hot lips that wrapped around the tip of my cock. I let out a short shuddering sigh as I felt the beautiful kitsune girl's tongue begin to diligently lick and suck me. I didn't even have time to protest, and after a second, why would I. 'Oh yeah… slavery bad….' I tried to think as my thoughts stopped. 


  I turned my head to face back down at Sasha. Her bright eyes were filled with excitement and hunger as her right hand began to stroke the length of my cock, and her left hand cupped my balls. She methodically worked her tongue around the tip and length of my cock, lubricating the entire thing. Still staring up at me, she removed her hand and drove her mouth all the way to the base of my cock. She continued enthusiastically bobbing her head from the tip all the way to the base, back and forth.


  The slick, velvety inside of her throat felt amazing, gliding and gripping along my shaft. It was then that I noticed Madam Bristol had come up behind me and was gently squeezing my ass. Her hand massaged delicately and found its way in between my legs, gripping my balls. My cock twitched and throbbed as Sasha deep-throated me, drool leaking from between her lips.


  After a few more seconds of this, I was close to bursting when Sasha removed her head from around my cock and stood. She unbuttoned her shorts and slid them around her ankles. Turning around, she spread her ass with her delicate fingers. The light pink folds of her pussy were glistening as she was already extremely wet. Without hesitation, I gripped my cock and moved up behind her. Running my tip up and down her slit, I made sure she was nice and lubricated; before I could thrust my cock deep inside of her, Sasha sank herself back on my cock with her own shuddering strength.


  The warm slick walls of her pussy expanded slowly to accommodate the girth of my manhood. Madam Bristol's hand still gently massaged my balls from between my legs as I began to pump in and out of Sasha. "That's very good, my Lord. Keep pumping this filthy little kitsune girl. That's it, pump her, and dump your seed in her warm worthless fuck hole." Madam Bristol whispered and moaned into my ear.


  "Oh fuck." I shuddered. I gripped Sasha's waist tightly as her four tails flailed along my chest and face. Just above her tails, branded on her back, were a pair of intertwined hearts. Working my cock back and forth inside of her, I took the tip of my left thumb and began to circle the outside of her ass. Pushing gently with the tip of my thumb, I slid the entire digit into her warm, clenching ass hole. As my cock pounded back and forth, I could feel the pressure from my thumb on the other side of her velvet walls. After ten or more powerful thrusts, my cum burst from my cock. I pushed hard into the perky ass of Sasha, burying my full length to the back of her pussy. My seed spilled out in waves, and I felt the tip of my cock pressed firmly at the opening of her womb. I filled Sasha and then felt my seed spilling out down the length of my cock, until it dripped from between my cock and the clinching lips of Sasha's pussy.


  I looked at Sasha's face in the mirror that was right in front of her. Her eyes had rolled into the back of her head, and her tongue was hanging out of her mouth. She was moaning and panting loudly, and her hands massaged her breasts. I saw on lady Bristol's face in the mirror a pleased look as she removed her hand from under her skirt. I shuddered as the wash of pleasure flowed through my body, letting out the past four days of pent-up tension I did not know I had.


  I eased my cock back out of Sasha and slouched as I relaxed. A moment later, I felt a warm, wet cloth wiping me down. Sasha had a deep red flesh on her face as she methodically cleaned me and then herself.


  "Now, my Lord, I believe we can begin to truly assess your clothing needs." Madam Bristol said as she licked her fingers from the slick juices of her pussy.


  "Yes. Yes indeed. I came to inquire about some new clothes. I will require a few sets. Undergarments, socks, and all the rest. I need woodland forest sets made for rugged travel. Three fine sets of attire for everyday wear. Two suits fit for the company of the nobility and, lastly, four sets of robes."


  "That is quite the order, my lord…" Madam Bristol trailed off.


  "Lord Eric Grayson." Sasha provided.


  "Yes, well, let me see here. We'll just double-check Sasha's measurements. To make sure she wasn't too distracted, you have an amazing cock, my Lord Grayson and your body is… well, I'm sure you know. Then I will find something suitable for you to wear today. Is there someplace where we can deliver your clothes when they are done? It will take until tomorrow evening to have everything finished?"


  "I am staying at the marina club. In Master suite number nine. I'm sure that you can have the packages delivered there." I said.


  The rest of the time spent in the shop went by rather quickly, with Madam Bristol quickly checking over my measurements and hurrying into the back of the shop. I was quite sure that she let her hands wander over my body more than was strictly necessary, but whatever, it was nice to have this new body touched. This left me standing in front of Sasha, whose cheeks were glowing a warm red as she eyed me nervously.


  "I do hope the madam was only joking about what she said she was going to do to you?" I asked.


  "I'm afraid not, Lord Grayson. It is one of the many faults of kitsune. We go into heat 3 to 4 times a year and become quite unmanageable. It is one of the common treatments for it, that is, to have slaves clipped during that time, the feeding of it… well, that's just Madam Bristol." Sasha said as she adjusted her shorts.


  "What the fuck…Well, that's just absolutely fucking abhorrent. I wish there was something I could do for you."


  "Really?" Sasha said as she cocked her head to the side and looked out the curtain. "The only thing I could think of that you could do is to purchase me. I would never be so impertinent as to ask that of the Lord. But Amara…" 


  "Wait, Amara?"


  "I didn't say anything." Sasha quickly added.


  "That's right, the brand they give you all is the hearts. What do you know about her?"


  "Um…she…she… she came to me in a dream four nights ago and showed me, well, you. She said you were safe and would help me, help all of us? And for me to help you." Sasha shuddered, the fear in her voice lacing every word. She looked at the ground when she spoke, her eyes tightly shut as if she expected a heavy blow to land on her at any second. She was taking a huge leap of faith, and it was apparent in the trembling of her body. 


  "I suppose this fits the general atmosphere of the Empire I found myself in, and yes, I know Amara. Is there any reason why Madam Bristol would not sell you to me?" I asked.


  "What, wait, you would buy me. You know Amara? But I am only ranked as a copper slave, and I don't see how I would be of any value to you."


  "Ranked only as a copper slave. Tell me, what does a copper slave mean?"


  "As my Lord surely knows, copper slaves are ranked as some of the lowest in skill and value. I only just recently achieved my copper rank as I became an apprentice tailor. I am lucky to be valued so highly as a brand of Amara." Sasha said in a soft and pleasant voice as her eyes shifted from looking up at me to down at the floor.


  "Well, if I were to purchase you, Sasha, I must warn you that I am an adventuring Lord and do not have any holdings in the city. Nor do I have any land currently. Would you be willing to travel with me? I cannot guarantee your safety, only that you will be as safe as I am when you are in my presence."


  "Absolutely, Lord Grayson, I trust our Goddess Amara. I've dreamed of going on adventures since I was a little girl. However slaves rarely get the chance to explore the world at large. I would absolutely assume the risk of traveling with you. By your demeanor and handling of me, I can tell that you'll be a much nicer Master than Mistress Bristol. If I may be so bold to say."


  I stood contemplating Sasha's proposal. After a few minutes, Madam Bristol reentered the dressing room. She held a finely crafted pair of black pants, black boxer undergarments, a loose forest green button-up shirt with long sleeves, and a pair of socks. She also held in the other hand a pair of boots.


  "These should fit quite nicely as I have just adjusted them for you. I also took the liberty of selecting boots and shoes for the attires you selected." She said as she handed me the items one by one, and I put them on. Finally dressed in something decent for the first time since arriving in this world, I felt far more at home and comfortable in my own skin.


  "As you know, lady Bristol, I have just arrived from a long prospecting campaign in the mountains and find myself without servants. I've taken quite a liking to your young Sasha and was wondering if you would be willing to part with her?" I asked as I admired myself in the mirror.


  "Really, my Lord Grayson, she just got your fancy that much. I must advise you that she can be quite a handful during her time of heat. She has also just reached the rank of apprentice in tailoring. Though she is not one of my more skilled girls, it would be a slight loss to lose her. She is also a follower of the Amara Goddess. Fool of a girl." Madam Bristol said.


  "I am well aware of the loss that this would mean for you, lady Bristol, and I'm more than willing to compensate you. As for the Amara nonsense, we shall see if I can change her mind about that. I also find that her apprentice tailoring skills will come in handy as I am currently traveling by sailboat, and she can work on the sails when they tear." I said, adding just a slight tone of cruelty to my voice when I spoke of changing her mind about the Goddess Amara. If Bristol was as cruel as I thought her to be, I knew she would be more willing to part with Sasha should I feign having the same cruelty.


  With a malicious glint that sparked to life in her eye, Madam Bristol said, "See that you do try and convince the worthless bitch. Very well, Lord Grayson, as I endeavored to only provide the best of service, I can make this allowance to you for Sasha. The requested items and clothing will come at a cost of fifteen gold. As well, to purchase the kitsune Sasha from me, I will have to insist on an additional five gold. Is this acceptable to you?"


  "That is most acceptable to me, lady Bristol. You have been nothing but accommodating." I said as the three of us walked to the front of the counter. "Can I use my bank ID here, or shall I pay in coins?"


  "You can most certainly use your bank ID here; in fact, you will find that most of the stores in the Noble district will allow you to use your bank IDs, even some of the restaurants. Sasha will handle your receipts, and I will go to the back and get the slave contract."


  After a few moments had passed, I had the receipts in hand for the clothes, and Lady Bristol came out with a neatly folded parchment that outlined Sasha's complete enslavement. When all the transactions were finished, Lady Bristol removed a copper bracelet from around her wrist from numerous others and handed it to me.


  "This is Sasha's binding ring; I would advise you to wear it at all times as it is against imperial law for a slave to be wandering about untethered to a Master. Stupid mandatory slave transference verbal notification. Really what imperial citizen doesn't know that. Now, Sasha, go and run into the back and collect your things, and don't leave your new Master waiting too long." Lady Bristol said, offering me a placating smile.


  Sasha emerged from the back wearing a completely new outfit. She had on a light blue tank top and a skirt that came down to her thighs. Slung on her back was a mismatched, poorly constructed backpack. Sasha's head hung low, and she was extremely nervous as she approached me. "I'm ready, my Lord Master Sir." She said, unsure as to which title to use.


  "You may call me Lord Grayson or Master Grayson while we are in public," I said, answering her unasked question.


  "Yes, Master Grayson."


  "Very good lady Bristol. Thank you for all of your assistance, and I look forward to receiving my packages tomorrow. Sasha, follow; we have a few more stops before we head back to my room." As we left, I slipped the binding bracelet ring around my wrist, and a notification popped up.


  You have purchased and bound a slave: Sasha: Kitsune, female. Age 23; revives 7. Level 5. 


  With my bag once again slung over my shoulder and with my new clothes gently caressing my body, I felt great. I had folded and put my onesie in my bag. I made my way to the next destination I had selected. I had received an absolutely dizzying array of spells since coming to this world but was woefully lacking in abilities and skills. I could feel that if I spent some time and focus, I would be able to develop skills by doing actions. I did not have quite as firm of a grasp on how I would acquire abilities in this new world, but I was determined to find out. The best place to find information is a library, and if no library is available, then a bookstore will do just as nicely.


  Therefore, I found myself standing in front of Hobbes and Sons, Books, Scrolls, Skills, Abilities, and Memories Stones for the Discerning Noble. The name and title of the shop barely fit onto the sign and had to be printed in much too small letters. But as the large building sat on the corner of the street, I assumed everyone just knew who Hobbes and Sons were. With Sasha tailing closely behind me, her head bowed, I made my way inside.


  As I entered Hobbes and Sons, I was greeted with the familiar site of bookstores, probably across all multiverses. Neat rows of shelves that came to chest height ran the length of the store. In the center of the store was a circular desk with four attendants in seats, one of which was diligently helping a customer.


  "Wow, I've always wanted to come in here, but I've never been allowed," Sasha said in a soft, quiet whisper.


  "Well, enjoy," I said, stretching out my hand and lightly taking hers.


  Sasha obediently took it but looked at me with fear in her eyes as she placed her hand in mine. With a look of amazement, Sasha watched as I guided her into the store. "Thank you, Master Grayson."


  Sasha blushed and smiled genuinely at me as we began to make our way through the aisles, looking at the various sections. The store was divided into sections; the first was reserved for normal books. As I perused through a few selected copies, I was impressed to see that there was some form of the archaic printing press, as all of the types on the pages were uniform. The books ranged from encyclopedias listing various alchemical ingredients to massive books on the various beasts and monsters in the Empire. The ever-present cookbooks were also represented as well as a selection of guides on woodworking and other crafts.


  The next section of shelves housed the selection of skill tomes. The books were all relatively uniform in size, but I was unable to open any as they were locked by some magical crystal that I assumed could only be unlocked once they were purchased. The skill tomes were divided by topic. Different crafts had a fair selection as well as varying forms of weapon combat. Each selection of skills had novice, apprentice, and even journeyman-ranked skills. However, not every section had adept or Master-level skills. And I guess grandMaster skills were probably kept in the back office.


  It was as I was perusing the skill section that a young elf attendant walked up to me. She asked, "Is there anything I can help you find, my Lord?" The elf said. She wore black flats on her feet and a long black skirt that came down to her ankles. A fitted black jacket hugged her frame with a high collar that wrapped around her neck, which showed just a hand's width of mid-drift. Embroidered over her left breast were the words Harris and sons. Her name, Servant Ashley, was embroidered in silver as well.


  I looked at the beautiful elf and her wild pink hair that was done up in a bun, strands of which were expertly falling around her head to give her an etheric look. "Yes, servant Ashley, that would be most helpful. I am lord Grayson, and I am currently trying to diversify some skills. And was wondering what you could tell me about the skill tomes and abilities you have for sale."


  "Well, my Lord Grayson, we have one of the largest selections of skills and abilities, as well as memory stones outside of the capital itself. The prices and selections vary, but if you would tell me what you were looking for, I am most certainly sure that I will be able to find it for you."


  "That reminds me, Sasha. Are you able to display your personal analysis sheet for me?"


  "Most certainly, Master Grayson," Sasha said as her eyes unfocused for a second, and then she made a flicking motion with her wrist. Then a blue transparent window appeared in front of my eyes that outlined Sasha's statistics. It was also apparent that I was the only one who could see it, as Ashley, the elf, waited patiently for me to review the information.


  Individual Statistical Analyses 


  Name: Sasha Whitetail


  Race: Kitsune


  Level: 5. experience to the next level; thirty-five out of sixty.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana Capacity: 150


  Mana regeneration: 1.16 mana per minute. 


  Attributes: 4 per level. 


  Strength: 10.


  Body: 15.


  Speed: 15.


  Dexterity: 15.


  Mana capacity: 15.


  Mana regeneration:10.


  Charisma: 10.


  Affinities:


  Mana manipulation: 6 percent.


  Earth: 1 percent.


  Fire: 3 percent


  Air: 15 percent.


  Water: 10 percent.


  Life: 3 percent


  Death: 1 percent.


  Light: 1 percent.


  Shadow: 15 percent.


  Space-time: 1 percent.


  Summoning: 1 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 4/4


  Skills: 1 per level. 2/4


  1. Tailoring. Apprentice. Create clothing and items from cloth. Items have improved durability and become less dirty.


  Spells: 1 per level.


  Earth:


  1. Clean: Base cost: 10 mana per square foot. Level 5.


  Fire:


  1. Flame: Base cost: 9.7 initial mana cast, 4.85 mana per 30 seconds channeled. Level 5.


  Shadow:


  1. Hide: Base cost: 42.5 initial mana cast, 20 mana per minute while holding still in shadows. Level 8.


  "Very good, thank you, Sasha. Ashley, I was wondering, are there any restrictions on using skill tomes?" I asked as I turned away from Sasha and back to Ashley.


  "Only the usual ones, my Lord. It is not advised to use more than three skill tomes in a month. An individual can use as many ability crystals as they would like or can afford. And it is recommended that no more than two memory stones are used per month." Ashley recited as if she was reading a warning label; she had to recite multiple times a day.


  "Is one able to learn a Master-level skill without learning the prerequisite levels?"


  "It is recommended that the highest initial level of skill one learns is journeyman; any higher, and the concepts become too esoteric and have nothing to ground themselves in."


  "Excellent, I believe I'm ready to make my selection now. Would you be so kind as to assist us in holding our books?" I asked politely.


  "Of course, it would be my pleasure, Lord Grayson. It's no trouble at all." Ashley said as her cheeks turned a soft pink, almost matching the color of her hair.


  I was beginning to wonder if my disguise as a noble was crumbling; I think I was being far too polite. Because even though I'm good-looking, with me being enhanced on the journey here and the points I had put into charisma, there really was no call for that level of blushing maiden reaction. The only thing I could imagine is that it was because of my polite demeanor towards the slave woman. 'Kind of like when the nice barista is kind to you, and you think it's flirting, but really she's just being polite. But in reverse, because I'm the one being nice.' I thought. 


  ' Ahh well, this world is a fucking shit show.' I thought. 'Slaves running around left and right; in fucking BDSM gear like it's fucking normal. But as Amara said, there's not much I can do about it right now. And I'm not about to go and get myself killed by not fitting in. The best I can do is be polite, and eventually, maybe, I will be able to change something.'


  With Ashley and Sasha following behind me, I began to make my selections. I grabbed two journeyman-level cooking skill books that I intended for Sasha and myself. I also grabbed a journeyman-level tailoring skill book, as well as the journeyman-level skill books for short blades and bows. These were the skills that I intended to give to Sasha to hopefully give her a better chance of survival as she traveled with me.


  Next for myself, I selected the journeyman-level longsword skill book Herbalism, alchemy, and Gardening. It was at this point that I continued over to the abilities and spells.


  Abilities were useful but far more specific in their effects. The levels of abilities went from 1 to 10 and could only be increased with ability points gained from leveling. This meant that people only had a few options when it came to abilities; have a lot of low-level abilities or four to five high-leveled abilities.


  I first selected two of the same ability stones, one for me and one for Sasha. The ability graceful dodging was a passive ability that massively increased one's balance and ability to move inside and out of battle. The second ability stone I chose for Sasha was another passive ability called precise strike. This greatly increases the accuracy of both ranged and close-quarter weapons. 


  For myself, I chose Saving Heal. An ability that, for every point allocated to it, would restore 10% of one's health upon the loss of life, instantly healing the user with the ability. I finally found an ability crystal with inspect; this allowed the user to gain information about targets implicit in the system. The last ability I chose was called resurrection. Just as the name implied, it would revive the ability user or their chosen target upon their death. At level one, it would resurrect the user once per day and a target once per day as long as they had died within one hour.


  My last two selections were for Sasha as well; an air spell and a shadow spells. Air blade and shadow tendril. With my final selections made, I headed to the central desk, where Ashley was more than happy to assist us in purchasing the acquired items. 


  Ashley began, "So we have here nine skill books of the journeyman rank, six ability crystals, an air spell, and a shadow spell." As she listed out the items, I saw an older man make his way from the back and up to the counter. He was clearly one of the managers of the store, and upon seeing me with Ashely, he made his way over.


  "I am manager Bartley. Do you have any questions concerning the items you are purchasing? Servant Ashley can be quite the dullard at times." Bartley said in a weaselly voice that instantly conveyed his dislike for the elf. 


  "Are all the items one use?" I asked, hoping to get him to go away after answering one question. Ashley had been anything but dull with her appearance and her bright, helpful personality. 


  "Well, I am aware that there are single-use skill books. These skill books are the most finely crafted. Thus, after one use, it requires one month to recharge fully before it can be used again. I'm afraid that the ability crystals and spells are all single-use items." Bartley said with a slimy, proud kind of smile on his face.


  "Well, thank you. I'm sure Ashley can finish." I said, lacing my words with an implied dismissal. Bartley looked momentarily confused, as if he could not imagine why I would not want him to ring me up personally; then, he turned and walked away. Turning back to Ashley, I said, "Very good. Now Ashley, if you would tell me the damage."


  Ashley calculated the number, then she said, "The total for all of the items is 46 gold and 13 silvers."


  I pulled my coin card from the front pocket of my new pants and placed it on the crystal rectangle. Ashley input the cost on her side, and a faint glow lit up the crystal, and then a prompt appeared. 


  Would you like to pay the indicated amount to Hobbs and Sons? 46 gold coins and 13 silver coins. Funds will be automatically transferred from your account. Yes or No. 


  I selected yes, and the all too familiar beep beep of a card reader finishing its task could be heard. 'Wow… Somethings must just be standard across the universes.' I thought.


  "These new bank cards really are so amazing. Here is your receipt." Ashley said with a genuine smile and a look of wonder on her face. She then went about bagging the items and handed a sturdy-looking cloth bag to Sasha when she was done.


  As Sasha and I made our goodbyes to Ashley, I noticed that Sasha had a somewhat terrified and ashamed look on her face. As if she was embarrassed by something and deathly afraid of something to come in the near future. The sight almost brought me up short, but the sun was setting, and we needed to get off the streets before we could address whatever problems she was having. 


  "Follow closely, Sasha. The sun is getting close to the horizon, and it's time to call it a day. We will be returning to the Marina Harbor Club and my room." As I said this last, I felt the magic that bound Sasha to me begin to pull at her, ensuring that she would follow my commands closely, without hesitation and with an unnatural passion.




  

    Chapter 12


    Slave Knowledge.


  


  The walk back to the marina club went by uneventfully. Soon, Sasha and I found ourselves in front of the Master suite. In the few seconds that it took to pass from the front door of the lobby to the staircase, I got enough of an ear full of the snide sneering conversations from the nobles that had gathered in the dining area to know that I wanted nothing to do with the nobles in this city. The last thing I wanted to do while trying to pass myself off as a noble was to interact with actual nobles. It seemed far too easy to make enemies of the nobility, and after the day I had, and what I learned, I didn’t think I could stomach them.


  I took the small silver key from my bag and opened the door. Soft orange light greeted me as I entered the large sitting room. I quickly made my way over to the comfortable chair and began to take my boots off. “Sasha, please come in and make yourself at home,” I said to the kitsune girl, who had taken up a position by the door. Ever since I had made the purchases at the bookstore, she had grown increasingly distraught, and now she looked to be on the verge of full-blown tears. 


  Sure enough, no sooner had the words left my lips when Sasha was in full puffy cry-face mode, and she threw herself at my feet. Kowtowing with her head on one of my feet, she began to sobbingly say, “Please… pleases…Master… don’t kill me… don’t reset me… please don’t reset my level…I promise… I promise I will try not to level any higher… I… I…” She was stuttering, and I had no idea where her distress was coming from.


  Finally, it became too much for me, and I had to get to the bottom of her terror. “Sasha…Sasha, I command you to calm down and stop crying. And sit up and look at me.” As I issued the command, I felt the magic of her slave bond take hold. I followed the magic with my mana sense and saw the changes that immediately took hold of her. Waves of hormones were simultaneously stopped, and then new ones were released. Taking her from a near state of panic to one of almost instant calm. Her tear ducts instantly dried up, and she sat back on the heels of her feet, looking at me directly in my eyes.


  It was freaky how robotic the whole thing was; “Now explain fully, what are you so upset about?” I asked, giving another command.


  As if her words were being automatically ejected from her mouth, Sasha began to say as if by rote memorization, “I was extremely excited that you decided to purchase me from Madam Bristol. Then when we were in the bookstore, I saw that you purchased the Revival ability. I tried to tell myself that it was only because you are an adventurer. But it is a quite common ability amongst the nobility and Masters. It is quite often used to reset the level of slaves due to how it functions at low levels. The owner of the slaves kills the slaves and then uses the ability to bring them back to life, usually in the most unpleasant ways. When I was younger, I had a Master who liked to use demi-human children as target dummies to help increase his skill in archery; he would say that it helped to teach us our place in the world. When someone is brought back to life with this ability, their level is reset to zero, along with all of their attributes. Also, their skills and spells are all reset to the novice level. The only thing that does not change is abilities, though one will not gain new ability points until they have reached the level at which they had previously died.”


  “Sasha, I want you to return to normal now,” I said as I felt the magic of the slave bond recede into the background. Small seeds of terror and fear began to blossom once again in her as I said, “I can promise you, Sasha, that my only intention with purchasing the resurrection spell was to help us on our adventures. I can assure you that I will never use the spell to reset your level. The fact that that’s something that is done in this world is absolutely horrific.”


  As I made my reassurances, I felt through the slave bond that the welling fear and terror in Sasha began to recede. “Really, Master Grayson?”


  “Yes, Sasha, now there are a few things I want to try, and are you willing to keep a few things about me secret?” I asked.


  “Of course, Master. It is an intrinsic part of the slave bond.”


  “What I mean is, do you want to keep my secrets. With or without the contract?”


  “I don’t know what you mean; it would be an honor to keep your secrets, Master,” Sasha said, looking confused.


  Seems like this is an intrinsic quality of the slave bond. “Very well then. The first thing I want to try is this. Sasha, I command you to be free of the slave bond.” I figured I would try something simple, like commanding the slave bond to dissolve. Unfortunately, when I tried this, a blue box appeared hovering in the air between Sasha and me, and it read. Slave bonds are unable to be dissolved. After I had read the text in the box, it disappeared.


  “Master Grayson, thank you so much for the thought, but slave bonds are unable to be dissolved. Especially those bonds that hold Demi human such as myself in captivity.”


  “Well, I had to give it a try. If you haven’t guessed already, I am not from this world. I only arrived on this planet four days ago.”


  “Really, Lord Grayson. Now I understand Why the Goddess Amara showed you to me and told me that you were safe. You’re not even from this world. I have only ever heard rumors and legends of such a thing being possible. I’ve never even met anyone, who’s met anyone, who’s met someone from another world. Is that why you’re so nice to all the slaves?”


  “Nice, me, no? I suppose in a world like this, showing common courtesy would be considered kind. But no, I am not an especially kind man. Now, considering you are the first slave I have ever owned, tell me, what are some of the common customs, practices, and expectations of a Master?”


  “Well, for a nobleman of your standing and wealth, it would be expected of you to have an entire cadre of slaves. However, since you do not own an estate presently, no one would question why you only have one. The slave bond demands to be used and becomes extremely uncomfortable for the slave if commands are not embedded within the bond. For example, right now, you commanded me to return to normal. And though this gives me almost complete free will, there’s a building itch in the back of my mind that will eventually become very painful. Under this condition, I can think and do almost anything without repercussions, except for things like hurting my Master, destroying property, harming myself, trying to escape, revealing secrets, and things like that. So, it is customary for Masters to give a set of basic commands that must always be followed. This tends to alleviate the bond usage pain.” Sasha said, as it seemed she was still trying to follow some instinctual level of command.


  “So, it would actually help you for me to give you some open-ended commands?”


  “Yes, Master Grayson.”


  “Well then, I command you that while we are not in public, you address me simply as Eric. When we are in public, you may address me as Master Grayson or Lord Grayson. I also give you the command that when it does not interfere with anything else, you make yourself comfortable. How is that for a basic set of commands?” I said.


  “Those are some acceptable beginning ones, Eric. However, I will definitely need a few more if the bond is to stay satisfied. And they will have to deal directly with your satisfaction and how you want me to act and behave around you and others.” Sasha said as she got up from her knees and moved to sit in a chair across from me. She crossed her legs and leaned back a little, her short skirt riding up, showing the panties she wore underneath.


  “Are you hungry? I think I would like to order some food as we continue this discussion.”


  “Yes, I am hungry, and I do not want to be too much of a burden on you.”


  “Well, I don’t find your company burdensome at all. Do you have any special dietary requirements?”


  “No… Just any basic fare will do for me.” Sasha said as she began to fidget with her hands nervously.


  “Nonsense, you will eat just as good as I do from here on out. And I will hear no objections on the subject either. Now take a look through the menu and decide on as much as you want.” I said as I grabbed a second menu that was in the holder by the door.


  After a few minutes of perusing through the menu, I selected the items that looked most satisfying to me. After having asked Sasha if she had her selections ready, I pulled the cord by the door and waited for one of the maids to arrive.


  “Now, back to the topic of customs, practices, and general expectations of a Master,” I said as I moved back to the seat.


  “Well, one general expectation is that if it is the desire of the Master, they try and keep their slaves alive, clothed, and fed. It is also expected that slaves will service any of their Master’s needs. It is generally expected that male Masters lay with their servants. However, it is generally frowned upon for mistresses to do so with male slaves. Female slaves are the exception, especially amongst the nobility, as most noble lords enjoy seeing their wives and women pleasure each other.” Sasha finished saying this last bit, and there was a light knock at the door. Sasha shot to her feet and immediately rushed over to the door to answer it.


  Sasha opened the door as her four fluffy white foxtails, with blue tips, danced merrily behind her. With a sweeping gesture from her arm, she ushered a lilac-haired elf into the room. The woman’s eyes glowed the same lilac hue as she moved past Sasha and into the room. Standing in the black maid uniform, she asked, “What can I do or get for you, Lord Grayson?”


  “Yes, thank you, Sasha, and I will require food. The vegetable stirfry and chimera steak sound good to me. Also, have the chef select a bottle of wine to pair with the meal. Sasha.” I said, gesturing at Sasha to make her order.


  In a slightly hesitant, unsure voice, Sasha said, “I will have the vegetable stirfry as well, along with the chicken. A white wine will do nicely with the meal as well.” Sasha said.


  “Very well, Lord Grayson. Is there anything else you would like for the evening, one of our human women perhaps?” The lavender-haired elf asked.


  “No, I’m afraid I do not have the energy this evening to be entertained. Perhaps tomorrow night will be different.”


  “Very good. Lord Grayson will bring your order up as soon as it is ready.” She said as she made a polite bow and exited the room.


  Sasha made her way back to the chair in front of me; she said, “It would normally be quite customary to request the services of at least one human woman. So, I would suggest that you order two of the girls tomorrow evening in order to keep up appearances.”


  “I suppose you know best in this regard. I will keep in mind your suggestion for tomorrow night. Please continue.”


  “Yes, Eric. As you probably have seen from walking around, you may have noticed the contrast between the slaves and mistresses. It is quite common for noble ladies to dress their slaves in revealing and provocative clothing. The noblewomen tend to treat a few of their slaves as pets. The stimulating attire they dress them in is designed to showcase their selection of slaves to a potential marital partner. It is also a sort of game between the noble ladies, though I do not know the rules or how they choose a winner.”


  “I’ve noticed that. I’ve also noticed that there appears to be a lot more women than men?” I asked.


  “I suppose you would not know this coming from another world. But among the human population, there are usually 2 to 3 female births for every male. Amongst the Demi-human population, that number can vary wildly, as in some species, such as the star elves, there are ten female births for every male.”


  “Well, that definitely confirms that suspicion for me. I guess that’s why the noble women are trying to showcase their selection of slaves.”


  “Yes, it is. How was it on the world that you came from?” Sasha asked.


  “The number of male-to-female births was pretty equal in my world, with about 51% of the births being male and 49% being female. If you rounded up.”


  “That’s amazing, so many men. I can only imagine how happy the females from your world were.”


  “Well, I’m not sure if you could categorize the entire female population’s experience as happy. There were definitely problems that I think you would find quite unique on this planet.”


  “Everything else is as I suspect you might think it to be. Slaves are expected to do the menial tasks, chores, and work assigned to them by their owners. Within the Empire, there are certain laws governing the ownership of slaves. But I’m not quite sure what those are. All I know is that it’s impossible for a slave to harm their Master, and if they try to disobey an order, they begin to experience agonizing pain.” Sasha said as she seemed to relax in my company.


  “Is there anything that you dislike doing? I am very opposed to forcing you to do anything that you don’t want to do. I’m actually feeling very guilty having slept with you back in Madam Bristol’s shop. Realizing now that you had little to no choice in the matter.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that, Eric. Back in the shop, I wasn’t under any sort of direct compulsion. I did what I did of my own free will or out of what free will I have. When a Master or mistress gives a command, if it’s posed as a question or a suggestion, it’s up to the slave if they are willing to enact it. Sort of, it more heavily influences the action. Only direct commands create a compulsion. Though I was given the command to ensure that every customer was satisfied. If you had begun to show signs of unhappiness from your condition, I would have begun to feel the compulsion to help you. Also, when I realized you were the man the Goddess Amara had shown me, I wanted to do everything I could to try and get you to take me away from Madam Bristol.”


  “Interesting, so it was just the Goddess then?”


  “Now, Eric, that’s much too easy. I got the feeling that you were kind, and I find you incredibly attractive. Had I resisted Madam Bristol, she probably would’ve commanded me to do it, and I wanted to enjoy the experience of my own free will.”


  “Well, thank you. It’s quite the compliment coming from such a beautiful woman. I want you to know, though, that I will never be putting any stipulations or commands on you that will require you to lie with me. Is that understood?” I said.


  “Yes, Eric. But does that mean that you do not want to be with me? I wouldn’t mind you putting those commands on me?” Sasha said with an air of disappointment entering her voice. Her blue eyes sparkled with longing as she gazed at me with a soft pleading wish for me to command her to see my needs serviced by her whenever I desired.


  “Not at all, Sasha. I very much enjoyed you and would be more than happy to do the same on many other occasions. In fact, I’m giving you an open-ended offer right now. At any point in time, if you feel you want to, you are more than welcome to approach me.”


  “Really, whenever I want to?”


  “Really, whenever you want to. Also, if I ever make an advance towards you and you do not feel the desire to reciprocate that advance, you are always allowed to say no. Is that understood? In fact, I’m making that a command. As it is my pleasure to have you when you are willing,” I said as I felt the command try and settle into the slave bond. A notification appeared.


  Slaves are not allowed to disobey their Masters and do not possess the free will to say no. Error… subject correct… within the slave compact of the Tagin Empire, the subtle indication of a Master is considered a command and cannot be disobeyed… dungeon Mana bound articles number 12-C; 8-6.


  “I can’t really ever imagine that being a problem Master Grayson, as well the system won’t allow that. But as you just heard, I used the formal address even though we were alone. That is because the use of a formal address is always permitted at any time the slave feels uncertain. So, I still do have limited free will. I just have to work within the slave-binding framework the Empire has set up.” Sasha said as she playfully bit her bottom lip. “But thank you, all the same, I’ve never even heard of a slave receiving such bonded freedoms as you have given me. I want you to know that any time you have a desire to have my body and use me, I am thoroughly exhilarated by the idea of you, Eric, using my body as you wish. The thought of you using me for your passions and emptying your lusts into me makes my womb burn with longing to feel you deep within my fuck holes,” Heat flushed over Sasha’s skin, and delicious hunger filled her eyes, the wetting of her lips clearly expressing just how much she was thinking of me taking her.


  There was another knock at the door, and Sasha moved to open it. A dining cart and two maids entered, and we all moved to the dining room. I sat at the head of the table, and Sasha sat to the left of me. The maids unloaded the plates of food and set everything up, even lighting a few candles.


  The second maid who had assisted with the setup left, but the same lilac-haired elf remained behind and stood in the corner holding the bottle of wine. It was slightly unsettling having her hovering behind me, but I could tell it was an expected job she was to perform, so I went along with it. 


  “I can’t say I have ever had chimera before. How about you, Sasha?” I said, taking my first bite. I don’t know what I was expecting, but a gush of mouthwatering spiciness was not it. Every fiber of the muscle was infused with a rich smoked habanero flavor. Not overwhelming, but deep, with a heat that built until beads of sweat fell from one’s forehead, but never painful.


  Sasha eyed the elf behind me quickly and said, “No, Master Grayson. When I was the young play companion of a noble family’s daughter, her father’s favorite dish was chimera stakes. They are quite costly, so I was never allowed to try any.”


  “Well, that’s a pity. Here, do you want to try some now?” I asked as I cut a piece and offered it to her, “It is quite spicy, so it may be too hot for you.”


  Sasha leaned over, sticking out her tongue, and removed the meat from the end of the fork. Her eyes widened as she chewed, and a deep red flush ran up her pale skin from the top of her chest all the way to her cheeks. A few beads of sweat collected on her neck, and the rosy flush evened out to tinge all of her skin. “That is quite good, my lord. It heats one up everywhere.” She said with a wiggle and squirm in her seat.


  She was definitely right. I kept on eating, and when I ate a bit of a weird-looking blue vegetable, a tingling wash of cold trickled over every one of my nerves. Like a shiver after getting out of a pool on a hot day, cold before warming up almost instantly again. I was beginning to realize the prices on the menu might not just be for show. Because this was turning into a truly tactile dining experience.


  “This is a very good meal, Master. I don’t think I have eaten anything like this since I was quite young. Thank you.” Sasha said as she became more comfortable with the setting, almost like she remembered long-forgotten skills.


  “Not a problem. You mentioned you used to be a play companion; how was that?” 


  “It was quite wonderful for a time. Most nobles, while they are young children, have slave play companions that stay with them all the time. Kitsune are some of the more favored for this as we are quite affectionate when young and protective. Most of the time, this bond lasts lifetimes, with the play partner serving for life. Sometimes such things are not to be though….” Sasha said, trailing off. I could tell there was a lot more there, but I did not want to press her. The pain in her eyes was evident. I was happy that she had shared this much with me. 


  Sasha and I continued to eat in partial silence. Exchanging amiable bits about the food and a few of her favorite things she had gotten to try. However, we stayed away from the topics of the past, letting the drastic changes of the day settle in for both of us.


  Soon enough, the meal was over, and Sasha was beaming with happiness. The elf collected the dishes, put them on the dining cart, and left. I made my way back into the sitting room, where I collected my bag and moved into the bedroom, Sasha following close behind.


  “Sasha, would you mind if I went through your pack and checked your belongings?” I asked.


  “Not at all, Eric; you can review everything of mine as you own all of it,” Sasha said with a playful chime in her voice.


  She quickly removed her backpack and began to lay the contents out on the bed. She had one extra pair of shoes and a few selections of outfits. She had a couple stockings that would come up to her thigh, and though they were nice enough looking, it appeared that they had been repaired several times. She had the pair of shorts she was wearing earlier, as well as another skirt and a pair of pants. She had a long night tunic and several tank tops, as well as a thick knitted sweater that was blue-and-white and would match the coloring of her hair perfectly.


  I noticed that she didn’t have any bras or brassieres to support her chest. She had several lacy panties in an assortment of colors, and though they were in good repair, they were definitely not new. As I went through the things, I could see a flush of embarrassment fill her cheeks.


  “I’m not trying to make you feel bad or embarrassed, but we are most definitely going to have to get you some new things tomorrow if you’re going to be adventuring with me. Also, I want you to learn these two abilities and absorb these skill books.” I said as I grabbed the two ability crystals and skill books I had gotten for her.


  Sasha’s eyes went wide in shock as I put the books and stones on the dresser next to where she was standing. “Master Grayson, this is too much. No Master would purchase such gifts for a slave. I don’t even… I can’t even… Why…?” Sasha began to stammer.


  “I have extraordinarily little care for what other Masters may or may not do. But as long as you are traveling with me, I intend to make sure you are well taken care of. Most of all, you most definitely have to be able to defend yourself and me.”


  Sasha hesitantly picked up the first ability stone, graceful Dodge, and eyed me in astonishment. “You really want me to learn all of these?”


  “Yes. Now, Sasha, don’t make me make it a command. I want you to learn graceful Dodge and precise strike. I noticed you had five ability points. When we get some more levels on you, you can level these up. Also, I got the skill books journeyman cooking, tailoring, short blades, and bows for you as well. You’re definitely going to need to know how to use weapons.”


  “Thank you, Master Grayson. I mean Eric.” Sasha said as she picked up the first ability stone and absorbed it.


  We spent the next half hour absorbing the ability crystals and skill books. 


  I learned the journeyman longsword skill book. Which embedded a deep understanding in my muscle memory of how to use longswords of varying types. I was already insanely powerful with my magical abilities, and pairing those powers with the sword would make me that much more useful in a fight and safe. I was not trying to end my run in this new world anytime soon. 


  Sasha was also able to learn the shadow spell and the air spell. Though they only appeared to be at level 1 when she learned them. 


  Sasha was definitely going to have to spend some time leveling the spells, but I hoped it would provide her with some versatility in combat. With the last of the skill books absorbed, the impromptu study session came to an end.


  The Master bedroom was only illuminated by soft orange light coming from the chandeliers overhead. I was tired from the day and removed my new shirt, tossing it over the back of a chair. I moved to the bed, sitting, and said, “I think it’s time for me to get some sleep, Sasha. See you in the morning?” I said the last as a question but knew that I would. There was a small doorway off from the main room that led to the servants’ room, just a cramped space with bunk beds stacked to the ceiling. Each bed contained a single pillow and a thin blanket.


  Sasha looked at me with a nervous expression on her face and asked, “Would it be all right if I slept with you, Eric?”


  “I would be absolutely delighted if you decided to sleep with me. Is sleep the only thing you want?”


  With a delighted grin and smile on her face, Sasha said, “I think we might be able to eventually get to sleep…” as she slipped her top off, tossing it to the floor.




  

    Chapter 13


    Daytime Shopping.


  


  The fifth morning dawned in this new world to Sasha's warm, naked body pressed up against mine. Her soft and fluffy tails covered my legs and chest. One of which was softly twitching under my chin. I felt the warm heat of Sasha's naked wet pussy against my thigh and her soft breasts pressed against me.


  The night had ended in the splendid light of having Sasha's warm wet tight throat work my cock to near completion before she had eagerly climbed up on top of me to straddle me. She slid my cock deep inside the clenching embrace of her sopping pussy. It was a short but vigorous exchange of Sasha grinding her hips in a circular motion as I thrust deeply in and out of her until both of us could no longer control the building's ecstasy. I once again, for the second time that day, released my seed deep inside of her as she passionately moaned, reaching her own climax.


  We had fallen asleep still deeply entwined as Sasha's breathing slowed to the rhythmic pace of sleep. It had been quite some time since I had had the pleasure of falling asleep in the warm embrace of a beautiful woman. It was as relaxing and peaceful as I remembered it.


  The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon, and the warm glow filled the room as I leaned my head down and began to kiss Sasha, bringing her to wakefulness.


  With a delicious purr, Sasha said, "Good morning, my Lord Master Grayson. Did you sleep well?"


  I gently turned onto my side and let my right-hand fall to cup her perfectly round ass. Squeezing it tightly, I pulled her into me, my hard morning erection already begging to dive back into the warm embrace of Sasha's pussy. "The best sleep I've had in years," I said as I began to gently thrust my hips. The tip of my cock gently probed at her clit and the glistening folds of her pussy, the wet juices letting my hard member slide up and down her hot, wet lips. It wasn't long until I found her wet and eager entrance. I thrust slowly inside of her, delighting in the sensation of her warm wet pussy accepting me once more.


  "Oh, Eric… Mmmmm… That feels so good." Sasha moaned as I rolled on top of her, and we eagerly kissed.


  "Sasha… This is… The absolute… Best… Way to wake up imaginable." I said, punctuating each word with a deep, slow, deliberate thrust of my cock.


  As I deliberately slid in and out of Sasha, she wrapped her legs around me, crossing them behind my back. Pulling me into her with every thrust. As our tongues engaged in an all-out lapping war and her breath began to stutter, I felt the walls of Sasha's pussy clasp around my cock. This quickly sent me over the edge, and as Sasha shuddered beneath me, I trembled as I released myself once again inside of her.


  After our impromptu morning excitement was over, we quickly began to get ready for the day. We summoned another maid and ordered breakfast. While we waited for breakfast to arrive, we availed ourselves of the shower and bath, each of us taking the time to luxuriously clean ourselves with the hot water and soaps provided in the room. Unlike the clean spell, taking an actual shower left you not only feeling clean but invigorated as well.


  As we dried ourselves with the towels provided and wrapped them around ourselves, breakfast arrived and was laid out at the dining room table. The maids did not stay to assist with breakfast, and Sasha and I quickly ate.


  "Today, there are a few more items that I need to get in order to prepare for our expedition to the capital. I'm on somewhat of a deadline from Amara. Once we are on my ship and sailing, I will explain further." I said.


  "This sounds like it could be fun, Eric. Would you like me to accompany you today, or shall I stay in the room?" Sasha asked.


  "I definitely would like you to accompany me. Also, feel free to inform me if I'm doing anything out of the ordinary for a Master; I'm trying not to raise too much suspicion."


  "I will keep that in mind, Eric, and I'll try to discreetly inform you if I see anything," Sasha said.


  We quickly ended breakfast and began to put her clothes on. I wore the same outfit as the day before as the clothes I had ordered had not arrived yet. Sasha put on a new outfit with flat black shoes, her nicest pair of white stockings that came up to her thigh, a light blue skirt that came to her knees, and a yellow tank top. Over which she wore the knitted blue sweater that was her only item of warm attire. The black leather collar with the silver bell still tinkled merrily around her throat.


  It was still early morning, but the sun had been up long enough to ensure that all the shops would be opening as we made our way out of the marina club. It was a pleasant surprise to find that the nobility stuck to the tradition of sleeping in late. This left the streets almost completely deserted, a stark contrast from the evening before.


  I made my way down the deserted Avenue with Sasha following closely, head bowed towards the ground. The first shop that I had on my list was a cartography store. The city pamphlet map was good enough for my current needs. However I definitely needed a better understanding of the Empire I found myself in.


  Having received the mapping skill previously from the pamphlet map, I was pleasantly surprised that when I made my first purchases of the day, maps from a cartography store, I was able to pull up a large world map from my status screen. In the store, I purchased a large map of the entire Empire, a basic map of the entire world, and a detailed map of the capital city along with the other major cities.


  35 gold coins later, I had a much greater understanding of the world and Empire I found myself in. I was unsure if I was going to be able to get to the capital in the thirty-one days I had left. 


  The continent that the Empire was presently located on was the largest in the world, though there were two others of almost similar size. The continent I was on had two massive continental lakes, though describing them more as oceans would be accurate, though they were still landlocked. The city of Laga'vast was halfway down the southern flowing river called the Descending Sun, which was a part of the Eastern Empire. This river flowed from the massive lake in the north of the continent to the massive lake in the south of the continent. On the western side of the southern lake was another river that flowed to the north; this river was called the Rising Sun. It flowed from the southern sea to the northern sea.


  With a few quick questions to the assistant of the cartography store, I was able to calculate that it would take me nearly 15 days of sailing to reach the capital. And that was of everything went according to plan. So, I figured twenty days to reach the capital, leaving me ten days to get prepared for the auction. That was cutting it close and left little time for adventuring. 


  Sasha stayed quiet throughout the entire exchange but had an eager look of excitement on her face when she realized that, in fact, we were going to be sailing all the way to the capital.


  After the cartography store, I decided to liquidate the gems that I had gathered dredging the bottom of the river as they did me no good right now. So, I made my way to Lady Shayla's enchanting jewelry. The storefront was beautiful and had open windows displaying intricate pieces of jewelry. The number of magical enchantments radiating from the store was impressive. 


  The shop was open for business, and Sasha and I went inside. Long rows of sparkling glass glittered with the splendor of the jewelry displayed beneath them. At the end of the room was a small counter where an older woman busied herself with a cash register. On the floor next to the woman were two black-haired elves. The elves were kneeling on the floor and were topless. Their nipples had been pierced with thick gold rings, and a golden chain hung between their breasts. From the chain attached between their breasts was another chain attached to each of their wrists. Making it apparent that if they fully extended their arms, the chain would tug on their nipples. The only other attire the elves wore was lacy black panties.


  "Good morning, my Lord. Welcome to my store, Shayla's enchanting jewelry. How may I be of service?" The woman, Shayla, said.


  Hiding my revulsion at the sight of the two elves who were clearly not there consensually. Though I suppose they had never known anything different, so brainwashed might be a more appropriate term, I spoke, "Good morning, lady Shayla, I am Lord Eric Grayson, I've just returned from a long prospecting venture, and I found myself with quite the collection of precious gems. I was hoping it would be possible for me to sell them to you?"


  A delighted smirk filled Shayla's face as she said, "Most certainly, Lord Grayson, I am always in the market for new precious gems. Taya, work the cash register as I take Lord Grayson into the back. Maia, assist any customers that might come in this early." Lady Shayla said pleasantly to me and then snapped commandingly at the two elves.


  Lady Shayla made her way to a door that was in the back of the store, and I followed her into a large office. Sasha waited in front with the other two elves as Shayla and I quickly got down to business.


  "What sort of gems have you come into possession of?" Lady Shayla asked.


  "I've been lucky enough to find myself with an extensive collection of diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds," I said as I reached into my bag and produced one of each of the indicated gems.


  It took some time, but with the assurances of Lady Shayla that she was going to be able to afford all of the gems I had, I pulled out the rest. Eight rubies, nine emeralds, twelve sapphires, and 120 diamonds. The stones were all raw but large, ranging from 15 to 25 carats; the color was rich and deep, with most of them being especially clear. This meant that the gems I had collected were worth a lot more than the metals. After careful analysis from lady Shayla, I was now 3.96 mithril coins (Mc) richer. Luckily, she talked while she calculated, so I figured out the denominations. 


  3.96 mithril coins, (Mc) = 396 platinum coins (Pc) = 3960 platinum pennies (Pp) = 396,000 gold coins (Gc) = 39,600,000 silver coins (Sc) = 3.96 billion copper coins (Cc).


  I figured for a major jewelry store such as Lady Shayla's, it was not an uncommon occurrence to have the opportunity to purchase such a large quantity of gems.


  Lady Shayla's demeanor was pleasant enough as we engaged in our business. Afterward, I found myself browsing her selection of enchanted jewelry, looking for anything that would be of particular value to Sasha or me.


  Two storage rings immediately caught my eye. The magical rings that, with the application of a small amount of mana, could store items within it. The rings were of exceptional quality and had a 100-foot (30.5m) cubic area in which to store items. It was also the first time I used my inspect ability.


  Item: Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve items. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bindable. Listed price: 2 platinum pennies.  


  I also purchased a small mithril inlaid Master-slave band. It had the ability to hold the contracts for multiple slaves. I tapped Sasha's copper slave band to the upgraded Master-slave band, and it was quickly absorbed. Her contract was now rooted inside of the new band.


  Item: Inlaid mithril Master-slave band: Exceptionally crafted. Bindable. May hold the contracts of 125 slaves. Slaves cannot be stolen or cross-subjugated. Enhances slave bond. Price: 96 platinum coins.


  Sasha and I exited the jewelry store after all of the money had been transferred with my bank ID card. I handed her the storage ring, and she looked extremely nervous as she took the ring and placed it on her finger. "You're sure you want me to use this?" she asked.


  "Yes, I'm quite sure, Sasha. The Goddess did tell me to take care of her followers, and I intend to do that. I want you to bond it to yourself as well." I said in a low voice, not that there were many people out and about this early in the morning still. 


  Sasha's eyes filled with tears as she drew a bead of blood from her finger and placed it on the ring. "Thank you…so…I know you don't know what this means…But thank you."


  "Wait, we didn't just get married or something, did we?" I asked suddenly. 


  "No…No, nothing like that. It's just slaves that have soul-bonded items are…rarely treated badly…Or sold for less than the item itself… It's a sort of guarantee. A promise of sorts that if you sold me or something happened to you, I would have the best chance to be taken care of."


  "Oh…Well shit… I'm really glad I got it for you now. Speaking of the obvious, what happens to you if I die?"


  "Well, if you had a legitimate free son, I would pass to him. If you had a legal will, then…yea that… If you didn't have either of those. I would be compelled to go to the nearest Administration office, and I would be auctioned off by the Empire."


  "Well, good, I'm glad I could give you some security."


  I knew that it was probably out of the ordinary, but I really wanted Sasha to be able to carry her own supplies. I took the money that I had just acquired along with the rest of the items in my bag and quickly stored them in the storage space along with the bag.


  It was midmorning now, and there was a slight amount of traffic beginning to pick up, but the main Avenue was still mostly deserted. I needed to get weapons and armor, especially for Sasha. The idea I had for her was a magical ranger, someone who relied more heavily on dodging and magic than brute force.


  It was at the store, the Imperial Forge of Sword and Shield, that I was able to find the next selection of items Sasha and I needed. The building was large, and there were many people working along the outside, behind some form of sound enchantment. Even though I saw hammers rising and falling on metal, I could not hear a single sound. The shop was to the right in an open forging area was to the left and wrapped around the back of the building.


  I was expecting to find a grizzled bear of a blacksmith inside the shop, but instead, I was greeted by the faces of three pretty Demi human women. They were eager enough to help us find the selections of armor and weapons I was looking for. I got a splendidly crafted set of black leather armor, A powerful short bow, two short, curved swords, and a selection of throwing knives for Sasha.


  For myself, I selected a pair of armored leather pants and leather armor boots. I also selected a heavy brown leather coat that had chain mail woven on the inside of it. The coat came all the way down to my ankles, and when buttoned and zipped up, it would cover my neck as well. The thing weighed close to 30 pounds, but because the links of the chain mail were made from some composite alloy of steel and titanium, it was overall lighter than it could've been. The selection of long swords they had was good, but I knew I could make better ones. But deciding it would be better to keep up appearances, I purchased an enchanted longsword with durability, clean, and sharpen enchantments on it. Made from the same high-quality steel and titanium alloy.


  Sasha was surprised that I was buying her weapons and armor, but she really shouldn't have been. If she was going to be adventuring with me, she was definitely going to need them.


  With Sasha and my armor and weapons purchased, I had Sasha store the items I intended for her in her spatial ring. It was a pleasant surprise to see that she was getting a less shocked look on her face every time I spent exorbitant amounts of money on her.


  It was now close to noon, and the Avenue was in full swing, with various nobles going about their business. It was still absolutely disconcerting to see the vulgar displays of flesh that the nobles presented through their slaves. I continually had to remind myself that there was nothing I could do about it right now, and the only thing I could do was cause a scene that more than likely would end in the slaves being punished harshly or my death or imprisonment. All I could do was mercilessly beat my modern senses of propriety with a club until they were sent flailing into some form of coma and continued onwards.


  If I wanted to change any of this, I had to follow Amara's instructions. I knew societal change on this massive scale would take a long time and a lot of work.


  The next store I intended to visit was one specifically designed for slaves. It was a place where clothing, accessories, and other items could be purchased for one's slaves. Due to the fact that most other clothing stores and other shops did not want their items adorning slaves.


  Laga'vast's branch of the Imperial Slave Outfit Emporium was a dazzling store, and my senses were momentarily overwhelmed as Sasha and I entered it. The large store was a combination of an upscale clothing boutique and an adult toy store. I now knew where all of the scantily clad attire I saw the slaves parading about came from.


  There were clothing racks filled with sheer dresses, camisoles, and other various types of lingerie. Lacey panties and stockings seem to be tucked into every corner and on every table of the store. It was a complete rainbow of color, and with almost anything I could imagine, I was going to be able to find in the store. Sasha's soft pale skin had a deep pink blush as we began to make our way through the store, and I could only imagine she was imagining herself in some of the outfits.


  There were multiple attendants wandering through the store, each in varying stages of undress. They busily tucked dresses back on the coat hangers and folded undergarments. What must've been a Dragonkin woman approached us? Her soft purple and pink scales lined her neck and down her arms and sensuously outlined the curves of her body and breasts. She wore a pair of gold sandals that wrapped around the outside of her bare flesh legs and up to her knee. From there, she was bare up to a miniskirt that barely fell low enough to hide her pussy from view.


  She had a pair of bright purple horns that curved from the top of her head, nestled on each side of the bright purple hair she had braided down her back. Her eyes had a soft pink glow, and she had a happy, bubbly demeanor about her. "Welcome to the slave emporium, my Lord. Is there anything I can assist you with today?"


  "I'm sure your assistance will be most valued; my name is Lord Grayson. Who might you be?"


  "My name is Vara. It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Grayson. Are you looking to purchase some items for your beautiful kitsune?" Vara asked.


  "Yes, I'm looking to find an entirely new selection for her."


  "Excellent, Lord Grayson; I'm sure we will be able to find something to make her twinkle even more," Vara said as she smiled, eyeing Sasha up and down.


  It quickly became apparent Sasha was in unfamiliar territory as Vara's eyes began to undress her. The deep pink flush on her face only grew deeper as the bare-breasted Dragon kin's mind began working behind her pink eyes. "Sasha, I am going to trust that you can pick out a suitable selection of garments for yourself. Vara, if you would be so kind as to assist my lovely Sasha?" I said, then indicated towards Vara.


  "Master Grayson?" Sasha said questioningly.


  I could tell by her tone that I had just done something out of the ordinary again. Most nobles probably picked out what their slaves wore and never gave them the option to choose. I quickly covered, "Yes, I am going to find another attendant and go upstairs to the more practical clothing selection. We don't have all day; pick anything you want. Price is no matter."


  Vara had an astonished look on her face as she said, "Wonderful, Lord Grayson. Let me just call over…Honey… Come here." 


  Another attendant walked over, presumably Honey. What was doubtlessly a wolf-kin girl came running over? She had soft golden-brown hair that was braided to the side of her face. Her ears perked and twitched on top of her head. She wore what I could best describe as a deep forest green bikini top and a pair of the same color short shorts. She walked lightly except for the soft tinkle of small silver bells around her ankles and wrists. The only thing that distinguished her from a kitsune was her tail, her single golden tail. It was lush and had a scraggly appearance to it, not unkempt, just wild. Whereas kitsune's tails tended to have a more uniform fluffiness.


  "Yes, Vara, what is it? My Lord." Honey said in a sweet, shy voice.


  "Honey, this is Lord Grayson; you will escort him upstairs and help him with his selection. I will help Sasha here with hers." 


  Honey, Vara, and Sasha all spoke briefly as I looked at a few soft blue sundresses idly. Then, with a polite bow, Honey lightly took my hand and guided me through the store, up a set of stairs, and onto the second floor. 


  This floor still had a dazzling array of colors, but the clothing that was displayed was of a much more utilitarian design. There were maid uniforms, heavy-cloth work attire, and cloaks. There were also a variety of tools for most professions. 


  Honey deftly guided me through the upper part of the store. While helping me select outfits for Sasha. I picked a selection of war clothes, cloaks, and, knowing that uniforms could be a sort of armor or disguise in their own right, two maid uniforms. In addition, a wide selection of cooking utensils, pots, and pans were also selected. In addition, a large case full of a variety of tailoring tools was added. 


  Honey took all the items and handed them off to another attendant, who whisked them away to the front, ready for me to pay for them. Although Honey spoke in a shy voice, she was not shy when it came to brushing her tail lightly against me and allowing her hands to gently fall on my arms and back.


  Her soft laughter and the gentle tinkle of her bells guided and entertained me throughout my time shopping. I knew that I had finished far earlier than Sasha had as I caught the sound of her and Vara's subdued laughter from the first floor. There were a few Masters and mistresses in the store now, browsing selections with their slaves close to their heels.


  "Is there anything I can do to entertain you while we wait for Vara and Sasha to finish, Master Grayson?" Honey asked coyly. The soft golden amber of her eyes sparkled.


  The shopping had been fun, but the general flirting of Honey as she lightly touched me had my blood beginning to heat. I really did want to take Honey up on her offer, but the fact that I knew she had perhaps been ordered to do such left a sourness on the thought.


  However, I knew it would be expected of any man found in my current position in this Empire to alleviate themselves of Honey's services.


  "Is there someplace I can go to sit while we wait?" I asked.


  "Most certainly, Master Grayson. Follow me." Honey said as she guided me toward a back corner of the store and through a selection of doors along the wall. Inside the smaller room we entered was a couch and lounge chair. 


  I sat in the chair, wanting to discourage Honey from feeling as though she had to sit next to me in order to entertain me. Honey sat lightly on the edge of the couch and leaned against the armrest. "If I may be so bold to say, Lord Grayson, you are not like the other Lords. It's wonderful how kind and polite you are to me."


  'This again.' I thought I suppose I was not doing as good a job blending in as I had thought. "Yes, I am different. I am glad you enjoyed it. Though I want to ask… and please, if it is rude, do not feel the need to answer. Have you been ordered to entertain customers?" I asked, emphasizing the sexual component of entertainment.


  "I would have to answer regardless. Yes, I have been, more accurately, to follow the commands of anyone who purchases as much as you have selected. However, I never offer to entertain customers; they must always ask."


  "I see, so the offer was of your own free will then?" I asked.


  "A slave does not have true free will, but it was offered from my own selfish desire. Would you be opposed if I tended to your needs?" Honey asked as she lightly slipped the straps of her top off, playfully biting her lip. 


  "Opposed, no. Not as long as you want to." I reiterated as I sat back further in the chair.


  "I most certainly desire this; I've never had the chance to feel anything like this before," Honey said as she let her top fall, exposing the soft golden tan of her body and the small erect nipples on her breasts. She stood and moved to my lap, sitting slowly, unsure if I was suddenly going to change into something cruel.


  Feeling Honey's hesitation, I gently wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close. As she settled onto my lap, our faces were inches apart. I softly nuzzled her nose with mine, letting our lips touch for just a second. Then as Honey became more confident, we kissed. Slowly, then faster and deeper. She tasted fantastic, like cinnamon and cloves. Spicy and sweet. 


  I moved my right hand up her stomach to her breasts, lightly caressing the nipples as I softly began to squeeze the grapefruit-sized delights. As we kissed, and my left-hand supported Honey against my chest, soft, "Mmmmm's," and "Ahhhhh's," escaped from around Honey's mouth as we kissed.


  By this point, I was rock hard as I felt Honey's firm ass methodically grind in circular motions on my cock. As the gyration continued, Honey pulled away from the kiss with a playful smile on her face. She gyrated a few more times for good measure before she slid from my lap. Getting on her knees in front of me, and she undid my belt before pulling my pants and boxers down around my ankles. 


  Her eyes were wide with hunger as she leaned over my engorged cock and licked it from the base on the underside all the way to the tip, where she circled the head of my cock with her tongue. She wrapped her wet mouth around the tip and began to expertly suck. Massaging the underside of my tip with her tongue. Drool leaked from around her mouth, and the warm liquid flowed down my cock where it met her eager hand as it stroked up and down.


  Her mouth and hand found a rhythm as the warm, sucking constriction of her mouth intensified. Her head bobbed down, and the full length of my thick erect cock plunged down her throat. Her eyes watered as she stared up at me. "Mmmmfmmmfmmm," sounds vibrated her throat. She pulled her head up only to dive back down on my cock, taking my twitching mass to the base.


  Eyes still watering, she pulled her mouth from my cock, leaving it a wet, drooling mess as she turned around. She undid the buttons of her shorts and bent over as she slid them to the floor. Her pink pussy was already wet and glistened softly in the light of the room. She swayed her hips back and forth before stepping from her shorts completely.


  Resting her hands on the arms of the chair, she lightly began to sit back down in my lap. When the tip of my cock was pressed ever so slightly on the opening to her wet pussy, she began to circle her hips once more. Her juices fell from her, lubricating my cock further as she slowly began to work the head of my dick into her. "Oh, that feels so good, Master."


  Each gyration sent hot waves of pleasure through me until she had taken me halfway down my length, each rotation of her hips inching my cock further into her tight little pussy. Sliding back up to the tip, Honey moaned as the tight walls of her pussy lessened and tightened around me. She went up and down a few times, hot juices flooding out of her. In only a few deft up and down movements, she sank fully onto my lap. Barely able to take the full length of my cock to the base. My tip pressed hard on the deep inner walls of her clenching channel.


  "Oh, Master Grayson, Mmmmm, your so fucking deep in my tight little pussy." Honey moaned as she arched her back and began circling my cock once more.


  The powerful grinding had my cock stirring every inch of her hot pussy. I reached my hand around her and slid my fingers between her legs. Finding the soft mound of her pearl, I pressed it firmly, rotating it with my finger. Honey did not last long after that as she gyrated, and I pumped back and forth deep inside of her. She stopped rotating her hips as she cried out, "Yessss. I'm cumming, I'm cumming, oh god, yes." I kept my pace pumping inside of her and circling her clit with my finger. 


  Her walls clenched so tightly that it was nearly painful. Nearly because my hard cock was beginning its own pulsing, filling more, becoming harder as I broke through the constriction of her pussy. Reaching deep inside her, I was relentless now. She came and kept Cumming as I pushed her onto her knees and held her from behind. Her head lulled to the side, and her mouth was gaping open as I continued to press her clit and was now in a better position to fully glide my cock in and out of her. 


  Her pussy begged for relief as her walls clamped violently, trying to capture my cock and keep it pinned. Left hand gripping Honey's chest in the front and right hand working her clit, I pounded in and out of her pussy. At some point, Vara and Sasha had come into the room and were now standing by the door, each clutching the other as their fingers dove in and out of the other's pussy. As I made eye contact with the open, wanton looks of desire on the girls' faces, I came.


  Lowering Honey's face to the floor, I slipped my left knee in between her legs and slid as deep as I could between them. My cock burned as I felt my tip press against the back of Honey's pussy. I released my hot waves of cum deep inside of her, her pussy still desperately trying to milk my cock. As my cum flooded the inside of Honeys-soaked pussy, the girl's eyes already rolled into the back of her head, tongue, and drool leaking from her mouth, incoherently moaning as her body began to spasm.


  "Ohhh, mmmm, fill me, fill me."


  I leaned over Honey's hip and rested my face on her on her back. My cock was still buried in her, and jolts of pleasure shot through me every time her pussy would convulse and tighten.


  I heard from somewhere far away Vara's and Sasha's voices, "Fucking hell, are they even still alive," "I don't know, they're breathing," "Vara will you lick my pussy? I'm so wet?" "Yea, let's lick each other at the same time; my pussy is so hot."


  It was a few minutes later when I scooped up Honey and sat back in the chair with her curled in my lap. She wasn't sleeping, but she was slightly whimpering and cuddling up to me. Sasha and Vara were on the couch, each between the other's legs, and they were just reaching their peak, rocking and pressing hard into each other's faces.


  "How are you doing, Honey?" I asked after Sasha and Vara's orgasm came to a close, and they lay limply in between each other's legs. 


  "Mmmmm, so good. I… I…I feel… Good." She said, still a little incoherently. 


  We all lounged in the room for a while, the scent of our combined sexes making a heady, intoxicating aroma. After Sasha and I wiped ourselves off and cast the clean spell on ourselves, we offered to do the same for the two attendants. Vara was thankful, but Honey said she would rather keep my seed in her and savor the smell for a while.


  As we got ready to leave the room, I asked, "Vara, Honey, will you two be ok?"


  "Why yes, Lord Grayson, Honey and I share a room and are treated quite well by our owner. We do an excellent job in the store for him." Vara answered.


  "Good," I said. I was not overly sentimental, but I did have some concern for the two demi-women.


  We made our way back downstairs to the counter that had all of the things I had selected for Sasha. The things she had selected for herself were neatly placed in brown carry bags. Vara and Honey helped write up the receipt, and I paid using the Bank ID card I had. Soon, Sasha and I found ourselves back out on the street, making our way back to the marina club in the warm afternoon sun.




  

    Chapter 14


    Small boat, Big Ship.


  


  The next morning, I found myself once again cuddling with Sasha as the sun crested the horizon. The afternoon and night had seen us eating and soaking in the large tub. We also spent the majority of the time preparing our belongings and sorting through them in order to get them ready for our travels.


  My clothes had arrived from Madam Bristol’s, and I had used the services of the marina club to order a wide selection of provisions for our journey to the capital. The fruits, vegetables, loaves of bread, and meats had all been stored in my ring, some of which I gave to Sasha as well to store.


  The last and most costly item the marina club had procured for me was a selection of mana crystals. I knew I had overpaid for them, but sometimes, the luxury of having stuff delivered can’t be overlooked. Home delivery can’t be beaten. Especially when you have more pleasant distractions to occupy yourself with than the hard cobblestone streets of a new city, like the soft curves of a beautiful kitsune girl. The mana crystals came in four sizes; small, medium, large, and extra-large. I had purchased three of the sizes. The small crystals cost 10 gold each, the mediums were a platinum penny, and the largest was 1 platinum. The delivery fee was substantial as well; best to leave that out. 


  The reason I could not just make or drag the mana crystals from the ground was quite simple. The only place one could get mana crystals was from inside of dungeons. No amount of mining from any of the races had uncovered any. Even when one was felt, as soon as mining began, it would disappear. So, to get my own mana stones, it was going to be diving into the dungeons for me or money. Lots and lots of money.


  Small mana crystal: Mana Capacity 200. Mana recharge rate: 0.14 per minute.


  Medium mana crystal: Mana Capacity 800. Mana recharge rate: 0.55 per minute.


  Large mana Crystal: Mana Capacity 2000. Mana recharge rate: 1.39 per minute.


  I ran my hand up the back of Sasha’s neck to her head, where I gripped her and pulled her closer. Snuggling in deeper alongside her warm body. Her tongue left her mouth, and she lightly licked my cheek and kissed it.


  Her body was fit, and her skin was silky soft. I could not help myself as I reached down to the soft fur of her tails. They lightly brushed against my hands as I enjoyed the feel of the fluffiness. I moved from stroking the tails to cupping her firm shapely ass.


  One of the side effects of the body stat that books failed to mention back on earth was how much stamina certain parts of life got. The natural healing effect of the world’s system treated the expulsion of fluids as an injury, obviously, such as blood, and I bet one could cry tears endlessly with the system’s help, refilling the tanks, so to speak. I had also very easily discovered that through my healing life magic, I could easily ensure I would be leaving no children behind in the city.


  I lay that way, cuddling with Sasha for another thirty minutes until her eyes opened slowly, and she said, “Good morning, Eric. Were you watching me sleep?”


  “I was, and it’s such a beautiful sight.” I smiled warmly down at the waking kitsune.


  “You’re too kind, Master,” Sasha said as her cheeks flushed. She loosened her hold on me and stretched deeply. Sending long courses of tensing muscles rippling through her body. With a loud yawn, she added, “Is it about time to get ready and head to your ship? I still have not seen it, and I’m really excited.”


  “You bet your pretty little ass it is,” I said as I gave her a playful swat on her butt.


  “Yeep.” Sasha started as she then chuckled, gliding down my body before kissing my abs lightly, before getting up and licking her lips, “Last one there is a rotten egg.” She said as she dashed off to the bathroom.


  When we had bathed and dressed, we made our way to the front counter to settle the bill for the room and marina. Sasha wore a light blue sundress and blue flats. Her eyes sparkled almost as brightly as her smile. I wore thicker wool pants, a pair of boat shoes, and a light white tunic. 


  The room and marina fee were 12 gold coins, with the food and services I had used brought the total to 18 gold coins. I pulled the coins from my storage ring, and the early morning assistant tucked them quickly into a drawer. “Pleasant travels, Lord Grayson. If you are ever back in the city, we are at your disposal.”


  After having taken care of the bill, both Sasha and I headed out down the docks. The sun had just crested the horizon, and the air had a slight chill to it. I walked to the boat slip that had been assigned to me. As I approached, I noticed Sasha was looking at the completely wrong vessel. My twenty-five-foot (7.6m) boat on the left was far less impressive next to the fifty (15m) or sixty-foot (18m) vessel on the right. Sasha stared at the larger boat and exclaimed, “Wow, it’s so big, Eric.”


  As she stood in front of me, I cleared my throat with a slight tang of embarrassment. “A hum, mine is this one,” I said, indicating mine on the left.


  Sasha’s face fell a little, then forcefully picked back up into a smile, “Oh… It’s so pretty… and looks nice.”


  “Thanks… it’s got some unique features I added when I made it.” I said dryly as I watched a blush come over Sasha.


  I smiled playfully at her for a few seconds until she said, “Ummm… permission to come aboard, captain? That’s what I’m supposed to ask, right?”


  “Yes, I suppose it is. Yes, you may come aboard, Sasha.” I waved my hand at the sailboat. Sasha lightly hopped into the back and stood watching me untie the boat from the dock cleats. 


  Once the boat was untied, I pulled the ropes back onto the boat, and with a flick of Magic, they coiled themselves neatly. I stepped into the back also and stood next to Sasha. I had spent some time this morning going over a few changes I wanted to make to the vessel to make it easier to handle.


  “I just have to make a few changes,” I said as I let my mana flow out of me. Sasha stared wide-eyed at me as I began to grow two handles near the right-hand seat by the tiller. It took only moments for two brass boat acceleration handles to take shape. Then, for the tricky part, I attached the right and left handles, respectively, to two air and water enchantments; I placed three-quarters of the way down the back of the boat on the left and right side.


  This had the effect of acting as twin engines would and would make the boat much easier to steer. In the center of the handles, under a covering, I placed a small mana crystal. With its current mana pool, it would propel the boat for just over three hours. I tied the mana crystal into the Enchantment for the propulsion and to what I like to think of as the autopilot. Luckily, making such an Enchantment was easy for me, as I already had a working knowledge of how the propulsion should work.


  Enchantment created: Hydrostatic Propulsion: This Enchantment allows for the use of water to provide high torque thrust when the enchantment location is underwater. Mana cost: 1 mana per minute.  


  “Did you just… I don’t even… I didn’t know… Magic.” Sasha said as a terrified tenor filled her voice, and she sank to her knees, pressing her head to the floor. “Forgive me, exalted Master mage… I did not know…I never…” she trailed off as the quiver in her voice sent chills down my spine. What the hell had come over her this time.


  “Sasha, what the fuck are you doing? You’re freaking me out.” I asked, dumbfounded. 


  All she did was stay hunched over on the deck, muttering over and over, “Please… please… please…” The terror in her voice was so palpable I felt sick to my stomach.


  I looked around, making sure no one was looking at us. Luckily, the marina was empty except for some guards off in the distance. I knew we should get out of here. So, I sat in the seat and gently used the new force engine enchantments to back us out of the slip and take us toward the river. As the boat cleared the marina wall and glided back out into the river, I set the enchantments to off, sat up, and leaned over to start stroking Sasha’s back.


  “Sasha, will you sit up for me? Nothing’s changed. I’m still the same. Will you explain why you’re so scared?” I said in my most calming voice. The lazy rocking of the boat was gentle as the tiller began a slow path downstream, guiding us into the center of the river.


  She didn’t move for long seconds, but finally, she managed in a small voice, “Yes, your most excellence. You are… you are a… I did not know you were of the exalted nobility.”


  “Sasha, I want you to sit up and take a seat across from me. Calm your mind and explain.” I said as I felt the Magic of the bond take hold and force her to do as I commanded. It made me sick to feel the terror coming from her through the bond, but I had to put her at ease, so I could figure out what was freaking her out so much. This beautiful girl should never know such fear.


  She sat up almost instantly and sat across from me. Her head was still downcast as she began to explain, “Most people have some magic, like myself, and we can learn a few spells. But… but true magi have the ability to manipulate mana. They go to a school in the capital, and upon enrollment, they are given the title of exalted lord; upon completion of their training, they are given the title of exalted baron at a minimum. They outrank anyone at their same level within the nobility.” She took in a long shuddering breath, the Magic of the bond forcing her to remain calm and explain.


  She continued, “True magi are powerful and are the backbone of the Empire. Every slave knows being in the service of a magus is a great and terrible privilege. Slaves know we are nothing more than fodder for their spells. And it is expected that horrors are to be worked upon our flesh.” She finished.


  “I understand, Sasha,” I said as I moved to my knees and wrapped her in my arms. “I guess I had better explain some things to you then,” I said.


  As she sat in my arms trembling, I began to tell her what had happened to me over the past few days. How I had been given a quest of sorts by the Goddess Amara. Of my world and how I viewed slavery as an abomination. As I spoke to her, she began to calm down until she was slightly back to normal.


  “So, you really aren’t a noble? And you’re not from this planet? And you took me on because I follow Amara, truly?” she asked as her courage began to build back up.


  “In truth, no, I am not a noble on this planet, and yes, I am from another planet in another universe, most likely. As for why I took you on, you asked, and Madam Bristol did not seem to be a kind mistress, and I saw your brand.” I said.


  “No, she was not. So, are you going to use me for magics?” Sasha asked with a tremble still in her voice.


  “Never. I have had a great deal of fun with you and truly find myself lucky that you desired to be with me.” I said as I lightly rubbed her back and around her fox ears. I had spent the better part of an hour now calming Sasha down and getting her to return to some semblance of normalcy.


  She did not truly believe me, but through the slave bond, she could tell I was telling the truth. One of the few things the bond allowed a slave to intuit. 


  I just held her for a time, allowing for the rest of her anxiety and fear to bleed away. “Now that we have that out of the way, beautiful. Why don’t you take a moment to go down below and explore the rest of my ship? I have to get the sails up and make a few more adjustments.”


  “Oh…Okay. I think I can do that. Thank you, Eric.” Sasha said with deliberate determination in her voice. Then she got up to go and explore the interior and kissed me as she headed below. It was at first more to put her at ease than anything else, but after a few seconds, the kiss deepened, and I felt the remaining fear begin to leave her.


  As Sasha went below deck, I turned my attention to a few more of the enchantments I wanted to work into my sailboat. I focused on the tiller and the Enchantment that I placed on it. I expanded its navigation ability, upgrading it without changing the base enchantment. Now, it would scan three or 400 yards ahead of the boat and determine the depth of the water. It would also scan for any obstructions or obstacles that were in the path of the vessel.


  I heard Sasha’s excited giggles coming from down below and was happy to note that there was no tension coming through the slave bond. I raised the sails of the boat, and the wind that blew to the south quickly picked up the speed of the vessel.


  I would not say that I wasn’t bothered by how Sasha reacted to seeing the size of my vessel. It was, however, concerning, seeing as I was going to be trying to pass myself off as a noble. And if Sasha, by all accounts of this world, a common slave expected more from me than anyone in a position of power would expect a lot more.


  The sun was about halfway to noon when Sasha emerged from below the deck and walked around the entire outside of the vessel until she sat back on the other side of the tiller.


  The day was warm, and Sasha looked far more relaxed as she turned to me and asked, “Eric, how was the boat steering itself?”


  I chuckled softly as I said, “Magic, of course. In reality, what it’s doing is sensing where we are along the river and keeping us in the middle. It’s also looking out in front of us to see if there’s anything in the way and how deep the river is and guiding the boat accordingly.”


  “Wow. That seems like it’s a very powerful enchantment. How are you able to do so much? If it’s not too impolite of me to ask?”


  “Sasha, I want you to remember that when we are alone, I’m just Eric. And I really do not view you as a slave but as an equal. Is that understood? I know when we are in public, people might overhear us, and I’ll have to act differently, but I truly do not enjoy it.”


  “I know you might not like it, but it’s all I’ve known. And I enjoy you being my Master, and it makes me feel good and protected and worth a whole mountain of gemstones when I feel like I’m being a good slave for you. Your good girl.”


  “I understand, but as you’ve even said, it’s all you know. If it’s something you genuinely enjoy after you’ve had a chance to be normal around me, then I will continue. Until then, I want you to just be normal and do whatever you want. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, I do. But even when you tell me to be normal and do whatever I want, it is still a command, so I don’t see what your problem is with it?” Sasha said as she shook her head with a bemused smirk on her face.


  “Well, I suppose you’re right, but still, just as you’re going to have to get used to being around me, I am still trying to get used to being in this world. The fact that you have four beautiful tails and fox ears is still something I’m trying to come to grips with. In my world, all of this was just fantasy. Seeing all of this in vivid reality is still a little jarring for me.” I said as I took in the sight of the beautiful white-haired kitsune sitting across from me.


  “Well, I suppose we’re just going to have to practice then. I can’t believe how lucky I am.”


  “Yeah, about that. I know you showed me your statistic sheet, but I was wondering if I was able to show you mine?”


  Sasha’s face got that dumbfounded expression again as she said, “You would show me your statistic sheet. Well, I suppose it’s okay, but really, you should never offer to show anyone your statistic sheet; that’s something only slaves do. And if a guard asks or anyone else, only show them a partial one.”


  “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind, Sasha. Here, take a look,” I said as I focused on my statistic sheet. I was able to quickly grasp how I could change the display to show only what I wanted. I made a flicking gesture toward Sasha, and she appeared to be reading something in midair. ‘I can’t see it either. Good to know.’ I thought.


  I watched as Sasha looked over my sheet and her eyes went wide, and shock overtook her. She looked at me pale-faced and smiled nervously. “What is it now?” I asked playfully.


  She gulped, “Your…your affinity is so high. I never… it should not be possible.”


  “Yeah. I figured they were high.”


  “No. High would be forty percent. Insanely high would be sixty-five percent. One hundred percent, that’s unheard of.” Sasha said as another ghostly smile crossed her face, fear and awe waring with the chill vibes I had been giving her.


  “Really?” I questioned.


  “Yes. To get into the magi academy, you need at least ten percent in one affinity. Even the mages of the ninth legion, the heroes of the army, don’t have affinities this high. I bet the shadow guard of the ninth isn’t even this high. And they’re the heroes of heroes. They have songs sung about them in taverns. They kill dragons and great beasts, giants and….” Sasha trailed off, throwing her hands in the air with a shrug.


  “Well, good. I wanted all the advantage I could get,” I said, smiling.


  “The exalted magi, powerful and bold, in shadow the fate of the Empire they hold. Onward march the ninth, through dungeons deep and old, onward march the ninth, over plains and mountain tall, onward march the ninth, the legions fist of power they hold.” Sasha said in a sing-song voice.


  “Hum.”


  “Well, don’t ever show anyone this if you can help it. I doubt the emperor even has affinities this high.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  We rode in silence for a long time. Sasha would look over at me, study me, and then face the front quickly. Back and forth she went, mulling something over in her mind.


  Finally, she got up and said, “I’m going to go and try and make some lunch. Want me to make you something?”


  “Thanks, Sasha,” I said as I beckoned her to come to me. I pulled her down onto my lap and lightly kissed her again. Her face flushed deeper, and she softly giggled, nuzzling my neck before heading down below.


  She came back up later with sandwiches and a bottle of light white wine we drank, passing the bottle back and forth.


  It was clear that she was still nervous. But as we ate and drank, she seemed to settle more into herself. The warm, happy energy that she had so easily exuded began to come back; she was obviously coping with the changes much more easily than I was.


  “Hey Sasha, I can’t help but notice your face when you saw the size of my sailboat. Is there something wrong with it?”


  “I’m sorry about that, Eric. It’s just that you spent so much money back in Laga’vast. I was kind of expecting you to have some great galleon river ship. Now that I think about it, the fact that you didn’t have any servants should have tipped me off.”


  “Well, I’ve been thinking since we’re headed to the capital of the Empire, what would normally be expected of a noble?”


  “About that. I don’t know if you should try and pass yourself off in the capital. You will more than likely be questioned by the guards and Royal inquisitors. And I can see from your statistic sheet you do not have any noble ranking. Laga’vast is a major frontier city, and if you had spent more time in the city, I’m sure you would’ve been questioned about your nobility. In the capital, though, I’ve heard they take that really seriously. I would suggest that, at most, trying to pass yourself off as a rich merchant.”


  “I was afraid of something like this. You mentioned that people who enter the mage Academy receive a title and entry into the peerage of the nobility. Do you know of any other ways?”


  “There are only three ways I know about. The first, of course, is the mage Academy. The second is if you do really well in the legions, but I don’t know what all that entails. The third is if you survive fifty battles in the combat arena.” Sasha said.


  “Looks like I’m just going to have to decide on the way to get my nobility title. How big of a ship do you think I should have?” I said as I pondered the possible courses of action.


  “Maybe double the size of the ship. I don’t really know, but rich people usually always have large ships.”


  I pondered what Sasha had said for a while and began to design the ship I wanted to build in my head. It was well past midday when I found an appropriate-sized river Inlet that I could sail up. Taking down the sails and using the enchanted force engines I had created, I guided the ship up a smaller river.


  “Where are we going, Eric?” Sasha asked.


  “Oh, it’s a bit of a surprise. That looks like the perfect spot.” I said as I found a shallower part of the river that I was going to be able to begin my construction on.


  When the sailboat was in position, I stood up and linked my mana to the ship. The entire thing was constructed out of oak except for the stays. Normally willow would’ve been a horrible wood to choose. The fact I could basically keep the wood alive with my mana added an amazing amount of flexibility and strength.


  I let my mana seep into the boat; it began to flow and connect to every part of the vessel. I flexed my will and cast the plant manipulation spells I knew. Roots of the two types of trees immediately shot out from the bottom of the boat and dug deeply into the mud. They fanned out in all directions and began to soak up water and nutrients from the soil at an alarming rate. Breaking all rules of cellular thermogenesis.


  Sasha sat in the back of the boat transfixed as the entire vessel began to quiver and undulate gently. It took nearly 2 hours, but I finally grew the vessel that I had envisioned. It was 65 feet (20m) long and rose 6.5 feet (2m) above the water. Wood railings lined the deck, and the mast was now easily 70 feet tall. 


  Everything was essentially the same except much larger. I doubled the size of the rudders and added an additional one, connecting them inside the vessel with stainless steel gears. The back of the boat had expanded greatly. On the left-hand side, as you exited the inside of the ship, was a captain’s chair and pilots’ station that sat on a small raised platform. This ensured that one could see over the front of the boat if one wanted to steer the ship.


  The inside of the boat had a massive dining table, booths as well as benches for lounging. In the back, I made a captain’s quarters with its own private bath. The galley had tripled in size and could now easily accommodate multiple people. In the front two-thirds of the boat, I created cabins with bunk beds that could easily accommodate 12 to 14 additional crew members. I had formed large windows around the dining and sitting area, and it filled them in with double panes of thick crystal glass. It was quite a modern-looking sailboat, and with the added touches of Magic, I was going to make it as spectacular as possible.


  As the vessel grew itself, I wove durability and strength enchantments along with repair enchantments into and along the very fibers of the wood themselves. I continued to add the silver and brass embellishments wherever I saw fit along the vessel. The bathrooms got faucets that would summon water, along with showers and toilets. I added soft, flickering orange mage lights embedded inside of diamonds that sat within brass wall sconces. The entire thing began to become a work of art, and as I worked, Sasha watched on in slack-jawed amazement.


  By the time I was done with everything, the sun was beginning to touch the far horizon. I had the roots slowly undulate and move us to the deeper part of the estuary before I had them sever themselves from the ship. The sailboat slowly began to turn in the river as the autopilot I had created took over and pointed us downstream to the much larger river.


  Ensuring that we were on the correct course, I sat back down along one of the benches next to Sasha and said, “Well, the only problem I have with this larger vessel is I don’t know if I purchased enough sail material back in Laga’vast to make sails for this monstrosity?”


  “I… I didn’t know this was possible. I can’t believe I just saw that. You just… I mean… You just made it grow… From nothing.” Sasha said, completely dumbfounded as we floated down the river.


  “I’ll just put your mind at ease. I didn’t grow it from nothing. I used plant magic to send roots to the bottom of the river and just accelerated the natural growth and guided it. Still impressive, but not formed from nothing.”


  “Might as well be,” Sasha said as she rolled onto her side to adjust her blue-tipped foxtails.


  “So, what do you think now? Big enough,” I said, emphasizing the big enough part.


  “Yeah, I would definitely say it’s big enough now. Eric, I hope you know that there is probably not a mage alive on the planet that could do what you just did.” Sasha said as her blue eyes gazed at me, and she bit the bottom of her lip, looking at me with longing.


  “For a slave that was working in a tailor shop, you seem very informed?”


  “My story is a long one, and there are not many happy parts to it. I can tell you that when I was younger, a little girl, I was owned by a noble girl who was just a year older than me. I stayed with her for five years, and that’s where I learned most of this information; from her family and the other slaves of the household. The rest of that story….” Sasha said as she began to trail off.


  “It’s okay, Sasha. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. But if you ever feel like you need to, I’ve always got an open ear.”


  “Thank you, Eric. You will never know how much your small kindnesses mean to me.” 




  

    Chapter 15


    River Lunch.


  


  It was four days of smooth sailing. Sasha and I had taken the extra sailcloth I had purchased and had made a jib sail and gennaker sail. The triangle sail on the bow and the big billowy sail on the front. We stitched together the cloth from the two previous sails and used some of the remaining bolts to finish the mainsail. Once I used the inspect ability on the cloth, I was loath to use it like a sail, but I had already done so, so I might as well have one sail on the Ever Grove made from the rare material.


  Cloud wool cloth: Quality: Well made. Scarcity level: Rare. Made from the wool of the Theera, this material has the magical property of reducing weight by 80 percent. It is also extremely soft.


  Cloud wool sail: Quality: Well made. Scarcity level: Extremely uncommon. This sail has been made of cloud wool. When flown by a ship, the weight of the ship is reduced by eighty percent while keeping the same mass.  


  Sasha was once again amazed at the fact I had enough of the extremely rare cloth to make a full Maine sail and even more left over. She explained to me throughout the process that the material was some of the most sought-after fabric, and she could not even price how much of it we had just used. The Theera was hard to catch, and once one was killed, the magical properties of the wool began to fade.


  I found myself quite surprised at how little trouble we found making our way down the river. We would pass fishing vessels, trading barges, galleons, and pleasure barges as we continued our voyage toward the capital. At least once a day, we would pass ships that were clearly full of guards. They had splendid color sails in black and red, the color of the Empire. Every time we passed one of the guard’s ships, we were able to see rugged-looking men, both human and Demi-human, going about tasks on the deck of their ships.


  “Sasha, do you see that up ahead?” I asked as we came around a bend in the river to a long, straight stretch.


  “What was that, Eric?” Sasha said as she stood and looked out to the front of the boat. “Is that… I think that’s… Yes, that looks like two of the giant river Unagi attacking a guard vessel.”


  “Well shit, I suppose we should go see if we can help them.”


  “Seriously, Eric, that’s the guard, the imperial guard. It is their job to deal with this stuff on the rivers.”


  “We’re going that way anyway, and we’ll just get close enough to see if they need help. If not, will steer clear of the entire mess.”


  “I guess we can do that. I suggest we put our armor on, though.”


  “Good idea. It’s never a bad idea to be careful.” I said as we both got up and went below decks to equip our armor. Though my steel mesh onesie was strong armor, it was not as strong as the professionally crafted items I had gotten. Donning the armor, I strapped the sword I had purchased to my waist in order to keep up appearances. 


  Feather steel Chainmail leather armor set: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Well-made medium armor. Leather with chainmail, this armor provides excellent protection from slashing. 


  Feather steel long sword. Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. An enchanted long sword made from feather steel. This sword possesses the three most common enchantments: durability, clean, and sharpen.  


  Sasha went into the Captain’s quarter and quickly came back out in the full leather armor I had purchased for her. She also had a short bow and a quiver of arrows strapped to her hip. The short bow had an amazing piece of enchantment on it that, with only a little trickle of mana from the archer, the draw weight of the bow was reduced, but the power was increased. I had looked at it a few times, trying to figure out how it worked, but couldn’t, and was still mulling over in my own head how I could make the same kind of enchantment.


  I had noticed with the enchantments and magic I was able to use if there was a disconnect between what should be and what could be, I had a bit of trouble parsing out how to get the magic to work.


  Midnight leather armor: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. Quality leather armor is treated in the tanning process with shadow veil oil dying the leather completely black all the way through. The leather can be used as a source of shadows for shadow magic.


  Enchanted Short bow: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. Short bow with the improved distance enchantment.


  Short swords: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Sturdy curved steel short swords.


  Throwing knives: quality: Well made. Scarcity level: common. Steel throwing knives.


  We made our way back to the deck, and I sat down in the Captain’s chair. The halyard lines were within easy reach from there; rolling up the jib and lowering the mainsail took only a few seconds. As I did this, I gently pushed the engine controls forward to one-half of full.


  We approached the battle at about the same speed we had been sailing at, but I had far more control of the vessel under the power of the engines. The giant Unagi was clinging against the sides of the large guard ship. It looked as if they had attached themselves to either side of the vessel. The guards were trying to shoot scorpion ballista from the front of the ship at the eels, and archers were taking shots as well. The heads of the beasts would dart out across the deck. The poor souls who were not fast enough to get out of the way found themselves with gouged chunks bitten out of them. 


  It was apparent as we got closer that the guards were not doing well in their fight against the giant Unagi. I brought the vessel alongside one of the eels just outside of its flailing range and set the engine to keep us in place.


  “Okay, Sasha, what I want you to do is start firing arrow after arrow at it. If it starts to target us or do anything weird, I’m going to kill it. But I want you to try to get as much experience from this as possible.” I said as I politely indicated with my hand to the giant thrashing beast.


  Sasha gulped and nodded; she drew an arrow and knocked it. She let the arrow fly, and it became almost immediately apparent her arrows were going to have far more of an impact than any of the guards. I saw the shaft sink deeply into the back of the giant eel. “Okay, Eric, I don’t know if I like this, but I’m going to give it a try.”


  Sasha began to fire arrow after arrow, and I used the analyze ability on the beast. 


  Gymnothorax. Unagi, Beast. Level 35. Weaknesses: unknown. Health 85 percent. Potential Experience gains: forty thousand. Zero of forty thousand gained. Guard 1 100xp, guard two 55xp…etc. Sasha XP 3565. 


  Holy cow, that’s a lot of information; weaknesses were unknown, but even the amount of experience it gives overall and how much each of these individuals is gaining. Its health is going down far too slowly, I thought to myself as I watched the giant eel rip the front mast off of the boat it was attacking. Time to end this.


  I put my left hand on Sasha’s shoulder and indicated for her to stop firing. In my right hand, I focused and activated the spell fire whip.  I envisioned the whip of fire flicking out at massive speeds to lash across the back of the beast, the flame I envisioned burning white-hot and not the much colder red flame. The three hundred feet to the Unagi took 30 mana instantly. The Unagi let out a roar of pain that sounded like a high-pitched, garbled squeal as the white molten hot lash of the flame whip ripped its flesh. With another light flick of my wrist, I sent the whip-cracking at the speed of sound to wrap around the creature’s neck. With a tug, the whip constricted and decapitated one of the Unagi. The time it took was eight seconds, and the total spell cost me 280 mana. As my flame whip dissipated, I staggered for a second. This was the first time I had used so much mana, and it sent me to my knees.


  Congratulations, you have gained seventeen thousand experience The soft voice informed me in the back of my mind.


  With a loud gulping sound, I turned to look at Sasha’s eyes were wide, and her mouth was hanging open. “By Sippsie’s asshole, what was that.” Sasha stuttered out.


  “Well, that is a fire whip….” I trailed off as I checked my individual analysis sheet, smirking triumphantly.


  She helped me get to my feet and back into the Captain’s chair. With one of the beasts dead, the guards were able to deal with the second creature in another few seconds. By the time I had steered the ship around the other side of the guard vessel and my mana had recharged, the second Unagi was dead. 


  As we came around the side, I saw what was clearly an officer standing on the deck, and I waved to him. I indicated the giant eel and then myself, and I saw him politely bowed at the waist, indicating his thanks for our assistance.


  All told I was quite impressed with this overpowered thing. Though life and death struggles have their own merit and give a certain flavor and spice to life, it’s, on occasion, absolutely wonderful to just utterly and completely dominate a field of battle. I was pretty sure this overpowered ability was the only way I was truly going to be able to cope with this world and was, in some way, maintaining my sanity.


  I noticed that as soon as the monster was dead, the guards had switched out the bolts on the scorpions on the front of their ships and had attached harpoons. And in quick succession, they had fired half a dozen harpoons into the body and head of the giant eel so they could keep them from sinking beneath the water.


  I guided the boat closer and into speaking distance with the officer I could see on a deck. Putting the ship in an idol next to the other vessel, I heard the officer speak, “Good day, most Exalted Lord, my name is Captain Trim’a’ford. I most sincerely and gratefully thank you for your assistance this day. I do not know how many of us would have survived this beast encounter, as we are a quick patrol and do not carry any exalted mages aboard.”


  “It is excellent to meet you, Captain Trim’a’ford; your respect and gratitude are most certainly noted,” I said in my most ostentatious affectation of noble soliloquy.


  “May I have your name, my Lord.”


  “I am exalted lord Eric Grayson.” Using the moniker exalted that seemed to accompany anyone who used magic.


  “Very well exalted lord Grayson, will you be desiring any of the body of the giant Unagi today? Quite strange to find an Alpha and matron breeding pair in the river?” the Captain said, trailing off as a side note sounded more meant for his logs than to inform me.


  I turned to Sasha and asked, “Do you know any recipes for unagi?”


  “I think I can whip something up, Master Grayson, and it would be a delight to prepare it for you,” Sasha said for the benefit of the Captain on deck.


  With the pleasantries exchanged and my requirement only being a half-dozen finely cut unagi steaks, I set the engines to three-quarters and began to make our way back down the river once more.


  Now, it was time to discuss with Sasha how we should proceed with leveling. I knew from experience the massive amount of levels she had just received would probably kill her if she allocated all of her points at once.


  As the unagi steaks sizzled on the stove in the galley and I sat at the bar watching the beautiful kitsune work, I asked, “So how many levels did you just get. With Inspect, I was able to see that you got close to 8000 experience.”


  “Well, that’s why I am so happy right now. I’m level twenty-one and have a thousand points left to level again.” She said with an almost orgasmic smile on her face.


  “That’s excellent.”


  “And you’re really not going to kill me to reset my level?” she said confidently, but more to put her mind at peace.


  “Never, fuck no. I want you strong if you’re going to travel with me. But I do have to warn you, don’t use all of your attribute points at once. I tried doing that, and it almost killed me.”


  “You tried to do a power leveling. Almost no one ever lives through that. That’s like one of the first things taught to young children when they start leveling, only distribute one or two points every hour or two, and if you are tired or hungry, stop.”


  “I should’ve realized that a native of this world would most definitely have already known that,” I said.


  Sasha’s soft chuckling filled the galley as she shook her head at me and continued to cook the eel. She reached into one of the chests that I had built along the counter, pulling out spices and other ingredients, and skillfully began to make a delicious-looking second lunch.


  With Sasha’s and my current massive level increase, we had a host of attribute points, skill points, and spell points we could distribute. As we ate the wonderfully prepared eel, we discussed the best ways in which to level.


  “If you focus more on long-range, I think that might be what you’re best at. You have taken quite nicely to the bow, and I suspect your short swords are coming along nicely also.”


  “Yes, I did find the bow a more comforting weapon. I don’t think I will ever like being in close during a fight.” Sasha said, taking another bite.


  “Do you know what the average levels are within the empire?”


  “Not really. I know most slaves stay below level ten, except for those in the military or special roles. After level thirty, though, I know it’s much harder to level. To get to the level of the eels we fought, one would have to kill like twenty of them. So, it’s best to decide now what you want to focus on.”


  “I had guessed as much; well, my magic is super powerful. But that leaves me with the option of making it more powerful, or do I focus on physical attacks and just slightly increase my magical ability.” I said, sipping some wine.


  “I don’t really know, Master Grayson. I think it might be a good idea to wait. I’m sure we can find out more information in the capital or in Eastern Dusk City. I wanted to tell you anyway; I think you need to get more slaves before we get to the capital. It would be very weird for you to not have a retinue when you arrive. It would look poorly on you.” Sasha said, adding a bit of formality to her words, so I knew she was talking more about appearances than anything else. 


  “I was wondering that myself. Do you know of a good place to purchase more? We are passing a lot of towns along the river.” In fact, I had noticed that along the river, there were great lengths that seemed to be uninhabited, but wherever there were people, there were towns or small cities, which all had walls. I never saw anything I would consider an unguarded or unwalled village.


  “None of these small places will have a large slave trade area. I think Eastern Dusk City is our best option.”


  “Why is it called Eastern Dusk City?” I asked.


  “Well, because it’s on the sunset river and it’s at the bottom, where the sunsets. So, dusk.” Sasha said as if it made perfect sense.


  I pulled out the empire map I had acquired and found Eastern Dusk City on it. It was a large port city as all those along the river were. This one was situated at the end of the Sunset River, where the mile-wide river joined the massive southern sea. I began measuring the distance and found that from the city of Laga’vast to Eastern Dusk City was close to the same distance as Eastern Dusk was to the capital. It would take us another four days of travel along the river to reach the port city. From there to the capital, it would be an additional nine days of travel, plus or minus a day. 


  Individual Statistical Analyses 


  Name: Sasha Whitetail, slave.


  Race: Kitsune


  Level: Level 21, experience to next level, 1085/2000.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana Capacity: 150


  Mana regeneration: 1.16 mana per minute. 


  Attributes: 4 per level. 64/64


  Strength: 10.


  Body: 15.


  Speed: 15.


  Dexterity: 15.


  Mana capacity: 15.


  Mana regeneration:10.


  Charisma: 10.


  Affinities:


  Mana manipulation: 6 percent.


  Earth: 1 percent.


  Fire: 3 percent


  Air: 15 percent.


  Water: 10 percent.


  Life: 3 percent


  Death: 1 percent.


  Light: 1 percent.


  Shadow: 15 percent.


  Space-time: 1 percent.


  Summoning: 1 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 21/21


  Graceful dodge: 1 out of 10. Passive. Increase balance, dodge chance, area awareness, and all movement actions.Precise strike: 1 out of 10. Passive. Accuracy of any weapon strike, throw, or shot is increased. Hand-eye targeting improved.


  Skills: 1 per level. 18/21


  Tailoring: Journeymen. Create clothing, armor, and useful items from cloth. Items have improved durability and become less dirty. Work speed is enhanced. One can create a mana needle. 


  Cooking: Journeymen. Understand the fundamentals of cooking enough to improvise meals. The flavor palate is balanced. Mana is automatically used to enhance food both for effect and flavor. Can create mana kitchen cooking utensils of varying sizes.


  Short blades: Journeymen. The fundamentals of short blades are understood. Fighting styles of various blades condensed. Movements have only a slight waist to them. A small amount of mana is naturally infused in the blade to improve strength and sharpness.


  Bow Accuracy: Journeymen. Flight speed, angles, and wind speed are all better understood to improve accuracy. Hand in more stable and eyes better focused. A small amount of mana is automatically infused with a bow and bowstring to improve tension and spring recoil. 


  Spells: 1 per level. 16/21 


  Earth:


  Clean: Base cost: 10 mana per square foot. Level 5.


  Fire:


  Flame: Base cost: 9.7 initial mana cast, 4.85 mana per 30 seconds channeled. Level 5.


  Air:


  Air blade: Base cost: 42.5 initial mana cast, 20 mana per minute if channeled. Level 1.


  Shadow:


  Hid: Base cost: 42.5 initial mana cast, 20 mana per minute while holding still in shadows. Level 8.


  Shadow Tendril: Base cost: 25.5 initial casts, 12 mana per second while channeling. 


  Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve items. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bindable. Listed price: 2 platinum pennies


  Midnight leather armor: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. Quality leather armor is treated in the tanning process with shadow veil oil dying the leather completely black all the way through. The leather can be used as a source of shadows for shadow magic.


  Enchanted Short bow: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. Short bow with the improved distance enchantment.


  Short swords: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Sturdy curved steel short swords.


  Throwing knives: quality: Well made. Scarcity level: common. Steel throwing knives.


  Individual Statistical Analyses. 


  Name: Eric Grayson.


  Race: Human.


  Level: 25. Experience to next level: 400/6000.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 300.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max 23 mana per second. 


  Attributes: 4 points per level. 24/24


  Strength: 15.


  Body: 21.


  Speed: 15.


  Dexterity: 15. 


  Mana capacity: 30.


  Mana regeneration: 20.


  Charisma: 30.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Space-time: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 25/25.


  Graceful dodge: 1 out of 10. Passive. Increase balance, dodge chance, area awareness, and all movement actions.


  Saving heal: 1 out of 10. Passive. If health drops to zero and death is activated, instantly heal for 10 percent once per day.


  Resurrection: 1 out of 10. Passive and active. If the ability holder dies automatically resurrects to 60 percent health(secondary), limbs are not regrown. Activate on a corps that had been dead for less than one hour to revive. The revived party has skills returned to novice, spells set to level 1, and Base level set to zero. 


  Inspect: 1 out of 10. Active. Used to identify objects, people, animals, monsters, beasts, and void horrors that have crossed over into the system. Ability level low.


  Linguist: grants the capability of speaking any language that is heard; the language must be within human vocal cord range. Allows for the complete automatic translation of heard languages into one’s native understanding. Allows for reading and wright of foreign languages as long as the wielder of the ability could read and write beforehand. Level 10 out of 10


  Skills: 1 per level. 25/25.


  Enchanting: Novice, create basic enchantments, and initial cost and sustaining costs greatly increased.


  

    

      	

        Center of the waterway: this enchantment, when placed on the steering device of a water vessel, will keep the vessel equidistant from land. The initial cost of activation is 250 mana, and the sustaining cost is 30 mana per minute.


      


      	

        Hydrostatic Propulsion: This enchantment allows for the use of water to provide high torque thrust when the enchantment location is underwater. Mana cost: 1 mana per minute.


      


    


  


  Tailoring: Novice. Create basic clothing and other items made from cloth.


  Mapping: novice. Can draw and read maps.


  Longsword: Journeymen: The fundamentals of long blades are understood. Fighting styles of different types of blades are condensed. A small amount of mana is infused in one’s sword to improve edge quality and durability. 


  Gardening: Journeymen: Proper gardening techniques are understood. Soil nurturance, acidity, moister level, mana density, and plant dispositions are known. Can create gardening tools from mana.


  Herbalism: Journeymen: Wild and cultivated herbs can be gathered and grown. Pastes, poultices, teas, brews, tinctures, and essence oils are known. Mana can be used to stabilize the effects of herbs.


  Alchemy: Journeymen: Basics of powders, potions, elixirs, and pills are known. Drying, distilling, sublimation, concentrating, condensation, refining, balancing, aging, antimonnation, and fulminating are understood. Can use mana to create even heating and cooling, as well as standard weights and measures.  


  Junk skills: 


  

    

      	

        Breathing, walking, blinking, hand waving, knot tying, sitting, sleeping, bowel movements, urinating, itching.


      


    


  


  Spells: 1 per level. 25/25.


  Arcane mana manipulation:


  Fuse: Base cost: .1 mana per square inch of material to be atomically bodied. Level 1.


  Butcher: Base cost: initial cast 10 mana 1 mana per pound per second. Level 1.


  Cut: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch cut (2.5cm), area twenty feet, (6m). Level 1.


  Arcane Shield: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, .1 mana per second. Level 1.


  Fire: 


  Candle flame: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per minute. 


  Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  Purify: Base cost: 5.1 mana per square inch. Level 1.


  Campfire: base cost: Error… .1 mana per minute. The fire must be in a hearth or pit. Level 1.


  Fireball: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per casting. Level 1.


  Flame whip: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per foot of flame whip, .1 mana per second per foot. Level 1.


  Plasma beam: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, 15 mana per second channeled. Level 1


  Earth:


  Stone spike: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch of spike. Level 1.


  Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect desired elements from surrounding area one-quarter mile spherical and one-half mile spherical. Level 1, 2.


  Fertilize soil: Base cost: .1 mana per cubic foot of fertilized soil. 


  Clean: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per square inch (2.5cm). Level 1.


  Air:


  Shuriken Wrath: Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 1,2


  Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level 1, 2.


  Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving. Level 1, 2.


  Lightning bolt: Base cost: 75 mana, error… 1 mana per second channeled lightning. Level 1.


  Water:


  Nutritious water: Base cost: 5 mana per oz of species-specific nutritious water.


  Ice spear: Base cost: 35 initial mana, error… .1 mana per 1 mile per hour (1.6 km an hour). Level 1.


  Life: 


  Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 1.


  Mass healing: Base cost: 12 mana per second, area a ten-yard radius.


  Manipulate plant: Base cost: 4.5 mana per second of movement. Level 1, 2.


  Rapid growth: Base cost: .1> <100 mana per second of growth depending on the plant or animal complexity. Level 1, 2.


  Invigorate: Base cost: 15 mana to boost usable cellular energy in the target.


  Sleep: Base cost: 12.75 mana on willing target. Mana amount varies. Level 1.


  Space-time:


  Internal Dimensional Expansion: Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage.


  Soul bound items:


  Imperial Royal Bank identification card: Grants access to your account at any bank-certified shop. It may only be used by the soul-bonded individual. 


  Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve an item. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bonded. Listed price: 2 platinum pennies


  Inlaid mithril Master-slave band: Exceptionally crafted. Bonded. May hold the contracts of 125 slaves. Slaves cannot be stolen or cross-subjugated. Enhances slave bond. Price: 96 platinum coins


  Bound slaves:


  Sasha Whitetail: Kitsune, female. Age 23; revives 7. Level 5.


  Feather steel Chainmail leather armor set: quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Well-made medium armor. Leather with chainmail, this armor provides excellent protection from slashing.  


  Feather steel long sword. Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. An enchanted long sword made from feather steel. This sword possesses the three most common enchantments durability, cleanliness, and sharping. 


  Cloud wool cloth: Quality: well made. Scarcity level: Rare. Made from the wool of the Theera, this material has the magical property of reducing weight by 80 percent. It is also extremely soft.




  

    Chapter 16


    Eastern Dusk.


  


  The next four days were a peaceful and vigorous four days of travel. Sasha and I spent the time lounging throughout the ship. When we were not taking our rest or engaged in more sensual pursuits, we would practice with wooden training swords I had made. We would lightly spar on the deck of the ship or in the hold of the ship to practice close-quarters combat. 


  Sasha quickly warmed even more to me, and on more than one occasion, I caught her softly crying with tears of relief. I understood how the world, or at least the Empire, had become so perverse. All one had to do was look at the decadent time of ancient Rome. 


  Many of the practices I had witnessed in the streets of Laga’vast, though uncommon to my modern sensibilities, would have been seen as quite normal to a Roman. Though the dress was different, and many other such small details would not compare to ancient Rome, the degradation of the slaves and the perverse pride even the slaves maintained at their treatment would not have been unique.


  The problem I found myself with was how I was going to fit in. I was not unfamiliar with BDSM relationships and found the consensual exchange fun. The key to that was consensual; I now found myself on a planet where the idea of consent was mostly absent. In truth, I could not say it was absent because there were some forms of consent that could be subtly given. Such as, with Sasha and Honey, the issue I had was even though they gave a form of consent, they had no real way to deny me either had I pressed the issue.


  Change is one of the hardest things for a society to do. It is a slow boil that eventually becomes something new or an explosion that leaves nothing but horror and pain in its wake. A deep part of me just wanted to go on a rampage, kill them all, so to speak. But as my anger would flare and fade as we sailed, I had plenty of time to think about the consequences those actions would wrought. If I killed all the nobility and officials, it would plunge the Empire into chaos, and then the nations of the beast kin would attack and just integrate those forcefully freed back into another slave society. The deaths that such an act would cause to those I was trying to help made it a moot point.


  As we sailed, I pondered the moral implications of my plight. ‘I think I’m going to have to sacrifice some of my notions of right and wrong in this world,’ I thought to myself. There was no true way I could see how I was going to be able to find a way around the issue. There were going to be countless instances where I would, by my action or inaction, cause harm to another. All I could do was try my best to minimize that harm and form the groundwork for change.


  I knew I would not be the only one in the Empire who felt this way, but as I discussed my moral ponderings with Sasha, she informed me in no uncertain terms that reformists were hunted viciously within the Empire.


  I was going to be forced to play the part of a noble Master and, even more so, an exalted noble mage lord. Any slaves I purchased would expect a certain level of cruelty from me. If I acted too kind, I would be labeled a reformer by the others of the nobility. Of which I was sure I was going to have to interact with. That would bring nothing but torturous death on me and any in my service. Even the children.


  As we approached our destination, I resigned myself to the role. With some, like Sasha, I was going to be able to act like myself, but for the majority of the servants, the slaves, I was going to have to chip away at my own soul in order to protect those I could. There were some hard limits I set on myself; no cannibalizing the beast kin or demi-humans, of which Sasha informed me some nobles found the meat to be a delicacy. Second, and even more important to me than the first, was to protect the children I found in my care. Those were the only two things I could possibly put a limit to in this decadent, barbaric society, and even then, I would commit the first personalized crime in order to ensure the second held fast.


  As the sunset casting the world into the vivid colors of twilight. I felt a calm come over my soul. No longer was I standing in the bright noonday sun of moral understanding; I was now cast into the deep shadows of brilliant twilight. Where the ever-darkening colors of right and wrong blended into the melodic haze of night.


  The early morning of the fifth day found us sailing out of the river and onto the sea of stars. The port city of Eastern Dusk sprawled out along the right-hand bank of the river and sea. I tried making a new spell as I wanted a better look at the city. I focused my mana and sent it up while having it relay the light information back to my eyes.


  You have learned a new spell: Mana eye. Base cost: 15 initial mana, 7.5 mana per ten seconds. Level 1. 


  Where Laga’vast’s port and marina had stretched for a couple hundred yards (91m or so) along the river, the ports, harbors, and wharves of Eastern Dusk City extended for miles. The city was massive, with dozens of keeps, expansive plazas, and buildings that were four or more stories tall. There were walls that networked throughout the city, creating from the sky what looked like a giant maze of streets and fortifications. In the distance, I could only barely start to see what looked like the beginnings of farmland. 


  “Holy shit, this is huge, Sasha.”


  “I wish I could see it from the sky also, but from what I’ve heard, there are some people who are born, grow up, and die without having ever left their canton.”


  “That’s easy to believe now that I’ve seen it.”


  It was the better part of another hour and a half for me to find the spot I wanted to dock at. Farther down the sea along the westernmost end of the city, the industrial slum look was broken by a huge wall and a separate enclosed marina. This area was clearly meant for wealthier and affluential citizens but was not an area clearly reserved for the nobility. 


  The marina had a slew of well-maintained, if not smaller, trading vessels and a scattering of pleasure barges. The boats were in good repair but lacked the over-the-top embellishments of those ships I saw in the noble section.


  This area also connected to what looked to be the middle-class trade district of the city or at least one of them. Guards patrolled the marina in force, and the people who were moving about the docks and ships all looked to be going about their jobs.


  I guided the Ever Grove into an open spot that was indicated to me by a studious-looking woman, with four guards standing behind her. The guards’ uniforms were colored with deep purples and blues. The woman was wearing a deep blue dress with a fitted jacket and carried a portable writing desk under one arm. She wore glasses, and her blonde hair was done in a ponytail with wisps of hair framing her face.


  As I disembarked, the woman said, “Welcome to Eastern Dusk City. My name is Lady Shauna. May I know who you are?” Lady Shauna said in an officious-sounding voice.


  “My name is Eric Grayson. It’s a pleasure to meet you, lady Shauna.”


  “Yes, all well and good. Let’s get this over with quickly. What is your reason for visiting Eastern Dusk? And where was your port of origin and your destination?”


  “My reason for visiting is to resupply and to potentially purchase slaves. My last port of call was Laga’vast, and my destination is the mage college in the capital.” I said, getting the response I was looking for. As she wrote down the information, I saw her eyes widen when I mentioned the mage college.


  Her tone immediately changed from one of official business-like to a much more friendly and flirty demeanor as she said, “Forgive me exalted hopeful initiate, it is most certainly a pleasure to meet one of the potential esteemed peerage. May I inquire as to how long you will be docking with us?”


  I chuckled inwardly at the complete reversal of her tone and replied, “I believe I will only be docking for the day, potentially one night. I wish to finish my business quickly and set sail for the capital.”


  “Very good, Sir Grayson. The docking fee for the day and one night is three gold, regardless. I do apologize that I cannot make any exceptions, even for such an esteemed one as yourself. Would you like to hire any guards for the day to watch your vessel?” Lady Shauna said, still continuing in a pleasant and flirtatious tone.


  “That is quite all right, lady Shauna. I understand. How many guards are usually hired to watch a vessel such as mine?”


  “It would be my recommendation that you purchase four guards for the day. That would bring the total cost of your stay with us to five gold coins.”


  “Then I will do just that; thank you for your assistance, lady Shauna,” I said as I summoned five gold coins for my storage ring and handed them over.


  Lady Shauna quickly took the gold coins into a pouch at her side and turned to one of the guards, “Sergeant, go and tell the captain that we are going to have to assign four guards to Sir Grayson’s ship.”


  The guard thumped his right fist over his heart and bowed slightly before doing an about-face and dashing off to go and get the additional guards.


  Lady Shauna exchanged pleasant goodbyes with me and moved on her way back down the dock and off to tend to her other tasks. I set off with Sasha following behind me into the well-maintained trade district.


  Sasha had put on a small revealing pleated blue miniskirt, with flat black shoes and white stockings that came up to her mid-thigh. She wore a crop top that revealed the toned flesh of her abdomen. She had also attached a long silver leash to the collar she wore around her neck and had instructed me to attach the lead to my belt. She looked beautiful, if not a little over the top. 


  I wore my nice black boots with a pair of black pants. At my belt, I wore the sword I had purchased on my left hip and a large dagger angled slightly to the back on my right. I wore the ever-present standard for any adventurer in medieval society, the white poet shirt. This one differed slightly in that the sleeves ended just past my elbows. Making it almost like a tee-shirt. 


  Sasha approved of my look and said that I cut quite a dashing and handsome figure in the outfit. Though she said that I could do with some more embellishments, the fact that I had a finely crafted sword and dagger at my waist should be enough to indicate to anyone my wealth and standing.


  With Sasha’s silver chain lead attached to my hip and the soft tinkle of the bell at her throat chiming away, we walked into the trade district.


  The guards at the gate gave me a polite nod of their heads but did not interact any further with us. Upon my approach to the marina, I retrieved the map of the city that I had purchased and studied the indicated locations that I wanted to visit.


  The streets of the trade districts were tightly packed with far fewer of the nobility wondering about and people in far more practical attire going about their business. Carriages passed along the two-lane main thoroughfare, but there were far more wagons carrying boxes of goods than palanquins carrying the asses of the nobility.


  It took nearly 20 minutes of walking down the sidewalks and dodging other citizens going about their day before we arrived at our first destination. It was a bulk cloth and textile merchant. The storefront was rather small for the size of the building, but the back was actually the main trading warehouse where the majority of the stock for the company was kept.


  The dangling sign that hung in front of the door to the storefront of the trade warehouse read Cotton Stitch and Sons. As we entered the store, it became apparent that it was not designed for lavish display. Six long tables extended in straight lines towards the back, where a counter with a young woman stood behind it.


  On the six tables were neat binders filled with examples of colors and cloth types that the merchants sold. As I made my way to the back counter, the young woman, who was clearly human but wore a silver metal collar around her neck, said, “Welcome, Sir, to Cotton Stitch and Sons. How may I assist you today?”


  “Yes, I would like to make a large purchase of various bolts of cloth today. Do the selections I see on the table represent what you have in stock?”


  “Yes, Sir. We only display the selections that we currently have in stock. If you would like, you can tell me what you require the cloth for, and I can make suggestions.”


  Continuing on in my best snooty, nobility voice, I said, “I require cloth to make, mattresses, bed linens, pillowcases and pillows themselves, and clothing for an entire household of about 100 slaves. The finest quality cloth you have to make an entire set of a yearly wardrobe for me. Sailcloth for at the minimum twelve large sails. Finally, a variety of other clothes for upholstery and other needs.”


  The woman smiled and nodded happily. It was then an hour of poring through books of fabric, selecting the various materials Sasha and I felt would be the best for the colors of my forming house. 350 gold coins later and miles of cloth stored neatly in Sasha’s storage ring, we left the store.


  We had decided that my house colors were going to be black, silver, and forest green. Upon being given the title of noble, I would have to make such decisions along with coats of arms and other trivialities that were of the utmost importance to the nobility.


  I was surprised at how efficient the entire process had been, and when we exited back onto the street, it was just about past midmorning. Next, as Sasha and I had decided earlier, before disembarking into the city, we were going to have to purchase a large amount of food for the slaves she intended me to purchase. Sasha wanted me to purchase upwards of twenty slaves and crammed them into the ship. I had said I would purchase some, but I would definitely not be purchasing that many.


  The bulk food warehouse that we made our way to was another pleasant surprise. The owner was at the counter and quickly and efficiently got all of the supplies that I requested. As Sasha stood demurely, his slaves loaded large sacks of grain, flour, oats, and vegetables of every variety in front of her, and she stored them in her ring. Huge slabs of beef and other meats from various beasts were also added, along with crates of various spices and seasonings.


  I was pleasantly surprised to discover that the owner of the warehouse had a type of survival ration. On earth, it was called pemmican and had been partly responsible for the destruction of the great buffalo herds. Made from tallow, meat, and salt, it would last decades. I purchased hundreds of pounds of the stuff, knowing that, in a pinch, it would ensure the survival of me and any of my purchased slaves.


  The quantity and quality of food that I had purchased cost an entire platinum penny. The owner of the food distribution warehouse was immensely respectful. If not a little fearful at the amount of money I had spent.


  “Well, now that that’s all taken care of, Sasha, it’s time to head to the slave-trading district,” I said. I was not looking forward to this next part, but with a mental cudgel in hand, I beat down my modern sensibilities so I would be able to keep up appearances for this next purchasing adventure.


  “Very good, my Lord Master Grayson. Shall we, by chance, purchase a carriage to take us there?” Sasha said in her most demure voice so as to not raise suspicion from the surrounding citizens at her suggestion.


  “Yes, I think that will do most nicely,” I said as I tugged on her leash, pulling her close to me as I wrapped a hand around her.


  Finding a carriage was an easy affair within the trade district, and I told the driver to take us to the district that had been set aside for the selling and trading of slaves.


  The carriage ride took nearly 45 minutes, and it was noon by the time we arrived in the large open section of the city. A great open plaza was the designated area for the slave trade. Along the outer wall of the district, massive buildings belonging to the various slave trading houses towered overhead. The center of the district was open and had the feeling of a well-appointed park. In front of the slave merchant warehouses were cages holding every type of beast-kin and demi-human I could think of.


  There were thousands of slaves, and as we disembarked from the carriage, I was taken aback at the sight of so many chained and shackled people. Steading my nerves, I set my resolve and began the search for slaves.


  The center of the open garden area had a stage where I guessed auctions took place. Currently, there was only one man standing on the stage, and he was reading what sounded like advertisements for various slave merchant houses.


  As I listened to the faint echoes of the crier, I began the long journey around the district. It was about the size of two or three football stadiums. I decided I would go to the largest of the buildings and start there. I passed hundreds of people, most of them slaves being led by their respective Masters. 


  The road in front of the slave houses was designed for walking only, and around the back of the merchant houses, there was a road for wagons to transport goods. The display of people in cages in front of the merchants was designed to draw the eye. Young women and men of every type were held in captivity.


  It was a bit much, the almost festive atmosphere as citizens played games of teasing and tormenting the helpless slaves. As I walked, I just kept repeating to myself, “Just keep walking, just keep walking, just keep walking….”


  When I arrived at the low fenced-off area of what looked to be one of the largest trading houses, I was greeted by a male wolf-kin, done up in a complete butler’s attire. “Good day, sir, and welcome to the Pristine Shackle.”


  Not trusting myself to speak yet as I strangled my emotions back under control, I nodded at the wolf-kin.


  “If you would like, sir, you may follow me, servant Tenor, and I can guide you through our selection.” The wolf-kin Tenor said.


  “Yes, thank you. You may call me Sir Grayson.”


  “Very well, Sir Grayson, right this way.” He said and indicated the courtyard. 


  As we began to wander through the cages on display, he spoke, “The pristine shackle is the largest slave-trading house in the Empire. A division of the platinum shackle We trade in every major city and even the capital. All of our slaves are of fine stock, whether you are looking for livestock for your fields or trained pleasure slaves.”


  He made what sounded like a rehearsed sales pitch as I walked by stockades that held both male and female beast kin. Beast kin were all furred and looked more like their animal counterparts. Though most walked on two legs, were sentient, and could speak the common Imperial tongue. Beast kin demi-humans, on the other hand, had only slight animal features, such as Sasha, and looked to be much more human.


  I paused in front of a small cage that held what looked to be eight mouse women and read the sign. Mouse kin, 3 copper pennies a peace, good for small tasks. The mouse kin came in light browns and off-whites. Their small faces and bodies resembled mice but had a definite human cast to them. They stood maybe three and a half to four feet tall, though the cage they were in barely allowed them to stand.


  We moved through the rest of the selection on display in the open courtyard until something caught my eye as we approached the door to go inside. Two beautiful female minobous, in cages, with their arms held in place and to the side, along with what could have only been a demi-human cowgirl. One of the minobous was jet black and had to stand at least seven feet tall.


  Her whole body was furred, and she had a pleasant human cow face. Short black horns that came from the side of her head and curved slightly toward the top of her head. She wore a long loincloth that covered her. Her legs ended in black hooves with black hair that covered the tops. As her Breasts hung, her large dark nipples leaked white milk down onto her toned stomach.


  The second minobous was stark white and had long black hair that hung in a braid down to her tail, which had the same black color tuft at the end. Her horns were stark white, and she had crystal blue eyes. Her breasts were exposed and dangling; they were not as large as the black minotauress’s. Her light pink nipples were small by comparison but still leaked the same white milk.


  Tenor saw me looking and guided me over. As he began to explain, “These three lovelies are a recent acquisition, dropped off just yesterday. The son of a late departed exalted baron did not want to live in the country nor keep up the estate. So, he liquidated it and sold us all of his farmstead slaves. These two are producing minobous. Their milk has been certified as excellent for the black and exquisite for the white. The bovine girl has had her milk ranked at potentially legendary.” He said, indicating at each of the women in turn.


  The bovine demi-human girl was much shorter and had soft chestnut hair. She stood maybe at five foot eight, and her small petite horns that came from the side of her head had a bright white glow to them. Her skin looked silky soft, and she wore the same loincloth as the two minobous’ on either side of her. Her large breast was hanging free, and from the engorged lobes, a few drops of milk leaked from her tight tits down her flat and soft stomach.


  The three looked at me hopefully. There was a note of begging in their eyes, but they remained absolutely quiet as I looked them over. Looking over the sign, it became apparent that the milk from the minobous and bovine girl was intended to be drunk by the nobility and used to make other dairy products. The price for them was high by what I could only guess were normal standards. They appraised to be a package deal at four hundred and fifty gold coins. The price was high but not too high.


  I asked the wolf-kin, “Why have they not sold yet; they seem to be of exceptional value?”


  I visibly saw the wolf kin’s head fall at that as he said, “Imperial law, Sir. Upon the liquidation of an estate, the slaves that are not kept must be sold in a group for the first month by any slave house. These are indeed three fine milk producers, but there are others that must be sold with them as a group.”


  “I see, very well, bring them with us, and I would like to see these others,” I said.


  “I can save you the trouble, lord. They are all followers of the Goddess Amara, a worthless lot.” He said, spitting to the side. 


  “I see. No matter, bring them. I will see the others anyway.” I said as the wolf-kin eyed me up and down and nodded his head. 


  “To do that, I will have to take a down payment, refundable, of course.” Tenor said.


  I thumbed my ring and pulled out a platinum penny and placed it in his hand. His face filled with shock as a human man came over and, took the penny from his hand and gave me a receipt. As the man walked away, he backhanded the wolf-kin hard across the face.


  “Bring them.” He said politely to a pair of attendants. They brought the girls down, and they followed behind Sasha and me into the building.


  We walked into a brightly lit entryway that opened onto a foyer with couches and chairs and a bar in the back. Stairs on one side led up to the second and then probably third stories. Women clad in collars and manacles drape themselves over various patrons lounging on the couches.


  I followed the wolf-kin to a side door that led into the back and a pair of wide stairs that led down. I followed him down two flights of stairs and into a more dungeon-looking section. There were large cages packed full of slaves of varying species. These ones were clearly not the best looking nor cared for.


  Finally, at the very end of the long, dark corridor, we came to a set of empty cells. In the very far back corner, a large cell had been made. There were what looked to be eight small fairies next to pitiful potted plants that sat around four small potted trees in the room. What I assumed were dryads lay listlessly on the floor next to the four potted trees, desperately trying to drink in the small amount of sunlight coming from the small barred window at the top of the cell. Five elf women, four of which held small children in their arms, sat on the floor in addition to one elf man who had an aged and wizen look.


  I stared at the pitiful mass in the cell as the older elf got to his feet, approached, and said, “Hello, sir, I am Timothy.”


  Tenor was about to speak when I cut him off and said, “Timothy, will you explain?”


  “Yes, of course. We are from a farmstead to the north. The young Master was accepted into the mage college to train, so he no longer had need of us. The journey here was not easy, and I beg your forgiveness for our state at the moment.”


  “What did you do for your previous Master?” I asked. ‘God damn young Masters.’ I thought.


  “Sir, I was the house steward for my late Master. I was responsible for arranging his every need. The fairies and dryads maintained the gardens and orchards.”


  “I see children. Are they yours?”


  “No, Sir, I was magically neutered a long time ago. The children are the product of a traveling breeder that came to the farm two years ago.”


  “I see.” I said while thinking in my head, ‘What the fuck!’


  It was now the wolf-kin who spoke, “Sir, I must warn you that the fairies will most likely not survive the week, and the dryads will not last the month. The bovines are a good acquisition, but these are not worth the money. Best wait for them to die and the time to elapse on the estate law so you can get a better deal.”


  “Noted, but nonetheless, I believe I will take the lot of them,” I said. Getting a group deal on a group of slaves who knew each other already and would assimilate into my newly forming household with ease was just the kind of deal I was looking for.


  “Yes, sir, do you wish to try the milk before you purchase?” Tenor asked in a polite voice that was intended to remind me I had forgotten to do something but not outright say it.  


  Turning to the three women who had followed along, I said, “I would sample your milk to ensure its quality.” I thought to myself, ‘ok, here we go. When in Rome, do as the Romans do. This is going to be strange; whatever you do, don’t spit it out. Fuck. Right.’


  The bovine girl blushed slightly and said, “Of course, sir, it would be our pleasure.”


  I approached the black minotauress first and took each of her breasts in my hands. The large, warm flesh sent immediate spikes of arousal through me, and I pressed my lips to her nipples. I sucked and bit gently until a wash of warm sweet milk began to flow into my mouth. I gulped down two largemouth fulls from each breast. The flavor was excellent and had a deep earth, almost chocolate flavor.


  Next, I moved to the white minotauress and did the same thing. The milk was sweet and warm, and I suckled deep. The flavor was sweet and clear. I began to notice that as I drank, my body began to be fortified. The milk was so nutritious my natural healing used the nutrients to make minor repairs and heal things I did not previously have the micronutrients to heal before. Raw milk was truly an amazing source of energy for the body.


  Lastly, I moved to the bovine girl; on my approach, she held each of her breasts up, offering them to me. Her face was flush, and a blush covered the tops of her breasts. I leaned over slightly, and as she lifted a breast for me to sample, I took the soft pink nipples between my teeth and sucked hard on them, eliciting a whimper from the bovine girl. Her milk was rich, and as I gulped, an explosion of liquid power washed through me. Raw milk had a power that was truly otherworldly. I went into an excited overdrive, and I felt new physical power pulsating through me.


  I heard the wolf-kin clear his throat before I reluctantly pulled away. I blushed slightly, having realized I had begun to gorge myself. I had never tasted anything quite like it. The two minobous were smiling fondly down at me.


  “Very good. I will take the lot. Tenor prepare a wagon and carriage to transport us to the merchant marina. That is where my ship is docked, and I do not feel like walking.” I said, watching heat rise in all three of the women at the compliment.


  “Yes, sir, if you would follow me back upstairs, we will finalize the transaction, and you can be on your way.”


  As we walked out of the basement of the building, I asked, “How many other dryads and ferries and the like do you have down here?”


  “We have four more dryads and twelve other plant types, as well, sir.”


  “I will take them all. Prepare them.” I said with a wave of a dismissal hand.


  When we got to the counter on the main floor, I was surprised to find I would have to pay two platinum pennies. Apparently, one of the dryads was an elder apple tree, one of the other fairies is a queen of the blue lotus flower, and one of the six nature nymphs was a mistress of soil. Whatever that was. I did not really care and was tired of all the slave merchants. The sounds of both forced pleasures and torment seemed to ever drift on the air; it had finally worn my mind thin. 




  

    Chapter 17


    Milky Lust.


  


  With the slave bands all merged into my Mithril one, the wagon and carriage quickly got us back to the docks. With little to no guidance on my part, Sasha guided my newly acquired slaves down below deck. I nodded to the guards and made my way down into the ship.


  The center cabin was large, but I was surprised to find that all forty-two people fit. Granted, the fourteen fairies were all less than two feet in height, and the other four were small elf children. The elves all sat around the booth table with their children, with a few dryads sitting as well. The minobous stood in the galley, and the other dryads were draped over chairs and curled on the floor with some of the nymphs tending to them.


  The pots with the ferry's plants and the dryad's trees were lined up against the windows and in the other open places. The sunlight was having a marketed effect on their health. Though they still looked like they had all been dragged through the streets.


  I was aware of all the eyes on me as I came down and sat on the steps. It was nerve-wracking, but I pulled myself together and said, "My first command to you all is to keep my secrets. To neither tell, write, or by any other form of communication convey what I say or do. Is that understood?" I said, letting the slave bond do its work, connecting me to each of them. I could feel the poor state of their bodies, but I knew I could quickly fix that.


  A course of "Yes, Masters," mumbled from everyone, even the little ones.


  "Second, you may address me as lord Grayson or Master Grayson. You may also enter change that with my first name Eric, I do not mind." I said, feeling the easing tension in the group as the more permanent commands rooted themselves.


  "Yes, Master Grayson." They all replied. Still not even close to comfortable with using my first name.


  The smell they all gave off was that of old sweat and dirt. I felt sorry for them all, and the least I could do was heal their physical state. With Sasha standing to my left, she gave me the smallest of nods as she knew what I was about to do.


  I summoned my mana and began casting spells on the bedraggled group. Waves of heal plants and mass healing left my palm. The group visibly recoiled at the magic as if I was about to do something terrible to them.


  After a moment, they all realized that I was actually healing them all. Small cuts and bruises that had accumulated disappeared. The dryads perked up and soaked in the healing energy. The faeries that looked like they were on the verge of death relaxed as their small plants turned vibrant and health rushed into them all.


  "My lord. What?" Timothy gasped; his face showed that he could not believe I had just used so much magic on them.


  "It's OK, Timothy. I don't think I will be like any other Master you have ever had. Now, I would like to meet everyone and get things settled so that we can depart." I said.


  "Yes, my lord. How may I be of service? Timothy asked, falling easily back into his previous role.


  "Why don't we go around the room and everyone say their name and what they did or were responsible for," I said this and indicated to the first dryad sitting at the booth.


  "My name is Anya, and I was responsible for all of the citrine trees at the farm." The dryad said. She did not look close to death now, and she had a soft glow to her skin. Her once dull hair now had a glossy, vibrant orange glow.


  A nervous-looking plump elf with bright pink hair and a wonderful girlish voice said next, "I'm May, Master Grayson; I was the cook and helped Milly with her Dairymaid tasks." She said, pointing to the bovine demi-human girl.


  "I'm Tamara, my Lord Grayson. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for healing my child and me. My little girl is Maestra. I was responsible for general maid duties." Tamara said the next elf at the table, who had deep tan skin and long brown hair, was done in a ponytail.


  Ray'mea was the next elf, and she was the only other one besides May to not have a child attached to her. She had raven black hair and a refined face. She looked young and had just a hint of girlishness about her, where the other elves did not. She spoke timidly and quietly, but her voice was cute. "I’m Ray’mea, my… Master Grayson. I helped everyone out with their duties.”


  The next to speak was a tired-looking green-haired elf. She held two children in each of her arms, and they still looked frightened despite the tension relaxing in the atmosphere. “Hello, my lord Master Grayson. I am Amber; these are my children, Tera and Trix. I was responsible for looking after the children of the house.” Her tired voice still carried sweet tones and played at being seductive; if only she could get a good night’s rest.


  The last elf to speak had bright blue hair, and though she looked exhausted, the brilliance of youth shone through her. “I’m Candace, Master Grayson. This little bundle here is Brin. I was a maid in the house.”


  As the elves took turns speaking, I noticed that most of the dryads had succumbed to sleep as well as the fairies. The only dryad left awake spoke from a seat on the floor, “I am Arial, my Lord Grayson. I am bonded to an elder apple. The last time I was planted was over six months ago, and I have watched over many groves of many types of trees. I am very skilled at plant magic also.”


  I found it odd that she had been for sale for so long, but I decided to talk to her later about it. Next, the minobous spoke. In a deep, sultry voice, the black minobous spoke, “My name is Zora Master Grayson. I produce three excellent gallons of milk per day.”


  Next, the beautiful white-furred minobous spoke, her crystal blue eyes paring with her sweet high rumbling voice. “Master Grayson, I’m Holly. I produced two gallons a day of exquisite milk.” She said as I noticed milk was still leaking from the three women.


  “Hi, Master Grayson. My name is Milly. I started producing just over three years ago. I make anywhere from one to two gallons of exquisite milk a day. It’s been as high as legendary before, but only on a few occasions. I help May with the milk, making cheese and butter, and all sorts of stuff.” Milly spoke in the high, chipper tone of a bubbly girl who, by force of will alone, allowed nothing to get her down.


  “Brith, Master Grayson. I am a mistress of soil and ensure crops do well.” The only Nymph awake said. Her tone spoke volumes as to how she did not like being where she was but was resigned to a fate she could not change.


  That left the only still awake member of the group, the small blue-haired fairy who apparently was a queen. She spoke in a voice laced with so much fear I was taken aback as I looked at her, “Master Grayson, I… I am Thera of the blue lotus and…and… I tend to magical herbs that are rich in mana. My flower, if the petals are consumed, can increase the regeneration of mana two-fold for a time.” She finished looking for all the world like she was going to burst into a terror-filled sob.


  I looked at Sasha to see if she could help, but all I got was a confused shrug.


  “Thera, are you OK? You sound very frightened.”


  “No… No… my lord, please…” she started, still holding back tears.


  “OK, I command you to take five deep breaths and calm your mind. Then tell me exactly why you are so panicked.” The command was so forceful I felt it shoot across the cabin and slam into the small fairy like a freight train.


  She stiffened, then took five slow, deep breaths; her body calmed, and in a clear and almost robotic voice, she said, “I was lucky enough to become with child, and my seedlings will begin to form soon. I am scared that you will take their developing bodies, crush them up, and use them as a powerful potion ingredient. You will then consume so much of my soul plant and my flesh in order to permanently increase your mana regeneration that you kill me. I can feel by how much power you wield that you are a very powerful mage, so you must have done this before.” When she finished, she clapped her hands over her mouth as though she had just signed her death warrant and that of her children.


  “Mother fucking! … What fucking shit, you god fucked damn serious… Who in their right fucking mind would fucking…” My momentary tirade had all the slaves staring at me in fear; “You will be fine. I have no need of your power. Your children will grow up safe. I have no need of them for fucking potions. I promise you.” I started looking directly at her. I knew the best thing I could do was bluntly put her fears to bed.


  She started to sob once more, and then my words hit her like another train, and she stopped, tilted her head at me, and said, “Really? My lord? Why? Ummm….” She trailed off rather dumbly.


  “We can get to all of that later. For now, rest and know all is well.” I said as I turned back toward Timothy. “Sasha, Timothy help May get set up in the galley and everyone situated. Then Sasha, if you would be so kind as to put those textiles, we got to good use.” I said.


  I turned toward the minobous and said, “Zora, Holly, and Milly if you would go back to the captain’s room with me.” I said, indicating to the stern of the ship.


  They nodded and turned to head into the back room. I followed behind the bubbly round ass of Milly. I walked through the door and looked at the three standing in the room. I was somewhat weirded out by what I was about to do, but it had been on the back of my mind since the merchant house.


  When I had drunk their milk, I had felt my body change; I had felt power seep into my body. It was time to get a full dose of it. It had not changed my body stat number, but I could feel the milk strengthening me all the same. It became apparent why the nobility drank the beast kin and demi-human milk, it was good, and I could imagine after drinking this every day for years, one’s body would be greatly enhanced.


  I moved over to the large bed in the room and sat on the edge of it. I removed my clothes down to my boxers. “Zora, would you come here?” I asked.


  She did, and she knelt in front of me. Just as I had hoped, her breasts were right at eye level, and they looked full and swollen. I reached up and took the left one in my hands. I began to need it softly before I moved my mouth over the nipple and teased it with my tongue. I bit the large nipple that was already leaking and sucked. It took almost no effort before the warm, earthy chocolate flavor of her milk washed over my tongue. I suckled, and I suckled hard, pulling the milk from deep within her.


  It was weird at first, but when I felt my healing kick in, and the changes started to take over my body, I was hooked. My cock began to throb at the sensations washing through me. I kneaded her breast and heard her moan softly as I worked my mouth over her nipple. I pulled my boxers off and moved my hands to her hips. I guided her closer till my engorged cock pressed between her thighs, sandwiched by the lips of her sex. Warm raw milk flowed over my tongue as I sucked. The loincloth she wore did little to stop my hard cock from finding the wet, slick folds of her pussy and sliding my cock between them. I moved my hips back and forth, dragging my cock along the inside of her lips and over the top of her clit.


  I moved to her second breast when I had drained the first. It was not long before I had emptied that one also, and just before it had drained completely, I felt a shudder run through Zora. She panted and gasped and let out a low, lowing sound.


  As her breast ran dry, I slid my fingers into her sex and swirled them briefly before I turned to Holly and said, “You’re next.”


  She gulped and moved to take Zora’s place. Zora had lain down on her side and rolled slightly out of the way. Holly got on her knees in front of me, a blush tinging the visible skin she had. Her nipples were erect, and milk flowed freely from them. This time, I took the left in my left hand and began suckling while I slipped my right hand between her legs and ran my finger through the folds of her sex. It took only a few seconds for the juice from between her legs to begin dripping down onto my hand, and I plunged my fingers inside of her.


  My cock was aching at this point as I switched to the right breast. I took a full mouth full of her delicious milk and let go of it with my hand. I slid her close, and my cock, still wet from Zora’s juices, slid my cock along the folds of her pussy until I found her opening. I was straddling her, so the angle was off, but I found my way inside of her as I gulped her milk down.


  Holly moaned and shook as I slipped my cock in and out of her. Just as with Zora, when the last of her milk was pulled from her body, she came. Her pussy was tight to the point of pain full as it gripped my cock. I almost came right then and there, but I had more feeding to do. The magic of this world was tearing and rebuilding the mussel, strengthening my bones and tendons.


  When I looked over at Milly, she already had her fingers in her pussy and was sliding them in and out. I patted the bed, and with no further encouragement needed, she hopped up next to me and laid on her back. She flung her legs wide, her wet pussy glistening, the shaved little hole begging for my cock to plunge in and out of it.


  I flung her loincloth to the side as I hooked her legs with my knees and splayed her backward. I slid my hand between her legs and gripped each breast. I massaged them, forcing the milk to start flowing before I dived down to suck. As the milk from her tit began filling my mouth, I plunged my cock slowly but firmly inside her. Milly gasped as the slick walls of her pussy accepted me.


  Her walls were hot and tight. The sweet taste of her milk on my tongue nearly caused me to climax. I thrust in and out, reaching the back walls of her pussy. The groaning and lowing that came from Milly was animalistic as her hot breath played over the top of my head. When I had drained her breast, I moved to her mouth, and we kissed. Feverishly and with passion. I scooped her up in my arms as she wrapped her arms and feet around me.


  When we came, it was gut-wrenching. I felt like my balls were being expelled through the core of my cock. My hot seed flooded into her and filled every nook and cranny of her. I felt my seed and the juices of her sex explode outwards. We kept kissing, and I slid back and forth in her for another five minutes as we each rocked with aftershocks from our orgasms.


  I rolled to my left onto the edge of the bed and let an arm hang off the edge. Zora and Holly were both now near the edge of the bed. They had watched me a Milly up close, and I could tell by the way they licked their lips, fingers massaging their sex, that they had joined us in their own small climaxes. Holly quickly moved up alongside me and knelt over my still partially erect cock. She began lapping at it, her large tongue scooping the crevasse of my balls and running the length of my shaft. She cleaned all the juices from it with a delighted sparkle in her eyes.


  Milly had curled next to me, ensuring her small horns did not poke me. Her breast pressed firmly up against me, and she hesitantly placed an arm across my chest. As Holly lapped at my cock, Milly snuggled into me. I kissed her softly, pulled her close into me, and said, “Mmmm…that was wonderful.”


  “Yes, Master, that was wonderful. May I speak freely?” Milly asked in a happy, questioning tone.


  “Of course, whenever we are in private or just with the household, you may always speak freely, and there will be no recourse for what you say either. “


  “That was very different for me, Master. I have not had sex much. My previous owner did not like breeding the animals, as he put it. Do you know why it was different?” Milly asked.


  “Well, I imagine that not commanding you to do it had something to do with it.”


  Milly’s eyes went wide as if she had just realized I had not commanded them. I had told them to join me, but everything else was only a suggestion. Holly had finished cleaning me and sat with her arms crossed on the bed, head resting on them.


  “I… did not realize… I don’t understand Master… whaaa….” Milly tried to say, but the effort to try to form the right question was beyond her.


  “Don’t worry too much, Milly, Zora, and Holly. Things will make more sense in a few days when I have the chance to explain a few things.”


  “Yes, Master.” They all said softly.


  I stayed that way, entwined with Milly, for a few more minutes. When I felt my body fully relax from the healing magic and new energy that filled me, I got up.


  “All right, I guess it’s time I get this ship moving,” I said as I put my clothes back on.


  Holly and Zora found Timothy, presumably to ask for instructions. Milly asked, “Can I come up top with you?” she was clearly very nervous about asking.


  “Definitely, it might be a bit cold, though. You might have to stay close to keep warm.” I said with a playful smile at her.


  She blushed as if she could not have imagined her Master saying something so nice and playful. “That’s not the warmest thing to do that I can think of,” Milly said, letting more of her playful girlishness back into her voice.


  It took thirty minutes to navigate my ship out of the marina. By the time I had the ship powering through the waves of the large freshwater Sea, the last vestiges of sunlight were disappearing. It was, in fact, colder on the open deck, and I had pulled a cloak out for Milly to wear. She stood behind the Captain’s chair and watched with fascination as I guided the ship out into open water.


  I needed to make a few adjustments to the navigation enchantments. I set them to keep us a mile off the shoreline of the Sea of Stars, heading to the west.


  It was well into the night when I was comfortable enough to go below deck again. Milly had sat in my lap and had the cloak draped around us. Her soft body warmed me. As my left hand held her firmly to me, my right hand lazily rubbed up and down her side. The whole interaction was far more possessive than I was truly comfortable with, but after my experience with Sasha, I decided to try and ease everyone into my service. They all expected a certain series of behaviors, and though I was being far nicer if I deviated too far from what they expected from a nice slave Master, they would panic. Not knowing from their frame of mind what to expect next.


  So, I decided to play along, being nice and not outright hurting them. But also taking liberties with them and treating them more like people with whom I had a long-established Master and slave relationship. I knew over the next few weeks that they would change or solidify into something they wanted.


  The only thing I could think of was how amazing all of this was. Here I was, sailing a ship I had made and grown with magic, a beautiful girl in my lap and breast in hand. Milly’s face was tucked into my neck, and she would occasionally lightly kiss me.


  I checked over the enchantments one last time. Navigation check, propulsion check, rigging, and sails check. The whole ship was running like a well-oiled machine, or more like, a slick mana infuse wonder. The mana crystals were barely drawing any mana, and I had built redundancy into the enchantments like any overachieving engineer would.


  Milly and I got up from our cozy perch and made our way back down into the ship. The atmosphere had changed, and the warm smells of delicious food wafted into my nose. The sound of soft chatting was coming from the table where Sasha was busily stitching away at something. The rhythmic sound of chopping came from the galley and the soft boil of a pot.


  “There you are, Milly, silly girl. Come help me in the kitchen; I’m sure the Master has more important things to do than placate a cute dairy maid like you.” May’s voice rang from the galley. Her voice had the firm quality that all chefs in their domain do, but under the no-nonsense tone was an edge of playful joy; I would not have expected to hear from the woman just a few hours ago.


  “Coming May,” Milly said sweetly as she kissed my cheek and dashed off to the kitchen.


  I heard a mumbled giggle from May, “I bet you did.” As I sat at the table with Timothy and Sasha.


  “My Lord,” Timothy said.


  “Master Grayson,” Sasha said with a smirk.


  “OK, OK. Now that that’s out of the way, we are on the move. How is everyone?” I asked, looking at Timothy. The cabin still had the sleeping bodies of the fairies scattered about it, along with a few dryads.


  “All is well, my lord. As you might suspect, we are a little tight on room, but we can manage, I think.” Timothy said.


  The front of the ship had been designed for servants. A long hallway stretched to the bow of the ship. On either side, I had made two rooms with four bunk beds in each, allowing eight to sleep. The bow room had an additional four bunk beds, bringing the total number of beds in the front half of the ship to twenty-four. This left eighteen without beds, though fourteen of them were small fairies.


  “Holly, Zora, Milly, and Sasha will sleep in the captain's quarters with me,” I said.


  “Very well, my lord. Then I will sleep out here if it is permissible with the other fairies.”


  “Perfectly fine by me. So, has May gone over our food with you?”


  “Yes, she has informed me that you can eat well for at least six months. Though she is worried, there is not enough slop to feed your slaves well.”


  “May. While you cook for me and my household, you will feed my servants anything you would feed me. I expect good and well-fed servants.” I said loudly so she could hear me in the galley.


  “Yes, my lord.” Came back over the sounds of cooking.


  “That is most kind, Master. It is very unusual as well.” Timothy said.


  “I guess it’s about time I explained to you a bit about myself. That might help to put some things in perspective.” I said as I looked at Sasha, and she gave a slight nod of her head.


  I told Timothy about myself and coming to Fortuna. My time spent in Laga’vast and the mission the Goddess Amara had given me. He listened quietly, and as the story filled in missing parts of information, understanding would brighten his face.


  “That is truly amazing, my lord, and explains your demeanor quite well. I can also see how many of the customs within the Empire would give you pause. I will, however, to the best of my ability, answer any of your questions and help you present a façade that will be acceptable to the others of the Empire.” Timothy said.


  “Thank you, Timothy. Now you said the young Master who sold you was accepted into the mage Academy. What do you know about it? I would like to have a better understanding of what I’m stepping into in eight days by my estimate when we arrive.”


  “I only know the general information provided to the nobility that I was privy to as the head steward. Today is Mundus, and by your estimate, we will arrive next week on Tamuss or Miduss. The mage college only admits new students on Lastnuss, the day before the rest days of Laznuss and Dawning. That will give us time to situate ourselves in the area.” Timothy said as Mary came in from the kitchen, carrying a tray with food.


  There were three bowls of a thick-looking soup and two loaves of bread that had steam rising from them. “I beg your pardon, my lord, but I have made some food. A beef soup and have warmed some bread. Would it be permitted for Timothy to eat with you?”


  “Of course, it’s fine. Thank you, May it smells lovely.” I said as she placed the food down. The stew was rich, and Sasha, Timothy, and I dug into it while he continued.


  “Thank you, Master Grayson. I know eating with your slave means nothing to you, but it is quite a gesture of friendship. Thank you.” Timothy said.


  Sasha chimed in, “You should have seen my face when he ordered food for us at the marina club in Laga’vast. I thought he was insane or a simpleton, but let me tell you, it was worth it. The first proper meal I had had in ages.”


  “I’m glad you enjoyed it so much, Sasha. Does the mage college have a marina?” I asked, turning the conversation back to Timothy.


  “Yes, and a grand one at that. It can easily hold dozens of ships twice this size. Many mages have their own vessels as travel by the rivers and lakes is the most efficient.


  “No portals, I interrupted?”


  “No, teleporting is possible, but only a few mages can manage it, and only for themselves. Traveling by the river, wagon, carriage, or beast is how everyone travels. The location of the college is located in the capital city of Tagin’ura. The proper name is the Imperial Royal College of Tagin’ura. Only free citizens may apply to the school, though there is no citizenship test. The admittance test is very quick. An orb, I’m told, measures your affinities. It only lights up green if you have the required ten percent affinity in mana manipulation, though.”


  He ate a few bits of soup before continuing, “It is one of the rudest questions to ask. What is a mage’s affinity, or to try and find out. As it implies, you are an owner of a free citizen and an exalted lord. The bond between slave and Master allows the Master to see such information. Civil wars have been fought over the insult. That’s why a simple green pass, red fail, is used at the admittance exam.”


  I looked over at Sasha for a second and could see she was visibly relieved as much as I was. I really did not want to stand out any more than I knew I was already going to.


  “Once a citizen of any rank is excepted, they receive the title of exalted lord. Regardless of their title before. A viscount, for example, would only regain his title upon completing his time at the college. The college sits above a dungeon that they use for training and exams. A normal course of study at the college takes eight years. Each student is given a debit of one Mithril coin per year. This covers classes, a room in the dormitory, food, basic robes, personal course books, and supplies for classes. The debt ensures that when the mages finish schooling, they will work within the Empire because not paying a debt is one way of becoming a slave. That is all the information I have, but when we arrive, I am sure you can get more information.” Timothy finished.


  Timothy had given me a lot to think about as I got ready to head to bed. “Sasha, you can join me whenever you like. No need to try and finish it all tonight.” I said, standing from the table and heading back to my cabin.


  As I passed May finishing in the galley, I heard her say to Milly, “Run along and go to bed with the Master; no need to keep him waiting or wake him when you go to bed.”


  Milly blushed as she turned to follow me. On the floor in my cabin, Zora and Holly were laid out on the floor with blankets and pillows Sasha had made. She had made quite a bit of progress in the room. Black curtains hung from the windows, looking out over the water. The bed had sheets and thick blankets on them. A good dozen pillows were on the bed also. Each had slight embroidery of silver and forest green vining leaves.


  Deciding I was just going to have to get used to being freer with my body than normal, I took my shirt and pants off. Climbing into bed, I looked at Milly, who was standing by the door, “You know, you don’t have to sleep with me if you don’t want to. It’s OK.” I said.


  “It’s not that, Master, it’s just…I’ve never… I’ve never slept in a bed before next to a man.” She said timidly. As if saying it out loud had spurred something in her, she reached up and undid the straps behind her neck and back. Letting her top fall. She confidently nodded to herself and slipped the skirt she had gotten, probably from Sasha, from around her waist, getting ready for sleep.


  She had on a soft-looking pair of green panties that hugged her wonderfully. She made her way to the bed and got under the covers with me. I pulled her close to me and lightly stroked her stomach reassuringly. We held each other, breathing each other in as we kissed.


  I kissed the side and back of her neck. It was light and quick but just what we needed before sleep. Rolling her onto her back and then back into me, we both settled down to sleep.


  Sometime later, I woke from sleep to the feeling of Sasha’s body curling up on my opposite side. Milly’s leg was over the top of my right leg, and Sasha’s leg quickly claimed my left leg. I kissed her briefly as the feeling of her warm leg on my leg sent my mind diving into pleasant, fantastical dreams.




  

    Chapter 18


    Ever Grow the Ever Grove.


  


  When I woke, it was to sunlight streaming in on my face. I stretched and realized I was alone in the cabin. I headed to the bathroom. Sasha had left clothes out for me on a countertop, black pants, a light short-sleeved shirt, boxers, socks, and the flatboat shoes I had.


  The smell of sizzling bacon wafted into the room as I made my way into the galley. "Good morning, Master Grayson. How did you sleep?" Came the kind voice of May. She was busy over the stove and looked at me over her shoulder.


  "Very well. What time is it?"


  "It's just about mid-morning, my lord. Here now, why don't you have a seat at the table, and I'll bring you some breakfast." May said, busying herself with a pan.


  I went to the table and bemoaned, not having found any coffee on the planet. I was not up late, but this morning was the first time I felt like I had a real grasp on the world I was in. 


  May brought over a plate with thick cuts of bacon, potatoes, and eggs. She also set a large mug of something black in front of me. "Did not know how you liked your cossa. Take a sip and tell me if you want any cream or sugar."


  I sipped the drink, and by all the divines, it was coffee or at least close. It did not have the bitterness to it and was much richer. Closer to hot chocolate, a mix of cocoa and coffee. "I'll take it as is; this is great. Why have I not had this before?"


  "Well, not many like it, to tell the truth. Usually, one can only find it in the fanciest restaurants. Looks like the food merchant sold you some as a spice to drive the price up. Cheating bastard." May said.


  "We'll all I have to say to that is bless his soul, coffee. Or cossa. The last thing I was missing from my old world."


  May laughed at that and headed back to the galley, busily humming to herself. As I ate, I noticed the room was relatively devoid of, well, everyone. It was at this thought that Timothy came down the stairs.


  "Good morning, my lord. How's the breakfast?" 


  "Excellent, May really does have an amazing touch. Have you eaten? Has everyone else?" I added. 


  "Yes, my lord, we all had a most wonderful meal earlier. I must thank you again from myself, and the rest wanted me to say thank you as well. Most of us only eat this good on holidays if we're lucky." Timothy said as he came to join me at the table.


  "Well, as I said before, it's no problem. Where is everyone?"


  "Oh, they're all up on deck, at least most of them. A few of the dryads are still sickly, as well as two nymphs and most of the fairies. They're all curled up together, resting. It will be a few days until there fully back on their feet."


  "Excellent; have you experienced any problems with the ship?" 


  "Besides being a bit cramped. No. Sails like a dream on waves of starlight. Passed a few merchant ships, but they were farther out to sea than us."


  "Speaking of cramped. I wanted to make the ship bigger, but I was wondering about the marina at the college; will there be room? And can you all liveaboard?"


  "The marina is huge and could easily handle a ship twice as big, if not bigger. And yes, slaves may live abroad on a vessel at the college. In fact, many of the richer nobles and merchants who attend the school keep their pleasure yachts to throw parties on while there. I don't see how you can make the ship bigger, though. There is not a dry dock between here and the capital that could work on this vessel. The capital is the only place where you might be able to get work done."


  Finishing the last of my food and with a big gulp of cossa, I said, "I have my ways… I have my ways. May I have a request? Can you prepare a large lunch as a picnic for today?" I said, turning to the galley and raising my voice.


  "Why, of course, my lord…Yes…Ok…Yes, Master Grayson." She said, going from accepting to confused, puzzled, then landing back on acceptance.


  I went up the stairs and onto the back deck. The captain's chair was to my right and behind that was a large area that was lined with benches. Zora and Holly were sitting, along with Sasha and Milly. Sasha was working on what looked like a pillow while Milly was using a small contraption to turn butter. Anya and her bright orange hair sat next to a nymph I had not met yet.


  "Good morning," I said as I flopped into the empty captain's seat.


  "Good morning, Master Grayson." Came a chorus of voices.


  Timothy followed me out shortly and found a spot in the back. Looking out over the front of the boat, I could see the nymphs and dryads sprawled out in the sun over the front deck. The day was just this side of warm with a pleasant chill. The waves on the lake were calm, and the wind came from the southeast, providing pleasant sailing weather. 


  I was almost loathed to turn to shore and give up this fine day of sailing. I knew I had to, though; I had to find a spot where I could settle the ship and grow it once more. I hoped that the more impressive the ship, the fewer problems I would have. But when dealing with the nobility, or those newly ascended to the position, one could never truly know what they were going to do.


  I flipped the switch that gave me manual control of the ship. I turned the boat slightly and headed to the coast. It took only fifteen minutes of sailing to find the perfect location. A small river ran into the sea at the location I had chosen. About fifty or so yards (45m) upstream, the sand turned to soil, and another fifty yards (45m) past that was where a coastal forest began. 


  I sailed right up to the beach by the river, lowering the sails, and when the ship was close to bottoming out, I infused my mana into the ship. Once more, thick roots sprouted from the bottom and walked the ship to where the sand met soil. Once in the proper location, the roots grew rapidly. Sinking and spreading out from the bottom of the ship. 


  When the boat was fully stopped, I turned to the group on deck, who were all now standing and looking over the side. "Today is going to be a beach day. Gather everyone up. I'm going to be working on the boat."


  "How I've never… just…how?" the dryad Arial asked. The look of wonder and fear on her face was priceless.


  "Magic, what else," I said with a cheeky grin. 


  The roots rose to the side of the deck and created a long gangplank down to the ground with railings for the kids. It was when I walked confidently onto the beach that I noticed a grouping of boulders begin to move. 


  With a loud grinding of rocks, an approximation of a human with the proportions of a gorilla pulled itself from the sand and stone. It stood nearly twenty feet tall, even hunched over on all fours as it was. I heard a few screams come from the boat as I said, "Can't have this ruin our beach day."


  I used the inspect ability on the monstrosity, and that kicked off the combat. With a loud roar that sounded like boulders falling down a hill, the monster stood on its two legs, raised its arms, tilted its head back, and screamed.


  Rock giant. Level 28. Weakness: fire. Experience: seven thousand. Health one hundred percent.


  Shaking my head while its arms were still raised in the air, I held my right hand out. With a focus of my mana, I cast the spell plasma beam: 45.1 mana. The bright, incandescent orange beam slammed into the rock giant and made it take a step back. Three seconds later, the center of its chest was a glowing molten ruin as the beam flew out of its back.


  As I ended the spell, I watched as reality caught up to the monster. It took a few steps forward, then fell to its knees. With a muffled crash due to the sand, it fell face-first. 


  You have killed a rock giant. Seven thousand experience gained.


  The soft voice in my head informed me.


  Sweet, I leveled, I thought to myself. I'm going to have to see what Timothy knows about leveling; Sasha and I still must distribute our points.


  I scanned the beach for a moment, but it appeared the rock giant had kept this area of the beach clear of any other monsters. "Ok, it's safe to come down," I yelled back up to the ship.


  Hesitantly, the others slowly disembarked. They stood in a loose half-circle around me. Some of the fairies and dryads did still look dead tired, but I figured the warm sun and relaxing day would do them well. They all just looked at me in shock. 


  "Well…right… you all are going to have a pleasant beach day and relax. I will be growing my boat. I will set a barrier spell up and make a few things. Sound good?" I said.


  "Yes, most exalted lord. We shall endeavor to have a pleasant beach day." Timothy said with newfound respect but still held a mocking air of friendly joking. 


  The others just nodded, and I turned to Sasha, "Why don't you armor up and stand watch while I work."


  Sasha smiled placatingly and said, "Oh… all work and no play, very well." 


  I turned my focus to the beach and cast a large shield over the area. I tied the spell to a large mana crystal. Next, along the sand, I made a large gazebo. Under it, I made quick stone benches and tables you would see at a park. I made a working counter for May and a small grill with a flame that could be used for a barbecue.


  The shield extended some ways into the water. It was funny to watch the section of beach calm as the waves buffeted around the shield. I made some stone outhouses a good distance away from the gazebo, and my government-funded beach amenities were done.


  Now for my ship, I thought, as I climbed back up on deck and began pouring all of my mana into the ship. The power rippled through the ship and soon found itself connected to every inch of it. The wood fully came alive as I felt the roots of the oak and willow trees start to absorb massive amounts of water and nutrients.


  I called down to the group who were setting up and just getting ready for a relaxing day, "Hey, do any of you have any Redwood tree seeds, Teak, pine, cedar, or any other tree seeds or the like?" 


  I walked down the gangplank to the beach, and I saw Arial go to May and get a large plate. The dryads, fairies, and nymphs all went up to her and deposited seeds on the plate. When she came over to me, she said, "Here are the seeds you requested."


  I eyed the plate and asked, "These aren't their kids or anything?"


  "No, no, nothing like that. These are just normal seeds." She said with a chuckle.


  "Good," I said, creating a small stone pillar to set the plate on.


  Arial was biting her lower lip and looked very aroused as she asked, "Master Grayson, would it be possible for me to watch you work? Seeing such plant magics being used is breathtaking. I've never…."


  "Of course, Arial, would you like me to make you a seat to watch from?"


  "No, I can manage. There are cedar, teak, pine, and ironwood seeds here. There is even a Dalbergia seed and Berchemia; they are wonderfully rare seeds and have a black and pink color, respectively. There is a selection of fruit trees, also. As well, I happened to have a steel vine. It is a strong vine that is stronger than steel given time or mana." She said, indicating certain seeds on the plate.


  With a nod of thanks, I went about planting the seeds along the base of the ship. I infused them with mana, and they quickly began growing as I walked back up onto the deck of the ship.


  So began the long and arduous process of integrating all of the various woods together. The hull grew and was replaced by the Dalbergia wood; it had a deep, rich black color. That seed took the most coaxing to get it to grow, but as soon as the root system was fully grown, the tree was the easiest to work with, growing with abandoned ease. One hundred and thirty feet long (40m), and the beam of the ship was forty feet (12.2m). I kept to the cutter design sailboat, with a single large mast in the center that I grew from the ironwood Arial had provided. That type of wood would normally be used for a mast if it could be found. The ironwood was strong and flexible, and since I could magically strengthen it and give it more flex, I went with the dense, heavy wood for the mast.


  I made the first cabin rise one-third of the way from the bow of the boat. The wood grew around four-inch-thick crystal windows that would give wonderful views and let large amounts of sunlight in. From there, I placed, just behind the mast, the second full cabin rise. This was a large third-floor lounge area that had to be reached by stairs from the back near the opening for the bow dining area. In the front, on this third level, I placed a flybridge that was sectioned off by a low wall. The frame of a large swiveling captain's chair was placed, and I knew Sasha would upholster it appropriately. From the back stairs as well, one could go up one more level onto the roof. There was a low wall and benches that made for a cozy flybridge. The Boom of the mast would pass just overhead if one was standing.


  On the aft deck level of the ship where the first cabin rise ran, I left one-quarter of the stern open. I placed crystal sliding glass doors that opened onto A large table with adjustable stools that sat in the center under a wood hardtop. The deck and floor of every level were made of thick oak wood, and all the benches, booths, couches, and counters were made from teak.


  There were two for stays on the bow, one of which was attached to a jib boom that jutted from the front. The second is attached to the bow of the ship. I attached these with thick stainless-steel spinners to allow for the automatic rolling of the jib sails. The side shrouds and backstays were made from the steel vine plant. A normally slow-growing vine that, over time, was stronger than steel, with mana that time was cut down. 


  During this process of growing the various kinds of wood for the ship, I had a lot of time to think, as I was just acting as an oversized mana battery, only occasionally having to reassert my will to the desired shape of a growing object. This gave me plenty of time to think about enchantments and the various forms of those enchantments I wanted to incorporate into the design of the Ever Grove.


  Structural enhancement: This enchantment weaves itself threw the object, ensuring maximum structural integrity is reached and surpassed. Initial activation is dependent on size, and continued use cost is dependent on size.


  With my structural enhancement enchantments woven through every fiber of the ship, I did not even need the stay supports but placed them for appearance's sake. Along with the small mana crystal already placed in the ship, I placed two medium mana crystals and one large one as well. This brought my total mana storage on the ship up to 3800 mana. 


  The ship was clean and simple, yet with the amount of magic running through it, I doubted that it would ever fall apart. The main cabin was a large sitting room with many tables and booths that ran along the walls. Without the need for an engine room or tanks needed to hold water and fuel, a great amount of space was freed up.


  I could easily fit fifteen smaller cabins into the low front sides of the ship. The main galley was there as well. In between every two cabins was a bathroom with a toilet and a small standing shower. Four additional cabins in the front were made bigger, and the V-birth room I designed for Zora and Holly. A companionway, one on the main level, led to the below-deck cabins. 


  In the back of the cabin level, I made a full large master quarters. Complete with a king-sized bed frame, lounging benches, a table, and swivel chairs. The back had large crystal windows set into it and along the sides. The captain's bathroom was a full bath with a large shower and a marble tub that could fit five to six people.  


  The front two-quarters of the main deck cabin was made into a growing area. The soil, which was only about two feet (61 cm) deep to the ceiling, was fifteen feet (4.5m) tall and started just before the mast and ended in a garden area with benches built to look out over the front of the ship. I had infused the soil with a lattice of enchantments that would keep it healthy and nutrient-rich.


  It had the feel of an indoor park, with the sun streaming in from the side windows and from the ceiling. The area was about thirty-five feet wide with walkways on the sides and sixty-five feet long. a companionway from the main sitting area led down to the below cabin area, and there was another at the front garden sitting area. 


  The top deck had a railing that ran at waist Height and closed slats that would ensure none of the kids would slide off the edge of the ship. I made part of the railing swing out on either side, allowing for a gangplank to be extended to a dock. 


  The ship was beautiful and glowed with the glossy look of freshly polished wood. The sails would still need to be made or refitted once again by Sasha and me, but that was ok. 


  All the enchantments worked, and the mana crystals provided enough power for all of them. The rudders worked from either the flybridge or the bridge section on the third level, depending on which was selected to work. The stern engine enchantments had been increased, and I had added bow thrusters as well to help with docking.


  It had taken ten hours of hard, magical work to complete. It was worth it as I came over the side and back onto the beach. Arial was visibly flushed as she looked at me, and most of the adults on the beach were watching in fascination as well. The kids ran around and played with Amber keeping a close eye on them.


  As I walked up to the group with Arial following close behind, I asked, "So, do you think it's big enough?"


  Timothy was the first to start softly, chuckling as he said, "Aye aye that, my Lord, I think it will do quite nicely."  


  "I never would have thought something like this possible," Milly said, fixating on the ship.


  "If I hadn't already seen him, do it. I would have thought any would be lying who said they could do something like this." Sasha added.


  May came up alongside me and said, "You didn't forget the galley, now did you, Master Grayson." Her tone implied I had better not have.


  "Of course not; you wound me, May. Having only eaten two of your delicious meals so far, I could never overlook such a critical part of the ship," I said, feigning indignation.


  The sun was heading toward the horizon, and there were only eight fingers left till it sunk below the horizon. Everyone gathered up their things and headed up the gangplank back onto the ship. Sasha had foreseen the sail problem and had completed the two massive jib sails and mainsail while I had worked on the ship. I easily attached them into place and spooled them around the forestays. The mainsail attached to the mast and rolled down and around the boom, keeping it easily out of the way.


  I showed off the ship, and the dryads and fairies got to work quickly, planting their trees and soil plants. They would not be able to grow to full size, but the abundantly fertile soil would keep them healthy and strong. 


  I let Timothy sort everyone into cabins and left the sowing of mattresses, cushions, pillows, and all the rest to Sasha. She would keep to the theme of green, black, and silver so that my ship would match the colors of my house when I had to choose such things. The sails she had made she had somehow managed to dye as well, a product of her increasing tailoring skill. The mainsail was black and had silver knotwork along the edges. The two jibs were deep forest green, and she had made the imperial flag as well so I could fly it and not run into trouble along our way to the capitol. The ship had come together, a sleek, black-hulled monster with beautiful green and black sails. I wouldn't say it looked deadly, but it looked classy as fuck.


  The roots moved us back out onto the sea of stars, and before long, the sails were unfurled, and we were on our way. I sat atop the flybridge, checking over the enchantments and how the ship moved in the water. When everything seemed right, I set the autopilot and let it guide us.




  

    Chapter 19


    Imperial Eye – Two.


  


  Exalted Barron Isaac Placidus wiped his cock on the face of the priestess of Roxclou. She was almost demi-human, just one generation away from being elevated from her low beast kin form to that of a true servant fit to serve her betters. Her longer-than-normal ears were the only thing that gave her away. Isaac's cum soaked cock slid across her cheek and into her parted wet red lips. He grabbed her forest green hair, ensuring her head moved down to the base of his cock, her hot tongue savoring every drop of his exalted seed.


  Bent over a bench, arms, and legs strapped into place, was the body of the worthless third-generation Florin. Her face was human, aside from the long ears that drooped from where her head hung. Fine snow-white fur covered her arms, legs, and ass. Isaac did not enjoy those beast kin that were so close to their original breeding, but he endured the displeasure for the glory of God Ack and the empire. 'At least her torso and face are human,' Isaac thought, watching his cum leek from the sloppy hole of the bunny bitch. She was still quivering, the clenching of her pussy trying to suck up as much of the exalted seed into her womb as it could.


  He guided the priestess's face along his shaft, feeling the sticky juices from the florin bitch being wiped clean by the useless tongue. The elf beast kin lapped at his balls and cleaned him of his devotion and duty.


  The breeding cell within the temple of Roxclou was well cared for, though the floor was made of the local hard gray stone and not the pristine white marble that could be found at the temples in the capitol. The room had many of the same amenities that could be found within the breeding halls of the mage's college, yet Isaac always found them lacking. Here in Laga'vast, so far from the center of refinement and power, he was just glad that he could still breed the savage, using the might of his exalted imperial seed to better the wild animals of those who lived in territories still outside of imperial control.


  When he was done with the priestess's mouth, she wiped him with warm water and cloth before he secured his britches. He would not have the smell of the lowly ones on him as he went about his work for the day.


  He left the chamber. His morning devotion and duty finished. The Polished gray stone and mage lights illuminated those in the breeding cells as he passed. Orc women, wolf kin girls, and many others that had been captured by the empire and whose worth was only found in their shackled, bent, and exposed bodies ready for breeding were proffered for the hard cocks that would fill them with the human seed that would elevate their young. Isaac was thankful that at least here in Laga'vast, the temple had a small wing set aside for the exalted mages, and he did not have to mix the seed of his cock with that of the common citizen. Though he would, for he knew it was right and proper to breed the savage, to elevate them into good standing in the eyes of God slave Roxclou and the supreme God Ack.


  Exiting through the heavy oak wood door banded in iron and etched with imperial enchanting runes he found himself within the lobby. The ceiling was standard, and the statues of the holy ones passable, the carved marble of the deity of proper slavery done in a quality that would, at the very least, not be offensive to the slave god. The counters held priestesses and priests ready and waiting to usher those men of the empire into the cells of breeding, where they would spill their seed into the worthless holes of the beast kin slave.


  Head to the floor, bent over her knees in the light of the glinting chandelier that hid the plainness of the ceiling, was his assistant. "Exalted Master Placidus, good morning and I hope your morning devotional breeding was successful." His demi human lamia said from her position, kowtowed on the floor. Isaac enjoyed her slight scales and how they shined like small jewels along the contrail of her body, the emerald veined in gold, slight, and framing her delicate body. She was a tenth-generation demi-human and trained as his personal secretary.


  "It was successful, Hyslie. Do you have anything for me this morning?" Isaac asked, walking to the entrance to the temple. Hyslie got to her feet and followed behind her Master with her head bowed.


  "Yes, exalted Master, a message from exalted Yeveno Catacus."


  "Yeveno, very well then. We must make haste." Isaac said, rushing to the imperial offices.


  Isaac reached the central imperial office building in the heart of the noble's district by walkingthrough the streets of Laga'vast, where those of high rank served the empire. The cobbled stone was clean. Those slaves set to sweeping, ensuring no mar of dirt would darken the eye of one of the exalted that worked within. The gardens were full of life in the front of the gray building, painted in places with white and colors to hide the dull gray stone that came from the quarry nearby.


  Reaching his desk within the Occulta Oculus outpost office, he saw a letter from the head and Master of his order. Isaac sat as Hyslie took her position outside his door.


  Occulta inquisitor exalted Barron Isaac Placidus,


  You are to travel to the northeast into the River Bend mountains to investigate a two-star flare of every color. The registrar was brief, but all such occurrences must be investigated by one of your rank, as you know. Do this with all haste. Long live Emperor Amuilius Tagin; long live the empire!


  Occulta Oculus Dominus Primus,


  Exalted Earl Yeveno Catacus.


  Attached to the letter was the crystal that gave the location on the map. Isaac quickly absorbed the information and scanned the area on his personal map. He had been near the area before. "Hyslie, send word to have my ship ready to depart within the hour. I have a mission. You will not be coming!" Isaac yelled, eliciting a near-instant response from his slave secretary. He went to the closet in the room and stepped inside. It was a magically enlarged space that held all the items he needed for his spycraft. Today, he would take his ranger armor and scouting gear. He was powerful and knew it, but the wilds were still full of dangers.


  'A flare of every color that could be almost anything. An item from the sea of chaos, a creature, a world walker, or something else. But only two stars, strange. Maybe something darker. This must be done with speed.' Isaac counseled himself as he made ready for a trip up the descending sun river.


  Isaac unfurled the main sail on the river sloop, guiding the smaller ship by the tiller from the noble port of Laga'vast. The wind was steady, and as he steered the boat onto the river, he flew the jib sail as well. The wind caught, and he began traveling upriver with little hindrance. He funneled his mana into the propulsion enchantments on the boat, one of the secret formations the empire navy used on its battleships. This one was designed for speed though, to allow for quick water travel for those whose eyes ever watched over the empire. He would make his way to the small river that came from the River Bend Mountains and sail as far up it as he could, looking for any signs along the way of the unordinary having happened.


  Isaac arrived at the small river outlet a day and a half later. His detection magic had only found one oddity as he sailed, but he could not understand what it was. Some kind of earth magic had been used, but his skill could not determine what had been done. It might have been one of the river beasts that swam beneath the murky depths, but the magic had come close to the surface.


  Sipping the last of his cossa, he scanned the bank of the river with mana sight. The natural world was full of swirls of elemental mana, nothing having been disturbed.


  "There. What? What is that?" Isaac said out loud, the flux of mana along the shoreline clearly having been disturbed. He guided the river sloop into a nestle of trees, many of which were deformed and a snaggle of roots nearly coming to the surface of the water.


  Anchoring the boat and with his skill enhanced by his spy craft assassin training, he jumped onto the dry land. The ground had clearly been the site of a great magical working. "Wood, life, and Earth. this can't… This can't be so much mana. The trees are warped, and something was forced to grow here." He said, noting the oddity as he found the nutrients in the soil underfoot greatly depleted.


  "This, this is where I should start my search," Isaac said. The small river would have only taken him a few more Colosseum lengths up into the River Bend Mountains, so here was as good a place as any to start his search.


  "Footprints, but strange. Almost as if they were armored by some weave of metal," Isaac said as his tracking skills highlighted the footprints in the mud and the trail that led into the trees upriver.


  Grabbing his day pack from the river sloop, Isaac followed the glowing footprints into the trees along the bank of the river. The slight scuffs on rocks and broken twigs made for a clear path to follow. "Whatever this is, it's bipedal. Maybe a demon or some new horror from the abyss along the void."


  His speed was swift, the skills he had leveled during his time in the legion scout regiment proving useful once more in hunting down information in the wilds for his glorious empire. He sped lightly along the ground, over boulders, and only lightly touched the tops of the gnarled roots of the trees whose canopies hung thick overhead.


  "That didn't take long," Isaac said as he found another great disturbance of mana. Sitting as if it had always been, there was an A-frame stone building with a chimney and everything.


  From the open door, two gleaming silver eyes peered at him. Flinging his hand out, he sent his oversized knife hurling into the river cat that had claimed the stone building as a home.


  The echoing chime of the system voice told him he had killed the low-level monster.


  Entering the building, he scanned for any hidden dangers but found none, the corpse of the river cat the only beast that would waylay his search. "Stone pulled from the ground and shaped. Powerful earth magic. A bed, a chair, and hearth." Isaac said the building radiated the feeling of hearth and home with a peaceful atmosphere he could not rightly justify it naturally having.


  "Whatever came this way stopped here for a night. No more." Isaac gathered what evidence he could, but there was nothing in the building except the smell of fresh river cat blood pooling on the floor. He retrieved his knife and cleaned it, setting out once more to follow the tracks deeper into the forest and mountains.


  He followed the smaller stream, glowing footprints guiding his way along the forest floor. The soft trickle of water ever within his awareness. "Whatever it was or whoever it was, clearly was following the stream." He said, legs moving swiftly as he left no trail of his own to follow.


  "By the holy cock of God Ack! What in the twisted void is…" Isaac said, crouched on a small boulder overlooking a river sand bar. Only there was very little sand. The area had been turned into a field of sparkling glass spikes. Old blood pooled on the ground, and the echo of Earth mana screamed into his mage senses.


  "A kill. The same earth mana as before. What did the thing kill?" Isaac said, casting an advanced spell that would replay what had happened from the fading echoes of the residual mana.


  White mist fog ghosts formed, and shapes without distinct features grew from billowing mana mist. A figure landed on the sand bar, much lighter than should have been possible with the clear signs of armor it had been wearing. Half a dozen paces away in the mist stood the clear outline of a Dofrian, a male steel hunter. The creature whipped its head to the intruder, the intent clear in its body to charge and rend the flesh of the interloper.


  The shape of the biped cast forth its hands in surprise or clear purpose. A rippling flood of mana left the figure, traveling into the ground a twisting the world to its will. The Dofrian charged, but before it could get more than two paces from where it stood, the ground exploded into the field of razor glass, impaling the beast, a dozen needles sinking into soft butter.


  The mist faded.


  "A butcher spell was used, bones added, but still lighter than normal… I wonder…" Isaac said, the trickling of the stream the musical accompaniment to his words.


  "Yes, before the battle, the figure was much lighter, almost weighing nothing, after the loot from the body of the beast weighed it down," Isaac noted that it looked like the figure had lain down after the fight, right in the open and napped for some length of time. "After using so much mana, anyone would need a rest. But to so brazenly sleep exposed as they were…"


  Isaac mused as he followed the footprints deeper into the mountains. He was liquid shadow amongst the trees, his scout skills blending him into the forest with ease. His smell became that of dirt and trees. His feet left no mar upon the ground, and only the highest of leveled monsters could have tracked him as he moved. The River Bend Mountains were not known for their high-level creatures. The Dofrian is the highest and strongest in the area.


  The trees gave way to a meadow clearing, "By the holy womb of Alleystra and Sippsie's dripping cunt, what?" Isaac froze in the clearing. His senses scream with the residual of a mass paralyze spell; weaves of magic still hung in the air, twisting and spinning.


  He cast his advanced magic once more, replaying in swirls of mist the events that had transpired in the etheric mana.


  "Theera, a full herd, sheared. By the Gods, then it was cleaned and spun into thread then woven into cloud wool cloth with mana." Isaac said, letting the images dissolve once the spell was done. "Such power and control, what, or who did this?" Isaac felt panic welling in him. For one to have such control of mana, "I need to get to the bottom of this." He said, moving with more haste, for surely no man could have such power. He now knew why the creature had become lighter for a time, and its footfalls were once more heavier. The cloud wool it had gathered had reduced its weight.


  He sped now with great haste, activating all of his skills. This was most certainly not a two-star flare. Whatever had come from the sea of chaos or the abyss along the void was powerful, too powerful by far, and would surely threaten his beloved empire.


  The sun was but a few hours from setting when he reached the craggy overhang bluff of a ridge. Horror settled into Isaac at what his mana mist visions showed him. "So new, barely in the world an hour, and it, he, or she did, did that." his words failed him as he saw the devastation be unleashed on the trees from where the thing had entered their world. The devastation and destruction magic would have been bad enough on its own, but then, as if some great arcane exalted mage had descended from legend, the thing healed the forest, leaving no trace of the destruction it had wrought upon the world except for what could be viewed in the echoing mists of the faded mana.


  The overhang was rocky, an exposed cave that was thick with chaotic mana. Iron had been pulled from the Earth and mixed, and cubes of different metals lay on the ground. Isaac carefully retrieved each, securing them in their own special stasis storage device.


  His mana recall sight showed him everything. This was the spot where the humanoid figure had been unceremoniously deposited onto the planet. The crack in reality, had given birth to the figure with a wet rolling, squelching gush of magical fluids like any woman giving birth. The form fell limply on the ground and then breathed its first breath of air as it writhed for a great amount of time in agony. The thrashing of limbs clearly showing the creature's distress.


  "By the holy cunt of Sippsie! A World Walker! The mana is too organized and human to be a demon or elder abyssal horror." Isaac said as he replayed the mana mist vision over and over again. "This place, by the gods, by the gods, I need to… I need to…" Isaac's words faltered, the significance of the spilled form viewed in mist settling ever so slowly in the turning tumult of terror in his mind.


  He backed up, one-foot pacing behind the other. He kept his eyes on the healed crack in reality, as if the sea of chaos would spill forth something else he would have to deal with. The blend of colors of the mana while chaotic, had the ordered amount indicating what had been spawned from the gushing breach had been human or had at least taken on human form when entering this world.


  Once the evidence he needed was gathered, he turned and fled. "I must get word back, this is, this is to important. By the holy eternal hard cock of supreme god Ack, I have to get word to the emperor and to Yeveno. They must know of this." His voice trembled as he spoke and raced back down the stream that would lead to the river. He would use all the stored emergency mana he had to reach the port of Laga'vast as quickly as possible.




  

    Chapter 20


    Ack, Sippsie, Alleystra, and Roxclou.


  


  It took seven days and eight nights to reach the capital. On the morning of Miduss, we approached the entrance to the imperial bay. The mouth of the bay was small by comparison and was only three or four hundred yards (275m) across. 


  The sight that truly caught my eye was the massive statues on either side of the cliff wall facing the entrance. The right-hand side was taller than the left, but the figures towered above the opening. They were easily four or five hundred feet (153m) tall.


  On the right was a man fully nude with only a massive crown on his head. The only thing painted on his white marble body was the golden crown. His muscles were done in vivid detail, and his fully erect cock was thrusting out from his hips. His left hand was on his hip over the woman's hand that stood behind him. His right hand extended up and out as if holding something aloft, and coming from his palm was a bright blue swirl of fire. 


  A hand was wrapped around the shaft of his cock, with the tip and half the length disappearing into the face of a woman bare-chested. Her lips were painted a soft red as she seemed to suck down his length. Her skin was painted a soft tan, and her dress was pulled from the top, exposing her breasts. She was on her knees, and it appeared she was looking up at the man in abject yearning. Her brown hair flowed from her head, and her hair had sparkling ornaments in it.


  Behind the man stood another woman, her hands on his hips, staring out at sea. Her dress was low cut and revealed her navel. The stone seemed to move in the wind as the black and red garment hugged her curves. She had a happy smirk on her face, and her jet-black hair hung down her back in a braid decorated with gleaming red gems.


  Across from the man, on the left-hand side of the mouth of the bay, was a demi-human beast kin on his knees, arms outstretched as if in supplication to the man. The man had long elf ears and great horns that swept back from his temples. His long brown hair, somehow drab in the sunlight, hung down his back in a braid. He wore a collar of silver around his neck and silver manacles on his wrists. 


  "Well, holy fuck. Guess there goes the idea of any modesty to be had. Fuck…" I said, trailing off. 


  The others had come up to the deck to watch our approach into the bay. Apparently, everyone wanted to see the prime pantheon of the empire. The monolithic statues were expertly crafted and provided a grand reminder of just whose domain one was about to enter.


  "Timothy, who are they?" I called out.


  Timothy quickly came up the stairs and answered. "They are the four. The God Ack, whose domain is of royalty, nobility, and pure blood. The Goddess Sippsie holds lust, sexual pleasures, and obedience most high. The Goddess Alleystra, the ever-obedient wife. And the God Roxclou, the eternal slave and servant." He said as I noticed him lower his head respectfully.


  "Well, that in and of itself explains a lot about the empire. I guess women's rights have a long way to go. Shit…" I said, sighing and drawing out the last word. "What's the building behind the statues?"


  "That is the imperial royal palaces and grounds. It is set at the feet of the highest and encompasses the mount of emperors. As well as a large part of the eastern city."


  "Palace, right. And where is the mage college marina?"


  "The outer walls of the palace lead to the temple district where the cathedral to the Gods and Goddesses are. In the center of the bay is where you will find the entrance to the Mage College Marina. The western districts are for the demi-humans, beast kin, and low casts." Timothy answered.


  The bay the capital was built around was massive and easily had a two-mile-wide diameter. There were ships of every make and size anchored throughout and even more in the scattering of the marinas that dotted the edge of the bay. I took down the sail and stowed them once we reached the opening and used the enchanted engines to cut a path through the center of the bay. 


  The mage's college became apparent as I was able to make out a high white tower that was nearly dead center along the edge of the bay from the opening. The tower had a massive base, and I could not even begin to guess its size. Every hundred feet, it would step inwards like a cake; there were five layers total. At the base of the water was a large marina wall and an opening in it two hundred feet apart.


  As we made our way to the marina, everyone began to get ready. They dressed in the livery outfits Sasha, Candace, Ray'mea, and Tamara had helped makeover the past eight days. 


  Timothy had explained the significance of collars and manacles. A slave with string or rope was seen as little more than garbage and treated as such. Leather and copper were the norm and were low in the ranking. Bronze or brass was a low, mid-worth slave. Silver was used for valued slaves, and gold was used for the highest value. The manacles and collars of mithril were reserved for the statues of Roxclou and the emperor's personal slaves.


  The collars and manacles offered some forms of protection for the slaves as no one, even a free citizen, would not accost a slave with metal. If done so, it was viewed as an attack on the owner, and full retaliation was not only expected but the law.


  I had made copper collars for the fairies, as anything higher would be highly unusual. All except for Queen Thera who I gave a silver collar and silver manacles. 


  The manacles were another indicator and could be of a different material, denoting value within a collard class. Silver collar but copper manacles indicated the slave was low within the silver rating of the household.


  The dryads and nymphs all got brass collars and manacles, except for Arial, who got a gold collar and brass manacles.


  Zora, Holly, and Milly all got gold collars and copper manacles. Indicating to all that their bodies were highly valued but nothing else. It would keep them from being touched if they went into the city with me.


  Timothy got a gold collar and silver manacles. The rest of the elves, Tamara, Ray'mea, Amber, and Candance, got silver collars and copper manacles. Sasha, I gave her a gold collar with the same style of small silver bell she had had before. However, on the bell, I placed a small ruby, and on the manacles were set two small rubies as well. This indicated a preferred personal sex slave for someone who was wealthy enough to afford such lavish decorations.


  This was all carefully designed by Timothy and me to help protect the children as best I could. They had already been branded as slaves and were required to wear a collar. Everyone agreed that for the sake of appearances, they would take collars that others would see as fitting. I made gold collars and manacles for the kids with four large diamonds set in the collar and one large diamond in each of the manacles. I lined the inside of the manacles with cloud wool fabric, and the collars were loose-fitting.


  This indicated they were the most highly prized of a household and, to most, might indicate indecent things. However, the display of wealth ensured that no one but the royal family would dare to touch them. It was the best protection I could give them.


  The mothers were beside themselves with gratitude, and still, to this day, I am receiving the benefits of that gratitude. -


  I had wanted to provide all of them with mithril collars and manacles studded with precious gemstones of every color until they sparkled like a rainbow. But Timothy pointed out that if, in fact, any slave did possess a mithril collar, it would be a slave of the imperial royal family and that to wear such a collar would cause more problems than solve.


  As we approached the marina entrance to the mage's college, a guard platform was stationed just to the right of the entrance. As we approached, a guard yelled, "What is your business at the mage's college?!"


  "I am here to take the admittance test," I yelled back.


  "Very well, Sir. What is the size of your vessel?"


  "130 feet (40m)," I said, allowing for the language skill to translate the size.


  "Doc number twenty-five is available. Please secure your vessel there." The guard said as he shuffled through the papers he was carrying.


  We entered the dock with little fuss or trouble. The dryads and nymphs made themselves busy by lowering the gangplanks to either side in securing the vessel with ropes onto the stone cleats built into the dock.


  It'd been decided earlier that Sasha and Timothy would be the only ones to accompany me ashore, and everyone else would stay aboard the ship.


  As the scantily clad dryads and nymphs went back inside the ship, I made my way onto the dock. I was surprised to find that the dock was almost level with the deck of the ship.


  Timothy walked behind me and had attired himself in a Butler suit. The only great difference was that the arms ended just below the elbows, showing off the golden manacles that adorned his wrists.


  Sasha hung herself off my left arm and wore a pair of short shorts. She also wore a sleeveless crop top that did little to hide her breasts. She had playfully shown me earlier that underneath her blue short shorts, she was wearing light blue lacy crotchless panties.


  Her fox tails playfully swished back and forth, creating what I imagine to be the image of a flickering blue fire behind me. I wore boots, black pants, and the almost ever-required white poet shirt. The simple attire was made dashing by my cut physique and the bulk in muscle I had recently gained from my raw milk consumption. My face was shaved, and I decided to cut my hair short in the style of the empire that Timothy had informed me was the norm.


  As I walked out onto the deck, a man in a long scarlet robe approached. He had two slave women chained to his belt behind him, and they were carrying writing implements. The first male dock attendant I had encountered spoke first, "Good day, sir. Are you a hopeful initiate?"


  "Yes, I am here to take the admittance test. I would like to dock my ship here also."


  "Understandable, Sir. The docking fee will be ten gold per day. If you are accepted into the college, that fee will be lowered to five gold per day. Is that acceptable?" The dock attendant asked.


  "Yes, that's fine, sir," I said as I summoned a platinum coin from my storage ring. The platinum dime was worth 1000 gold pennies and would buy me one hundred days of docking fees.


  The man was momentarily shocked by the appearance of the coin, but he quickly collected himself. The woman beside him made a notation on some paper and quickly handed over the receipt for the docking slip. Dock twenty-five is now mine for the next 100 days.


  The central dock that ran to the shore was large and could easily fit two wagons abreast. It was all made from stone, and mine was the last slip on this section of dock. There were twenty-four other vessels, some larger than mine and some smaller, but all on the large size. I noticed as I scanned up and down the dock that the rest of the vessels all had a great deal more rigging in their designs varied widely.


  Many of them also had men who were obvious sailors checking over the sails and rigging of the ships.


  The exchange with the dock attendant was done; I put the receipt for my vessel in my ring and decided I was going to go and explore the marina. 


  Sasha was behind me, the soft tinkle of her bell following along as I led her with the silver chain attached to my belt. Timothy followed along behind and to my right as I made my way down the stone dock. The ships I passed were all large, and the two and three-masted affairs towered into the air. The rustling and creaking of wood filled the air as we passed.


  My vessel was the last on the stone dock, so I got a good idea of how my ship compared to the others. Where mine was single-masted and clean, the other ships were full of rigging and stowed sails. As for size, my vessel was easily one of the largest.


  The stone dock seamlessly transitioned to the marina road, and the walkway followed the road off to the right. Ornate iron lamp posts were set every twenty feet (6m) or so as I walked along the bayside of the road. The street was well-fitted cobblestone and easily could hold three wagons abreast. The walkway split; the right-hand path following along the water of the bay raised some ten feet above the water, the left path followed in a lazy curve along the street, and set between the two was a wide grassy area, with trees, winding brick paths and the same ornate iron lamp posts.


  The rolling sound of carriages and wagons rumbled and clattered from the street. While the light tones of conversations drifted over the soft lapping of the water. 


  Along the city wall side of the marina, well-made stone buildings lined the fortification. The fronts of the store were all clear glass and boasted a myriad variety of shops selling all sorts of goods. Mostly catering to the students of the mage's college. Cafes with front dining areas and restaurants with pergolas broke up the line of shop fronts. The area was not the normal rundown dockside but an upscale tourist affair. 


  As we made our way across the street after a break in traffic, I still found myself taken aback at the stark difference in dress between the slaves and their owners. Just like in Laga'vast, the women all wore what could only be described as late Victorian fashion. The dresses were simple in their complexity and rigidity; high collars and tightly fitted jackets. Large sun hats with a variety of ribbons and flowers spewed from the heads of the ladies. The waists were slim, and the skirts ranged from the simple flair at the hips to outlandish thrusting ass pieces that looked like they could hide a few people under them.


  For all the modesty of the dress of the ladies, with only scant well-placed pieces of exposed flesh shown. The slaves that attended them were the opposite. If you could find an outfit in a sex shop back on earth, it was on display here, along with other wild flights of fancy.


  Elves whose hair differed from one to the next like a flowing rainbow walked smartly behind their mistresses in corsets, stockings, and lace lingerie of every kind. The only thing besides dress that set the elves apart from the humans was the refined angles of their faces and ears, which came in two varieties. Short and long, each ending in points. Coming up only a little larger than human ears. Then, the long and pointed, sweeping back to just before the end of their scull. 


  Different beast kin walked on all fours, being led by leashes or followed along behind their owners. There were far more men walking about in robes and well-made suits than I had seen in Laga'vast. The slaves were still mostly female, and for the men going about tasks, all of their slaves walked behind on two legs. The dresses would still be described as erotic, but you could tell the difference in care that the women put into their pets versus the men.


  The refined atmosphere and civility of the marina were jarring next to the sensual barbarity displayed by its citizens. As I walked looking at the shops, occasionally, the loud crack of a riding crop, switch, or heavy thunk of a weighted hand paddle was heard. Delivering sharp corrective punishments to any of the slaves who displeased their mistresses or just for fun. Whether by some perceived overexcitement or some other imagined incorrect behavior. Each crack was always accompanied by a whimper of pleasure from the slave who had received their Master's tender mercies.


  In the windows of the different shops, fashions were on full display. Dazzling bundles of flowers and herbs could be seen. Books and bright potion bottles glittered in windows. The jewelry sparkled, and the shine of polished steel glinted with the noonday sun.


  The passing hum of conversations filled my ears as we walked around groups of women who had stopped to chat. The festive and lively mood brought a sense of life to the marina. 


  'I had better make some purchases in the shops to fit in better. It appears that the noble citizenry carried their bags to display instead of storing them in an inventory.' I thought.


  A group of women exited a shop that had bottles in the window. They chatted amiably as I stopped by the door to let them pass. I entered through the wooded and glass door of what I had thought was a potion shop; in fact, it was a perfumery. The heady and strong scent of perfume and cologne clung to the air as I entered.


  The store had an open floor plan, and the products for sale lined the walls of the shop along bright, polished wooden shelves. In the back was a long counter with several attendants helping customers with their purchases. 


  "Good day, my Lord. Is there anything I can help you find today?" a caracal demi human cat girl said. Her strawberry blond hair was braided in a crown around her ears. She had large brown eyes that hinted at her feline origin, and she wore a light white halter top cut low to expose her toned abdomen. The light white skirt did little to hide the pink lace panties she wore underneath. 


  I stared her up and down, doing my best to pretend to judge her apparent worth and if she was suitable enough to assist me. "Yes, that would be acceptable. Sir Grayson." I said, feigning a hoity air.


  "Wonderful, Sir Grayson. Are you looking for yourself or for a lucky lady?" 


  "Both, in fact, I am partial to the deep scents of sandalwood and amber. While I prefer my women to have a lighter and citrine smell about them." I said, racking my brain for things I knew about scents. The world had been rather clean-smelling so far with the spells I had access to, but I had mistaken this for a potion shop instead of the perfumery it was. I just had to purchase something to fit in and not raise suspicion.


  So began the assault on my olfactory senses. I did battle with paper testing strips and sample bottles of the pungent aromas of the colognes and perfumes. I ended up purchasing four perfumes, three colognes, and two vials of slave mist. 


  The perfumes were tolerable, one being a light floral with notes of citrus blossoms, one reminding me of the almost overly sweet aroma of lemon meringue pie, another was deeper and reminded me of eating pancakes with maple syrup and a fresh-squeezed glass of orange juice, while the last had a wild smell of orange and grapefruit on a summer afternoon.


  The colognes came in three types; light, medium, and bold. The light I imagined would be worn to a tea party or someplace one would stay in one spot for a long period of time so as to not overwhelm the air with the scent. The medium would be worn in day-to-day activities, and the bold was meant for the smoky air of a cigar room. The scents were rich and full of wood and smoke.


  The slave mists were cheaper smelling by far, but the quality was still present; each had light citrus tones that would be able to be applied multiple times a day if the scent was going to last.


  With the cat girl's assistance, I spent the better part of two hours in the shop. 6 platinum pennies later, I had garnered the attention of the other women in the shop Grand Aroma Thera. They took long sidelong glances at me as they shopped and as the bottles I had purchased were placed in a thick paper bag with colorful tissue paper spilling from the top and beautiful gold script on the side, exclaiming the shop's name Grand Aroma Thera.


  The attendants had assured me that the perfumes would make wonderful first gifts for any lady I was courting, and the colognes were manly and bold. I had purchased the largest bottles available of each type; they were all the same size of various decorations but had an enchantment on them that increased their size to over a gallon on the inside of the small bottles. Handing the bag over to Timothy, who accepted it with a diffident bow of the head, we left. The chattering of the women in the store followed me out.


  I really did want to find a potion shop, as alchemy was the one thing I was sorely lacking at the moment. It was always a smart idea to have potions on hand in any magical world where they were available.


  Down the storefront walkways we went, passing citizens eating in cafes and drinking in front of alehouses. The sun was well past noon when I found the appropriate caldron sign hanging out in front of a shop, Cauldrons Decadency.


  The shop was smaller than some of the others we had passed, but the inside spoke of wealth and refinement. The crystal shelves held bottles of various sizes with labels attached to each. Signs on the shelves read health, mana, cures, antidotes, enhancements, and even a male invigoration potion. Small tins held powders, and small pill bottles dotted the shelves. 


  "Good afternoon, my lord, how may I be of service today?" an elf male said. He had short blue hair and wore a well-fitted suit but like Timothy. 


  "Sir Grayson," I indicated to myself, "I will just be gathering a selection of potions today no need to trouble yourself."


  "Very well, Sir Grayson, if you require anything, I shall endeavor to assist." The elf said before heading back behind the counter.


  The shop was easy to navigate, and I guessed only the densest of fools would need help navigating it. The prices, on the other hand, were towering, and this shop would easily weed out any but the most affluent of customers. 


  I pursued the sections, going from one to the next and selecting the powders and potions I needed. Placing them all in a basket, Sasha had grabbed and carried delightfully.


  I selected a variety of health powders, potions, and pills of varying strength. Antidotes for poisons, venoms, and cures for diseases went in next. I selected three small boxes of the best mana pills the shop had, nearly removing their complete stock. They were some of the most expensive items I had grabbed. Each box contained thirty pills, and each pill would restore mana instantly and increase recharged by a factor of ten for one hour. 


  Enhancement potions for strength and speed went in, as well as aphrodisiac potions. The one labeled feather orgasm boasted the ability to make a woman orgasm with the single stroke of a feather. I bought five bottles of that, thinking of all the fun I could have with it.


  Poisons of paralysis and other deathly effects went into the basket. All told I had a truly impressive collection when I walked up to the counter. The elf's eyes were wide when the full selection was arrayed, and he began to add the total up. 


  The potions shop was expensive, but I could only imagine that no one ever bought so much all at once. The price totaled, the elf said, "That is twenty platinum pennies, fourteen gold." 


  "I was wondering, I did not see any explosives?" I asked as I handed the wide-eyed elf the money.


  "No, sir Grayson, only the Artificers guild is allowed to sell explosives." The elf said as I stopped him from loading the potions in a bag and put them in my storage ring, I took the empty bag and winked at him as I handed the bag to Timothy.


  "Of course, how could I forget that? Thank you." I said as I made my way to leave the store.


  I continued my walk down the harbor until I passed a group of five women; I knew I had passed earlier in the day. As I approached, a finely curved woman with long auburn curls and a large sun hat adorned with flowers turned and asked, "Sir, would you answer a question for us? We have hotly debated the answer, and only your enlightenment will do on the subject, as it concerns you."


  I stopped some two feet from the women and replied, "Most certainly, ladies. What can I answer for you?"


  "You see here, me, lady Elizabeth," she indicated herself, "and Lady Ashley and Lady Margaret have been debating if you are here to take the college entrance exam. Margret believes you to only be here for trade, while myself and newly Exalted Lady Ashley think you are a mage hopeful."


  The three women had three slaves and thought they were dressed in revealing outfits. The Kitsune that had stopped around Lady Ashely's feet was singular and there were no extras added from inserts. The wolf kin demi-human around Lady Margaret wore a short skirt and was on all fours, happy to present her ass to me with a coy grin on her face at her upturned pussy. Lady Elizabeth had a small mouse kin demi human slave cowering behind her legs. The fear would have been real if it was not for the short dress she wore, with the top of the chest cut to reveal the small breast that looked massive on her small body. The bob cut of her hair and playful smile she wore illuded to what she was willing to do with the small frame and tight curves of her body should her mistress order it.


  "Well, that is a question easy enough to put to bed. I am, in fact, here to take the entrance test on Lastnuss."


  "You see Margret, I told you." She said with slight teasing scorn in her voice.


  "Well, he could have just as easily been here to trade with the mage shops; his ship is big enough." Margret said in a harrumph. I hid my surprise, but apparently, my arrival did not go unnoticed.


  "How wonderful our young, exalted lady Ashley was just accepted to the college just last week."


  Ashley said, "Yes, it was quite a blessing. You have quite the wonderful specimen of Kitsune, if I might say so; such lovely coloring and four tails tipped with blue. Mine only has three tails but a wonderful red with gold tips. I've begged my father for another kitsune, but he is still mad at me for sleeping with the son of Lord Cromwell. It is one of Sippsie's guides."


  "Well, it's more of a debated addendum, really, lady Ashley; if you insist on spreading your legs for your father's business rival's son, then you should expect him to be mad. It is the whole point of that debated section of Sippsie's law anyway." One of the unintroduced ladies said mockingly.


  "Ladies, I'm sure, sir…?" Elizabeth let the question hang for a moment.


  "Sir Grayson, lady Elizabeth," I answered.


  "Sir Grayson does not wish to hear about how easily we have all completed the Goddess Sippsie's guide to sexual happiness and skill. Though I am sure he knows that we are all wet and willing as the goddess Sippsie instructs." She said, offering a playful smile.


  Having no idea what they were talking about or what to make of the change in conversation, I made up something I hoped sounded ruefully polite enough. "I am sure all of you lovely ladies are slick with accommodating wetness."


  "Why, Sir Grayson, how wonderful of you to say. We do try and keep ourselves slick with anticipation." The second unintroduced woman said.


  "May I examine your Kitsune? I can see she is a preferred flesh slave and do not wish to offend, but I am deeply fond of the species?" Ashley asked.


  I looked at Sasha over my shoulder and saw the barest hint of a head nod. Under the disguise of pulling her forward, I said, "Of course, lady Ashley." 


  The young woman quickly stepped forward and lightly began running her hands over Sasha. Her fingers groped at her breast, taking in their size and sliding down her sides. She stroked each of her tails, rubbing the fine fur of them between her fingers. Finally, playfully licking her lips, she slid her fingers down Sasha's shorts and plunged them into Sasha's depths. I knew this because as she pulled them from between Sasha's legs, they were slick with her juices as she placed her fingers in her mouth, staring me directly in the eyes, and sucked the juices from them.


  "Such delicious flavor and so hot and wet." Lady Ashley moaned seductively.


  The other girls all had pleased looks on their faces as they bit their bottom lips. I could tell this was some kind of setup, but for what? I had no idea. I just played along, "Yes, she is."


  "Well, we do not want to take too much more of your precious time today, Sir Grayson, but we do hope to see you along the marina walk again," Elizbeth said, cooing my name seductively.


  "It was a pleasure, and I am sure we will see each other again," I said.


  I left the group of ladies chatting and continued to meander my way down the marina. I only made it one-quarter of the way down before the sun began to set towards the horizon. Deciding to cross the avenue, and walk back along the bayside of the shore as the iron lamp posts began to flicker on. Every few hundred feet, there were docs that would extend out into the bay that had ships of various sizes breathing in them.


  It was at the last of the medium-size docs, before the docs for the larger ships began that trouble finally found me. To be more precise, trouble finely found Sasha. The dusky haze of twilight had fully descended on the marina when we passed the medium-sized ship docking area.


  "You there, sir, and you white-tailed kitsune slut, stop." The obviously inebriated and drunken tone echoed loudly amongst the bustle of twilight.


  "Excuse me," I said, heated disdain filling my voice.


  "Ah, good Sir. It was wise of you to stop; I am the exalted Lord Anthony, and I will be fucking your Kitsune right here and now." The drunken slew of words left the man's mouth as he approached.


  "I don't think so. You would be wise to return to your ship and continue your night of festive drinking." I said, dismissing the man out of hand."


  "How dare you. This filthy little fuck hole is mine, and you're going to stand there and watch as I fill her ass hole with my magical seed. And you're going to like it as you lick it out of her shithole." The drunken Lord Anthony said. At which point he stumbled and reached out his hand, grabbing two of Sasha's tales and yanking them harshly. While the other hand roughly shot towards her shorts to begin groping her ass.


  With Sasha's face going wide in fright as I looked at her, I moved quickly, reaching behind her and slamming my open palm into the man's chest, sending him careening backward and onto his ass. The chain that he had attached to his belt that led to another kitsune girl slipped free as he fell roughly to the ground.


  The kitsune girl with bright green hair and five vibrant green tails with golden tips looked at me with horror. One of her eyes was deeply swollen and black and blue, and under what little attire she wore, there were visible scars and bruises all across her body.


  "Why, you filthy fucking worthless peasant. How dare you lay a hand on an exalted Lord that will be the last thing you do with your worthless life." The sputtering worthless drunkard Anthony said.


  "The only worthless peasant I see is you, and I've seen more manners and class on a piece of shit than you are displaying," I said.


  The worthless Lord got to his feet and then, in a loud voice, proclaimed for all within the area along the marina to hear, "I challenge you to an Einvigi Holmgang!"


  Indicating with my right hand, Timothy stepped up and whispered in my ear, "It's a duel to the death with any weapons, right here and now, for all of the other's property."


  "Do you really wish to throw away your life so cheaply," I said, raising my voice to address the gathering crowd?


  "Cheaply, you fucking infertile cum guzzling shit fuck. You will pay with your life then. I'm going to fuck that worthless Kitsune until she dies from bleeding out from her ass. I'm going to pump her shit womb full of babies, then eat them!" He was screaming at this point, and I saw some guards approaching.


  "What's going on here." The lead guard said, deciding to focus on me, the clearly sober one.


  "Good, this exalted Lord paid me offense by touching my pleasure slave without permission. When I removed him from her, he challenged me to an Einvigi Holmgang." I said, knowing full well that Imperial law now dictated that the man must give recompense to me for touching a slave adorned as such or duel to the death.


  "Is this true?" the guard officer said to the crowd.


  "Aye, good commander. Saw the whole thing." A few said brightly from the crowd.


  "Very well, the Einvigi Holmgang is in effect, to the death, and for all the other's property. Since one is an exalted lord, is there any here to witness?" the guard officer asked.


  Just then, lady Elizabeth and Lady Ashley stepped from the crowd with her other three friends behind them. In a loud voice that carried in the congregated crowd, Elizabeth said, "I do. I exalted lady Elizabeth NorthStar, daughter of Duke NorthStar, ruler of the northern Imperial city of Ocean Point, do witness and affirm this Eingivi holmgang."


  Ashley stepped up next to Elizabeth and said in a carrying voice, "I, as well, exalted lady Ashley Winter-shore, daughter of viscount Winter-shore leader of the eastern city of Winter Harbor, do witness and affirm this Eingivi Holmgang."


  With that, the guard officer looked at the two of us and said, "Make ready; you have one minute. All forms of combat are acceptable."


  I could not rightly believe this was happening as lord drunkard pulled a long mace from his bag and swung it back and forth. I Inspected him, and he was only level 12. He had a mildly powerful shield enchantment, and that was it. Deciding not to use magic, knowing I did not want to draw any more attention to myself, I drew the long sword I wore at my hip.


  Readying a front guard stance, I stepped into the middle of the circle that the crowd had formed.


  "Ready, begin." The officer yelled.  


  Not moving, I waited as Anthony, the dumb ass, charged forward, mace held high over his head. When he was within 2 feet (.6m) of me, and he began the downward motion of his swing, I cross-stepped with my right foot forcefully and brought my sword up in an angled guard over my head. With the slightest push of my arms, the mace hit my sword and was deflected along with the length, swinging until it hit the ground. Stepping lightly around to the back and side of Anthony, I brought my sword down in a cleaving strike.


  The sword cut easily through the magical enchantments that I assumed Anthony thought would protect him. With a clean and almost bored-looking strike, my sword bit deeply through his neck and beheaded him in one swift movement.


  As his body crumpled to its knees, I stared around at the crowd that had been expecting a much longer fight. Shrugging my shoulders and indicating the body, I looked at the officer of the guard.


  He shook his head as he came over and knelt beside the body and looked at the cleanly severed head. "This confirms it he's dead. As this was an Einvigi Holmgang, no revival is permitted. We will take the body to be disposed of." The officer said as he rifled through the man's belongings. 


  Standing, he came over to me and handed me an enchanted bag, two rings, the shield necklace, two silver slave bond armbands, and three copper slave bands. "These are yours; his slaves and other items are there on that first ship in the dock." I merged the band with my Mithril one.


  "Thank you. Is that everything?" I asked stupidly.


  "Might want to clean your sword before we take the body away."


  Bending over, I wiped my blade on the wine-stained shirt of drunken dumbass Lord Anthony and sheathed it. As the battered Kitsune walked over to me, Elizabeth and her group approached as well.


  "Very well done, Sir Grayson, that was most exhilarating. And such a fine displace of grace in the face of that, I hesitate to call him a man, but alas, he was human, though he behaved as an untrained beast or beast kin would. Ghastly." Lady Elizabeth said a heated, erotic smile on her face.


  "Yes, it was. Thank you for disposing of the trash as well. His perversions were well known, and the screams from his ship have become quite annoying, and anyone who treats the precious Kitsune that way deserves no better." Lady Ashley said as she lightly brushed the side of the green-haired Kitsune's face.


  She flinched slightly at the touch but quickly relaxed as there was no accompanying pain with the stroke.


  "What is your name?" I asked the green-haired Kitsune.


  "Mizzy, Master Grayson?" she answered and asked, looking very nervous.


  It was at this point Sasha stepped forward and whispered in her ear, lightly wrapping her tails around the girl and hugging her. They stayed like that for a few seconds, and Mizzy relaxed further, a great weightlifting from her.


  "Mizzy, will you take me to your dead Master's ship?" I asked.


  "Yes, Master Grayson. It's bad on board, I must warn you." She said more confidently, but the trauma in her voice was apparent for all to hear. Ashley looked furious at how the beautiful girl had been treated, as I knew she had a deep fondness for the Kitsune. 


  "That is fine. We will set to right everything that shit stain put to wrongs."


  Mizzy guided us only a few hundred feet to a small sixty-five- or 70-foot sailing Galleon. The back was raised like a Galleon, and from the first mast forward, the deck of the ship was flat. We walked up the gangplank, and the immediate disrepair of the ship was evident. Not that it wasn't clean and tidy and what looked to be best efforts had been given, but that the materials needed to keep the ship in proper repair were simply never purchased.


  Through the main door on the ship, we walked into a small entryway with a large sitting area. In the back, small dirty glass windows looked out of the stern of the ship. There was a large bed and table in the room. The bed was a rather large four-poster affair, and chained to the foot of it were two beaten and battered beast kin demi-human kitsune. They wore dirty white chemises stained with blood, urine, and other debris. The chains around their necks were attached to the posts at the end of the bed.


  They stared fearfully and quickly rose to their knees, placing their four heads on the floor. They didn't even dare to look up, and though their bodies were in a fragile state and greatly abused, they managed this movement with the natural grace of the Kitsune.


  The room was littered with wine bottles and spilled mugs of ale, and the stench of dry and rotted alcohol filled the room. Bloody rags and clothes were draped over furniture. Along the wall, next to the bed, a variety of whips, lashes, and other brutal implements were displayed. These implements were not designed to be the slim, sexy punishment tools that the noble ladies carried in the streets; these were simple, brutal pieces designed for torture.


  "Sasha, go and see to them. You to listen to everything Sasha tells you." I said to Sasha and issued a command to the two quivering piles at the foot of the bed.


  "Mizzy, take me to the rest of the ship," I said in a stern voice, trying to disguise my building anger.


  In the back was a doorway that led to the bowels of the ship, and there was no better word to aptly name that place, for what I encountered next was simple horror.


  At the very bottom was a storage room and galley, and chained to the center counter of the galley was a hobgoblin and two goblins. Pots of something foul and filled with the scent of blood boiled on the stove. Just above the clatter of the pots and pans, I could hear the mewling of a small baby. Sitting on one of the counters was a basket filled with blankets, and the tiny arms of an infant flailed upwards in discomfort.


  As I surveyed the kitchen, it became grossly apparent what the foul perversions of the previous Master had been. He had been dining on the infant corpses of the Kitsune. A glance into the garbage bin was all that was required for a full and gruesome understanding is this: tiny bones that remained from previous feasts had yet to be disposed of.


  I took all of this in and momentarily stood in shocked revulsion. It only took a few seconds, though, before I flung out my hand and created three separate spheres out of Shields. Clenching my fist in one quick motion, I compressed the hobgoblin and goblins into an area about two inches. With another twitch of my hand, I sent the spheres hurling out of the port side window and into the water of the bay, disposing of the foul creatures forever.


  I moved over to the crying bundle in the basket and peered down at the small crying face of what could only have been a one-month-old kitsune. Her face was scrunched up as she shrieked and waved her hands, and I could see the faint outlines of three red tails with white tips sticking up from behind her back. I rubbed my hands together quickly, making sure that they were not ice cold to the touch because I was sure my blood was not pumping normally with the amount of rage and anger I felt.


  I reached down and softly ran a finger down her forehead and nose a few times. Then I picked up the small mass and tucked it protectively into one arm up against my chest. The infant still cried, but as soon as its ear was pressed to my chest and it heard the loud rhythmic pounding of my heartbeat, she began to calm, only crying softly.


  I couldn't even look at what was in the pots, or in the oven, or any of the other cooking utensils. I simply wanted to gouge the kitchen out of the ship and hurl it into the bay.


  We moved to the storage room and galley and found a door that, when opened, led to a set of stairs that led down into the bilge of the ship.


  There was a faint light, orange in color and maleficent in nature. We reach the bottom of the stairs. It became apparent that the center of the ship was just a large holding area. The Kitsune had been chained in rows with their necks attached to the floor, the leads no longer than to allow them to come to their knees. Along the center at the ceiling of the ship ran a long rope, and one Kitsune was attached to it. It appeared she was the only one who was allowed to walk back and forth, though, by the apparent shortness of the lead and the huge black bags under her eyes, it was apparent that she was unable to sit or even kneel and that if she fell asleep, she would hang herself and suffocate.


  The stench was exactly what I thought it would be. The foul odor of unwashed bodies, piss, and feces rankled my nose. As soon as the smell hit my nose, I flung out my arm and cast purify the air as a massive spell, instantly removing the stench from the air, but I knew it would quickly resurface until the messes had been taken care of.


  On the far end of the ship, near the bow of the vessel, were four Kitsune, two of which were strapped to the ceiling by the wrists and raised to the tips of their toes much too long ago. The sockets of their shoulders were dislocated, and they were standing flat-footed but in excruciating pain. Another was strapped to a large cross, and the last was strapped to a table.


  Soft whimpering and cries filled the air as they heard me approach, obviously thinking I was their previous Master. The pleas of, "Please kill me…" "no…no… no more." Filled the silence in muffled waves. 


  "Holy fucking, what in the…." I said in abject horror. 


  It was then I heard the soft crying of more infants coming from behind a small group of kitsune women in a corner. They were trying to shush them but failing, their weekend bodies barely allowing them to move.


  I walked down the center aisle to the one on the runner. I reached out, and with a flick of magic, it broke. The woman fell, and I caught her, laying her on the floor gently.


  I was tempted to send out a massive wave of healing, but something in my gut said healing like that would most likely kill the starving and beaten slaves. The shock to the system from going from near death, starving, and being abused for so long to perfect almost instantly would be too much for the bodies to handle. The shock would kill them, and they lacked the nutrients needed to heal their body.


  In total, with Mizzy, there were twenty slaves, all chained to the floor and at the bow of the ship. That made for twenty-three Kitsune stuck in this hell hole.


  I worked my way to the back, where two Kitsune lay in a cercal around a pile of blankets. Their breasts were exposed, and writhing in the blankets were six kits. One desperately tried to reach the mother's breast to feed. Their little tails waved a multitude of reds and browns. The mothers looked at me with fear, then confusion, as they realized they did not know me. 


  "It's… It's… I will help the best I can." I said I used a different form of healing instead of the massive burst of healing energy I was accustomed to. I sent out a small thread of mana that I coaxed into healing energy into each of the mothers. The mana attached itself and began to gently drip into the mothers, providing a slow but steady recovery.


  After observing the mothers for a few minutes, I realized that this method of healing was going to be adequate for the abused slaves. I sent out threads of mana to each of the slaves shackled on the floor and to the young kits that were still being encircled by their mothers.


  I felt the slow trickle of mana leave my body, and the healing energy began to increase in the room. The next thing I did was cast the massive cleaning and purifying spell, ensuring that the magic did not interfere with any of the healing magic going on. With one more casting of the purify spell, the room now just had the smell of unwashed bodies, but the accumulated grime and filth had been removed.


  I made my way to the bow of the ship where the Kitsune were strapped, and their torture continued. I had not attached healing energy to the four Kitsune strapped down in the front because I was not sure if, in doing so, I would cause them any more pain than they were already in.


  The four seemed to be new acquisitions to the ship as their bodies were not as famished as the rest of the ones inside the hold. I quickly began unstrapping them and laying them down on the floor. There were pieces carved off from them that had been cauterized, and brands had been applied all over their bodies. And the one that had been dangling by her wrist was a mass of bruises from her face down to her toes.


  In all honesty, I was surprised they were alive. But as I observed their bodies, I saw that they were in much better condition relatively than the starved others. So, I cast greater healing on all four of them and watched as their mangled bodies began to stitch themselves back together. It lasted only a few seconds, and sharp intakes of breaths occurred, but before they could scream, the healing was complete.


  With that complete, I turned to Timothy and said in a low and soft voice, "Go to the ship and collect the others to help. Hire some wagons with covers to help transport them." indicating the abused masses. 


  It was dark when we finally had all of the Kitsune laid out under the trees of the dryads wrapped in blankets and pillows the others had given up freely. I stared at the fox girls sleeping peacefully for the first time in what must have been years as I held Sasha, her head resting in the crook of my arm. The sight had left me in a foul and dark mood as Milly came and stood beside my other side, wrapping her arms around me.


  I had left a note on the ship that said: free to take, first come, first served. With that, I had put the vessel of horrors out of my mind.


  I did not leave the ship the following day; instead, I tended to the Kitsune. Doing what I could to bring them back to full health once more.




  

    Chapter 21


    Sippsie Conspiracy.


  


  On Lastnuss day, I woke early with the rising of the sun. The soft, warm bodies of Sasha and Milly were pressed up against me. I rolled onto my side and pulled the firm body of Sasha into me as I wrapped her in my arms. Dragging her from sleep momentarily, I kissed her before rolling to the other side, squeezing the soft Body of Milly.


  I laid my head on her chest and could feel them swollen with morning milk. I began lazily sucking on her left breast as the wash of sweet milk rolled over my tongue. Within moments, she was softly moaning as I guzzled down first her left, then right morning produce. 


  Today was testing, and I was excited, but more so, I was rock hard from my morning wood, and I knew Milly would be up for the challenge of an early morning riser. I slipped my left hand between her legs and cupped her sex, gently rolling my palm on the warm flesh of her pussy. Her eyes met mine, and she had a wonderful smile that lit from behind her auburn eyes. 


  Her hair was in a messy braid from sleep, and as her panties began to moisten, I slipped my fingers beneath the lace. They found soft, wet lips hungry for attention, and I dutifully obliged them by stroking her folds and lightly slipping my fingers in and out of her.


  I slid down her body under the blankets and buried my face in the scent of her. Much like her milk, she had a sweet, rich flavor, like the baking aroma of sweet cheesecake. I lapped the outside of her folds until my tongue found the bottom of her dripping slit. I lapped from bottom to top over and over, diving my tongue deep into her as I passed her entrance.


  When my lips finally settled on her pearl, I rolled my tongue in a circle and sucked her plump, aroused clit. When I found the right rhythm for her, she moaned in pleasure as my tongue danced a rhythm on her gushing pussy. My fingers slid in and out as I sucked her clit, finding an unheard rhythm that led to her shuttering peak. 


  She came roughly, clinching at my fingers. The juices flowed around my hand. My tongue was bathed in the sweet flavor of her orgasm as I lapped at the sugar of her delight.


  I pulled myself up onto her as I coated my cock in her lushes’ juices. The tip of my cock teased her clit and opening. I buried my face in hers, and we kissed deeply until she was grabbing at me and thrusting her hips upward. I took the dive into her wet, warm channel and slid slowly and firmly all the way to the base. My hips pressed hard into her as her insides clenched and relaxed, pleading with my body for more. 


  With slick thrusts, I moved from the deepest part of her to the opening, never leaving the warm embrace and back down. Over and over in a steady rhythmic push. My cock throbbed and twitched inside her, and I felt her excited, tensing every time my cock pulsed.


  I was alive inside her, and she was warmly surrounding me, the soft flesh of her breasts pressed against my chest. Then I felt Sasha’s tongue meet the underside of my cock, and I realized she had moved from behind me and was lapping at Milly’s ass and my shaft. She forced her face into the mass of sliding, gushing parts to suck and lick.


  Milly began to shake her head back and forth, making low animal noises as I felt a massive orgasm build in her. I felt her bare down on my cock, as I still slipped back and forth inside of her, her pussy tightening down hard like a vice. The pressure from Sasha’s fingers sent me over the edge as well. Sasha sucked my balls as they forcefully constricted, sending my ejaculation into overdrive. 


  I don’t know where I came from, but I’m surprised the force of my cum bursting out the tip of my cock, didn’t shoot through Milly and come out of her head. Cum flooded out of me and gushed from around my cock. Sasha hungrily lapped at it all as her fingers moved in and out of Milly’s ass.


  I barely had the presence of mind to hear in the back of my head the soft voice say, “You have learned an ability increased cum load..”


  “Oh, you have got to be kidding,” I said as I flopped down on Milly; Sasha kept licking the part of my shaft she could get to and up my ass and back down to Milly’s.


  After a while, Milly asked, “kidding about what?”


  “I got an ability, increased cum load from that,” I said, chuckling. 


  We all lay there laughing for a while, and before long, I was reading the description of the ability to the two giggling girls.


  “Increased maximum volume of cum. Your balls and prostate glands have increased in density to provide twice the amount of normal cum. 1 out of ten.” I read out loud.


  “Really. That’s… handy.” Sasha said while trying to stifle her laughter.


  “Well, sexual abilities are common…but they are all useful, so…” Milly said, the same giggling tone lacing her words.


  “I suppose it’s your fault, but it should be fun. Now I have to get ready to go take this assessment.” I said as I headed to go and get ready.


  The morning was bright and new as I walked into the eating area attached to the galley. I was all sparkling and clean and had even worn the cologne I had purchased two days ago. I sat at the attached breakfast nook to the galley as May busied herself in the kitchen. When she came over, she asked in a warm, happy tone, “Good morning, Master Grayson, ready for the big day?”


  “With your food in my stomach, I’d be ready for anything,” I said as she placed the arrangement of a wonderful breakfast in front of me. 


  “Well, you’re too kind by half, my lord. Is there anything else I can get you this morning?”


  “This looks excellent for now. How are the new additions doing this morning?”


  “Some of them are up and about trying to be useful. So, we have them doing pointless tasks to make them feel better. They are terribly fearful and in a bad state. The two bed-slaves were almost in a near panic this morning when they could not perform their expected morning duties. The mothers are still recovering and seem to be waiting for the other shoe to drop, but the young kits are well, and the luster in their fur is back.” May said as she tapped a pensive finger on her lips.


  “Well, is there anything more I can do for them?”


  “Not as of now; you leave them to us, and we’ll get them sorted out. After a few weeks of normal duties and not being brutalized, they will calm down some. The best you can do is not expect much from them and let Timothy and me sort them out.”


  “Sounds good; just let me know if there is anything you need; you both have my permission to do what you need to in order to take care of them,” I said as I saw Timothy come through the door that led to the stairs up to the main deck area. 


  “Good morning, Master Grayson.”


  “Morning, Timothy. You know where you are headed today?” I asked.


  “Yes, I was just reviewing the city maps you have. I think there are possibly three or four locations where the auction of the high priestess and her handmaids might happen, but I will find out more; maybe we won’t know the exact location until the auction date is closer, however.” Timothy said as he sat across from me at the table.


  “Humm…I thought as much. It will be good to have an idea of where we’re heading, though. Anything else to report this morning?”


  “No, Master Grayson, I heard May on the way down, and she about covered it. Though your servants are a tad restless, not much to do aboard a ship at port, but will manage.” Timothy said.


  The rest of the brief morning was spent talking about food supplies and me foisting more coins on Timothy. I insisted that when he went into the city, he was to travel by carriage and not to take any undue risks. I did not want to deal with any bullshit.


  The admittance test began mid-morning on Lastnuss, and I planned to be there early as I wanted to avoid any lines if, in fact, there were any. The Mage College marina was just coming to life as I left my ship. I decided to go alone this morning and made my way quickly to the gate leading to the college. 


  The gate from the marina to the college was massive as far as gates went, and four guards stood to watch. The guards watched the light throng of people busily going about their morning but did not stop anyone, myself included. After walking through the twenty-foot-thick wall, the full, towering presence of the college was before me. The road ran straight to one of the four sides of the tower. Besides the wide avenue that could fit four wagons abreast and the iron lamp posts, there were large gardens on either side of the road. 


  I walked along the walkway that led to the open square around the base of the tower. The entry doors were large eight-foot slabs of bronze and had reliefs of demi-humans bowing and servicing obvious mages. To the sides of the bronze doors were regular glass doors with two guards on either side, totaling four. 


  I walked through the doors and into a massive hallway that led to a large open lobby. In the center of the tower was a massive pillar of stone that had a circular desk that ran along the outside of the pillar. A dozen well-dressed attendants were settled at the desk as I approached. They were all human slaves and some of the first I had really seen since coming to the empire on Forduna. 


  “Good morning, my lord; what can I help you with today?” a bright-eyed young brown-haired girl said. Her black long-sleeved turtleneck hugged her slim body, and the black pleated mid-thigh skirt she wore alternated between black and blue. Her hair was pulled back, and the silver collar around her neck was bright against the black.


  “Hello, I am here to take the admittance test?” I said, my tone implying the question.


  “Excellent initiate hopeful. All you must do is go up those stairs to your right and at the top turn right. About halfway down, you will see the entrance testing room; you can wait there for the testing to begin. Good luck.” She said, indicating the proper directions.


  I entered through one of the large wooden double doors that had a sign above it; it read admittance test. The room I came into was a waiting lobby, much like a doctor’s office. I approached the attendant at the counter, and she gave me a number on a piece of paper that read five. There were four other people in the room who had gotten there even earlier than I had. 


  I found a large sofa chair and relaxed, waiting for my number to be called. There were two men and two women waiting, each absorbed in a book they had brought. I zoned out, and before too long had passed, a female attendee came through the only other door in the room and called out, “Number one.”


  One of the men got up and followed her into the back. I waited and got lost in thought, and before I could nod off to sleep, my number was called “number five.”


  I was led down a short hallway and ushered into the first door. Inside, there was a table, a crystal ball on the table, and an old man in a chair across the table. There was only one other door in the room.


  “Please touch the orb.” The man said in a monotone voice.


  I walked up to it and placed a hand on it. There was a soft swirl of light then the light turned green. “Good, good. Take this card and go through the door and walk through the green door on the left.” The man said, handing me a thick card that was green in color. 


  Bemused by the efficiency of the process, I walked through the door. No complicated test here, just a quick yes or no. Through the door was a small antechamber and two doors. One green one to my left and a red one on the right that must lead back to the foyer. I went through the green door.


  There was a long hallway with doors with numbers above them. I saw that the first three doors were closed, and there was a man standing in the hallway in front of the fourth door. 


  As I approached him, he said, “Right this way, and we’ll get you processed. Hey, five, you are up.” He loudly added the last, and a reply came from an old, tired voice, “Very well.” The man was young, maybe in his early thirties, and wore a blue robe with black embroidery on it. 


  I followed him into the room, and he sat at a large desk and offered me the chair in front of the desk. “So, processing, what do you know of the college? My name is Neal. Or, for formal occasions, the exalted baron Neal Bespoken. What is your name?”


  “I’m Eric Grayson and nothing really,” I said dumbly.


  “Very good to meet you, newly exalted lord Eric Grayson. Let me be the first to welcome you into the esteemed company of the magi. Is that your full name? The titling process only works with your full name.”


  “Yes.”


  “Wonderful. Now you said you don’t know anything about the college. Good, there have been some changes this past year, and it’s best to explain from the start.” His voice was chipper and happy and had the energy of youth unworn by time.


  He continued, “By imperial decree, all new students must live in the dormitories for their first year. Apparently, too many of the higher nobility were finding lodgings outside the dormitories, and it was causing problems with match-making. The dormitories are quite nice. You will be aside an apartment you will share with two other female students. This provides them the chance to practice being wives, and the hope is that matches will be made from these pairings. The college has two to three women for every male student, so I bet you can see the problem if the women are not given a chance to find a match amongst their equals.”


  “The first-year term is sixteen months long, and the final test will take place in the first week in the first month of summer. The standard one adamantium coin tuition has been raised to ten, unfortunately. The debit will be automatically applied. The school uniform must be worn to classes and tests, but you may wear whatever you want at any other time. There is a maximum of two personal slaves that are allowed to live in your apartment dormitory.”


  “Um… so I have to live in the apartments; I have a ship,” I said, taking in the upbeat man’s words.


  “Yes… we are trying to avoid that from now on, I suppose. The good thing is that if you go into military service or civil service, your debt will be canceled after two years.” 


  “Well, that’s something, I suppose,” I said.


  “Yes, it is very generous of the emperor. Let me just finalize your writ of nobility and draw up your class schedule.” Neal said as he scratched away at the parchment with a long-feathered quill. 


  Handing me a document, he said, “Since you have not come from previous nobility, you will have one month to finalize a coat of arms and select the colors of your house. Just sign the document, and you will be all set.”


  I signed the document and then heard the voice in my head again, “You have gained the title of Exalted lord.” I handed the document back to Neal, and he folded it neatly and sealed it with wax.


  He pulled a book out, opened it, and started to scan through a few pages, muttering to himself, “A match…who would…maybe…no…no… possibly…they might…ah yes they will do wonderfully, I suspect.” He finally said.


  Reaching into a drawer, he pulled out a small key and a card the size of the bank I.D., placing them on top of the writ of nobility and a folded paper I assumed was a class schedule. He passed them over to me.


  “Is there anything else I have to do?” I asked as I took the papers and items and stored them in my inventory ring. 


  “It is customary to bring a gift when meeting a newly selected marriage prospect, and since this is the goal of the dormitories, it would be a good idea and customary,” Neal said.


  “Point taken. Thank you.”


  “You are most welcome, exalted lord Grayson, and welcome to the mage’s college. May you and the empire ever prosper.” He said as we stood and headed out of the office. He walked me to the end of the hallway and around a corner, where I was unceremoniously deposited back onto the second-floor walkway. 


  ‘Well shit, OK, can’t live on the boat… sixteen months…wait, what’s my room number?’ I thought to myself. I pulled the key back out of my ring, and there was a tag attached to it. It read second layer dormitory level twenty-five. Apartment suit: 25-50.


  All right, I guess I need a gift; I’m going to live with two women who are going to practice being wives. What the hell does that even mean? I thought as I walked around until I found what looked like an elevator. A door opened, and an attendant was inside.


  “What layer and floor level exalted lord.” The attendant asked in a polite tone.


  “Layer two dormitories, level twenty-five,” I said, reading the tag over once more. 


  “Very well, exalted Lord.” He said as I stepped in. As I rode the elevator to the top, the familiar yet uncomfortable air all such places were prone to filled the elevator space. It was made worse by the fact there was no elevator music. Not that that would have helped much, but the silence was jarring as we rode to the top of the second layer of the giant tower cake.


  It was not far past mid-morning as I stood in front of apartment 25-50. It was located so that it would look out over the marina and the sea of stars. I stood in front of the door and decided to knock. I rapped my knuckles three times, not loud but forceful enough. That’s when I heard it, “Ahhhhhhh….” I paused as the muffled scream came from the door. There it was again, “Mmmm…ahhhh.” This time, it was accompanied by the sound of breaking glass. 


  ‘Oh fuck’ I thought to myself as I readied the key to the door. I was not overly heroic but dammed if I was going to let some shadow goblins or some shit break into my room and wreak havoc on the inhabitants. 


  I opened the door forcefully but made sure it quietly closed behind me. I rushed through the small entryway hallway, sword partially out of my sheath. Table to the left, coats and shoes by the door. I rushed through the hall; there was a kitchen to the left, a maid doing dishes. 


  A countertop sectioned off the kitchen from the large sitting room and study area. I dashed past the counter and froze at what I saw. Was it a mass of goblins, trolls, foul nightmares, demons of the nine hells, twisting monstrosities of chaos-infused visions?


  No, no, it was not. 


  Laying on a sofa plain as day where, two women side by side, legs held under their knees, pussies spread in the air. In between their legs was a brown-haired, brown-tail kitsune and a pink-haired elf. They were obviously furiously working their fingers in and out and using their tongues against their mistress’s pussies. The sounds of moaning, “Yes… yes… right there Brie…oh Goddess.” 


  “Fuck yes…oh…oh… oh Faith, that’s the spot.”


  The wave and sound hit me, leaving me dumbfounded as the chorus of pleasure-filled moans reached a crescendo. Then, like something out of a middle school nightmare, the sound of glass shattering and a scream came from behind me to the left, from the kitchen. “Ahhhhh…”


  The two women on the couch opened their eyes, and the two between their legs spun around. “Ahhhh…”


  “Who the…”


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh…”


  The screams filled the room for the briefest of moments, then out of nowhere, the screams changed from panic to those of joyous glee.


  “Ahhhh…this is so wonderful…ahhh….”


  “By the goddess…ahhhh.”


  “Ahhhh…”


  “Ahhhh…”


  Another maid came rushing in from a side room, and soon, she was swept up into the excited mass of naked women and maids. They were all hugging and jumping up and down, screeching in joy. I stood in complete and utter dumb-founded stupidity. ‘What in the hell? This was where they were supposed to scream at me, then I would get thrown out. But this…’ my thoughts trailed off as the excited jumping mass made a full circle and then suddenly stopped.


  The girl I knew as Ashley from the other day stepped lightly from the group and said in a puzzled voice, “Grayson, what are you doing here?”


  “You know him, Ash?” the other girl said.


  “Yeah, you know the mysterious gentlemen I told you about who sailed in on a massive single-mast ship and had the most beautiful Kitsune I had ever seen. No offense, Brie, you’re lovely, and your tongue is amazing.”


  “No offense taken, mistress, from what you described, the four tail would be considered an exquisite beauty even by my kind’s standards.” The Kitsune said.


  “So, Grayson, what are you doing in our room?” Ashley restated.


  “Ummmmm… I’m supposed to live here for the next year.” I said dumbly.


  That set off another loud chorus of screams of “by the goddess.” Tears filled with, “We’re so lucky.” The girls all surrounded me and started jumping up and down, surrounding me in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree hug. I could not make out who’s voice was who’s, as they said.


  “That’s the hardest one to accomplish.”


  “Luckiest marriage ever.”


  “A three-way surprise, five if you count Brie and Faith.”


  “Ohhhhh…were going to make you so happy.”


  “Will be the best of wives.”


  “The absolute best.” I made Ashley’s voice out over the cacophony.


  “We’ll be amazing slaves too, we promise.” All the maids said almost at once right after.


  They held me for a while, coming down from their orgasmic high and then, for some reason, their giddy, adrenalin-filled joy. I had no idea what was going on. So, I asked, “Why are you all so happy?”


  “You mean you don’t know; I thought everyone did.” The girl, who was still mostly naked and had glasses on, but they were lopsided, said as she readjusted them.


  “It’s supposed to be a hidden task for the goddess Sippsie. You have to get caught totally unaware and be surprised during sex play. It has to be completely genuine, though; that’s why it’s so hard to do. You can’t stage it or even suspect the act to be discovered. The rumor is that if it happens, then if you marry the person who found you, your marriage will be blessed. You just surprised both of us, and you’re going to be our practice husband for the next year, meaning we are triple lucky.” Ashley said as she spouted what sounded like conspiracy theory craziness like it was a fact.


  “That’s just wonderful; sounds great. Sounds like we are truly blessed.” I said in my best agreeable voice; I did not want to ruin their happiness. “Want to introduce me?”


  Immediately, they realize their state of undress. The two noble ladies wore ragged crop top T-shirts. Their non-sexy panties were thrown haphazardly on the coffee table, and their glistening juices from their orgasm were slowly leaking down the inside of their thighs from their smooth, shaved pussies. The maids all blushed as well, as they each stood back.


  It appeared that I had caught them completely by surprise at the beginning of their morning routine. The sound of the bath was still running in the background, and it looked as if an entire breakfast selection had been just placed on the counter.


  Ashley blushed furiously as she put on a feigned air and indicated to the other woman, “This my good, exalted Lord Eric Grayson is exalted lady Rachel Albillac, daughter of Duke Albillac, holder of the southern port city of the Dimond of the four jewels of the west… I believe you remember me.”


  “Of course, exalted lady, Ashley Winter-shore, how could I ever forget such a dazzling and savory spectacle,” I said.


  “Oh, my Lord Grayson, you truly do flatter me. This here is Brie, one of the two servants I am allowed. The other is Allie here with the single tail. The pink-haired elf is Faith, and the florin in the kitchen is Strafa. They are both Rachels.” Ashley said, indicating each intern.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you,” I said.


  “You as well, Lord Grayson. Is there some way you wish our servants to address you?” Rachel asked.


  “Master Grayson is fine for now.”


  “Thank you, Master Grayson, mistress. Your bath is ready,” Allie said.


  “Oh, wonderful, Allie, thank you. Would you like to join us, Eric; we should consummate the luck as soon as possible?” Ashley asked as she bit her bottom lip and a playful heat filled her eyes.


  “Yes, definitely yes.” I said and thought, ‘Who in their right mind would turn down a bath with a beautiful woman.’


  Ashley and Rachel each gripped my arms and led me toward the open bedroom door. There were two double doors on the left of the apartment, each opening onto a long hallway.


  “This is my room,” Rachel said playfully as we walked into a large room with a four-poster bed. There was a closet, dresser, and sitting chairs as well as a vanity. The windows of the room overlooked the bay and marina. The only other door in the room joined to a massive bathroom that connected the two rooms.


  The bathroom was lit with soft, flickering orange mage flames that spurted from the wall, casting a warm heat throughout the room. There was a large marble bath that sat in front of a window that looked out on the bay as well. To one side was a sauna, and on the other side was what could only be a large shower with multiple showerheads and stone benches.


  The water in the bath steamed the mirrors slightly, and the fragrance of fresh spring flowers filled the air. The maids assisted in removing my shirt, but Ashley undid my belt and slid her hand down my pants, and gripped my cock playfully. 


  “Oh…this is nice; this will do perfectly.” She said as she took one of my nipples in her mouth and rolled her tongue around it.


  Faith had gotten on her knees, undid the laces of my boots, and helped remove them. Then my pants were down, and Ashley guided my growing cock into the elf’s pink mouth. She took the head of my cock and began to suck, rolling her tongue around the tip. Rachel came up behind me and began massaging my ass in one hand while wrapping the other around my waist.


  Brie came over next and knelt in between Ashley’s legs to help Faith. They alternated between taking me in their mouths and licking the side of my cock. Brie buried her face in my balls as the warm expanse of Faith’s mouth pressed around my cock. She took me to the base, and I groaned as I lowered my head and kissed Ashley. Our tongues met sloppily, and we sucked, and our tongues warred with each other for entry into the other.


  Rachel’s hand slid between my legs and massaged my balls as Brie’s tongue lapped at me. I slid my right hand behind me and found Rachel’s slick lips. I rolled my fingers gently but forcefully around her clit until I felt more of her juice leak from between her legs.


  My left hand had reached around and was probing Ashley’s wet hole from the back. Finding just enough to scoop her ass and thrust a finger in her. She was wet, and amongst the numerous overwhelming sensations, it was much like trying to pat your head and rub your stomach at the same time. But the dexterity exercise was more than worth it as I focused on Faith’s throat as she pressed her lips forcefully to the base of my cock. She swallowed over and over, constricting her throat around me. 


  I shook and slid from Faith and the embrace of the others. I did not want to come just yet, as I disentangled myself. I grabbed Rachel from behind me and started to kiss her as I led the two into the bath. The water was just hot enough. I pushed them on their knees and bent them over the tub. Brie moved in front of Ashley and began to kiss her, while Faith did the same for Rachel.


  I knelt and licked both of them. Alternating between the two, finding their kitty’s sweet nectars flowing as I filled them with my fingers and tongue. They were each moaning into their servants’ mouths now, excited gasps escaping from between the entangled lips. 


  I had no real way to choose who I would bury my cock in, so I chose Ashley. I lined my cock up to her entrance, which was pulsating open and closed as it gapped for my cock. As I slid into her, a pleasant, soft scream filled Brie’s mouth. Ashley’s pussy was tight and wet. Though it resisted, the nectar of her arousal allowed me to glide deep inside. 


  I waited for the pulsing to subside some as Ashley moaned, “Oh… goddess, it’s so… fuck… oh… yes…” When I felt the walls of her pussy resize to fit my girth and length, I started the slow slide to her entrance. Then back into the clenching heat. As she fully adjusted, I began to rock back and forth inside of her, pressing the tip of my cock along each of her walls. 


  My fingers slipped in and out of Rachel with the rhythm of my thrusts into Ashley. The deep “mmm…oh fuck yes…” that came from Ashley only served to arouse the others and me more. I felt her come, the clenching, the shuttering spasms, then the flood of fluid that bathed my cock. I pressed deep into her, allowing her pussy to clench around me as my pulsing cock began to expel cum from it like a fire hose trying to put out the heat of her inner fire. Semen leaked from the edges of her stretched lips, and her insides quivered and squeezed. 


  After a few minutes of being buried in Ashley, I removed myself and moved to Rachel, “you can do more?” she said in heated amazement.


  “Mmmmm.” It was my only reply.


  Rachel’s pussy was tight, and it felt like she was actively clinching it tighter, and I pressed into her. When my cock reached the end of her, and she started panting like a dog, I knew it was go time. As I started sliding in and out of her softly, I felt her tightness give and her insides loosen as she lost control of herself. The last thing I heard before I mercilessly fucked the hell out of her was Rachel begging.


  “Pleas Eric…pleas Grayson fuck me…fuck me hard…harder…fuck yes…yes fuck…fuck yes…fuck yes… Ahhhhhh.”


  I know I buried my seed deep in her and probably bruised something deep inside her also. But she loved it as she thrashed her ass against me, violently grabbing the elf’s pink hair as she kissed and screamed into her mouth. 


  When we were done, and I flopped over the side of the tub, I saw where Brie and Faith had been kneeling to kiss their mistress; puddles had formed, and it wasn’t water. Their fingers were slick with their juices, and they had their after-O faces on as well. 


  “That was great,” Rachel said as she curled up to me.


  “Mmm…hmmm.” Ashley hummed softly from the other side of my chest. 


  “Brie, Faith, why don’t you join us in the bath?” I asked.


  “It’s OK if it is what our new trial husband wants, then you can do it. Remember, he is our lord and Master husband now as well.” Rachel said.


  “Yes, understood, mistress.” They both said, sounding excited, and I got the impression they were not allowed to do this often.


  We stayed in the water for a long time. Whenever it would get too tepid, we would empty it and refill it with hot water from the crystal on the wall. We lazed about not talking much, and whenever I would rise to the occasion, Faith or Brie would suck down my seed like a starving, well, like a starving person. Their pussies were warm and always ready for my cock. Ashley and Rachel lavished me with attention as I would float into one and slid my cock playfully inside her. 


  We all looked like prunes when we got out, having spent the better part of the day fucking in the bath, well, a small pool, really. The other maids had been happy to bring us food and wine. 


  “OK, I really have to go back to my ship and get some things ready. I was not expecting to have to stay in the dormitories,” I said.


  “But…you will come back,” Rachel said hesitantly. “We did a good job?” the question was clear in her voice.


  “You know I will, and you were fantastic. Don’t think I don’t know you’re just fishing for a compliment. How about we make a date of it tomorrow, and you two can show me around?”


  Rachel smirked at me and stuck out her tongue. 


  “That sounds positively romantic; do bring your two slaves tomorrow, though. They truly will be a lifesaver.” Ashley said as she draped herself over a sofa.


  I had no idea why they needed two other slaves. It’s not like there was that much to do, but whatever, I was going to do that anyway.


  “All right, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said as I left my new soon-to-be home for the moment.




  

    Chapter 22


    Dock Side Date.


  


  The mourning of Laznuss had arrived as I woke to the soft sheets and blankets of my ship's cabin. Milly and Sasha had gotten up earlier. The morning was still young as I went through my pre-dawn routine.


  The previous night I had spoken to Timothy about what he had found in the city. There were plenty of slave merchants in the city and a few auction houses. The platinum shackle auction house was the most affluent slave auction house in the city. They specialized in selling the most skilled slaves. They also handled all the auctions for the fallen nobility and were where the high priestess would be auctioned off the following Dawning.


  The other auction houses all dealt with goods and items. Crates and silos were a bulk goods auction house and sold raw ore, crops, and other such bulky items. The Paragon auction house dealt with the exquisite and rarified items adventurers and skilled craftsmen found or created.


  I had also instructed Timothy to find a suitable manor for sale. Finding out that I would be unable to stay on the ship had put a dampener on my plans, and I figured it would be wise to set up a permanent presence in the city. A place where my people could make a home and be more comfortable. They were followers of Amara; after all, and hearth and home are core tenants of their beliefs.


  "Good morning, Master Grayson," May said in her ever-cheerful and no-nonsense tone she used as I sat at the breakfast nook in the galley.


  "Wonderful morning, May. How's the galley this morning?" I asked as the pleasant aromas of breakfast filled the room.


  "Going splendidly, Master Grayson. Now, I'll have a good breakfast out to you in just a moment." May said.


  I was brought a delicious omelet with vegetables and, of course, a cossa. As I ate, Holly walked into the galley carrying a large milking jug and handed it to May.


  "Good morning, Master Grayson. How are you?" Holly asked.


  "Doing well, you?" I said, around a mouth full of food.


  "Excellent, this ship truly is wonderful. I never thought I would be able to visit, let alone live aboard such a vessel in all my life."


  "I'm glad you like it. Is the V birth working for you and Zora?"


  "Yes, the room is so nice. I felt bad that we had such nice accommodations, then I went to the rooms of the others and...well...everyone has such nice rooms. Enchanted drawers and cabinets, the bathing rooms are splendid as well. I don't think there's a slave alive who has better." Holly said, answering in her deeply melodic voice, the hesitation replaced by true affection.


  "Good, I only want the best for you all. You know, I think this slavery thing is a barbaric mess. But as long as I'm your Master, I will see to it that all of you get the best I can provide. It is the least I can do for holding your freedom and lives in my hands." I said, giving her a warm smile. I had long since come to grips that I would not be able to change the ways of the Empire quickly, and the fact that freedom terrified most of the slaves only compounded the issue.


  "Yes, we all know lord Grayson, very odd. But we endeavor to accept all that Master is to give to us."


  "On that note, is there anything you need or want?"


  "Uhm...no, I don't think so...I mean..."


  "It's okay, you can say."


  "Zora and I were talking, and we both would...like...you to milk us sometimes." She blurted out softly, hesitating a bit.


  "Oh, that. Definitely, I can put that on my to-do list."


  I did not understand how the minobous could blush through her white fur, but she did. The exposed skin on her breasts was turning a shade of pink. She bowed her head and quickly left the room.


  "Poor thing, she's been dying to ask you that for days now. Zora can barely speak when she thinks about it." May said in a playful tone from the galley.


  "Really? The only reason I haven't is I've been busy. Does it mean that much to them?"


  "Oh yes, for an owner to personally milk them. It's the height of honor for a minobous slave. They have a deep-seated need to feed their loved ones. What you did the first night when you bought us, well, it was one of the nicest and most satisfying things I think you could do for the two of them. It made them feel welcomed and at home, valued and loved if I dare say so, Master Grayson." May answered.


  "It meant that much. Wow, I had no idea. But I'm glad it had that effect."


  "I suspected not, but getting you to milk them again is about all those two girls go on about. Quite adorable." May said as Timothy walked into the room.


  "Do the others have anything similar that would make them more at home?" I asked May as Timothy sat at the table with me, and she brought him over a plate of fruit and vegetables with a large glass of milk.


  "Humm...well, a few... sort of... the fairies are all overjoyed I cook with their personal herbs and spices. I use the fruit from the dryads as well. When they see you eating and enjoying what they have grown and cared for, they all take great satisfaction and comfort from that. It makes them believe they have a permanent place with you and that they are useful."


  "I have noticed all the plants hanging around the ship. They are well taken care of, and I love the aroma."


  "I'm sure one of them is listening at the door, and they're going to run off and tell the others. Making you happy means they get to stay. You're a wonderful Master, and the fear of you selling them off makes them work hard."


  "Well, make sure you let them know I'm not going to sell any of them, ever," I said seriously.


  "I know. It will take time for the others to come around, though. The Kitsune you rescued are still in shock for the most part. We were all talking to them and giving them little tasks to do, like cleaning windows, straightening, and recoil ropes. It reassures them they have something to do and are needed. The mothers are doing much better. They are holed up with Amber and Ray'mea. The little ones are doing much better as well, and the rooms with the attached nursery you made are absolutely beautiful. Amber's been asking when she can personally thank you."


  "Having her and the kids happy is thanks enough."


  "I think she wants to more physically thank you, Master."


  "It is to be expected with how well you are treating her and the children. It is quite outside the norm." Timothy said while smiling.


  "She knows she doesn't have to do that, right?" I asked.


  "Oh, she's well aware of that; all of us are. If anything, it's only making some of us want you more." May said while an impish smile crossed her face. The pink hair elf that was plump in all the right places leaned a little more seductively over the counter, exposing the tops of her breasts more.


  "Well...that's just... Delicious." I stumbled over the words as my other brain began clamoring for attention.


  "I'm glad you think so," May said, biting her lip before turning back to the galley.


  "So...um...house...yes...you'll be looking," I said distractedly to Timothy.


  "Yes, Master Grayson. That's the plan for the day. Is there somewhere you're thinking of in particular in the city?"


  "Yessss... the noble's district, if possible. I want a larger estate."


  "Then, I will make inquiries today and find out what selection I can have prepared for you tomorrow," Timothy said, bowing his head slightly.


  Mid-morning found Sasha, Milly, and myself standing once again in front of my new home apartment: 25 - 50. I had explained to Sasha that I needed two slaves to attend me at the college, and she had eagerly volunteered. She had worked with the nobility when she was younger. She had a firm grasp on how to act and what would be expected. She said she was fine with everything that entailed and that she would help guide me also.


  Milly, on the other hand, had only ever lived on two farms and had no idea what living amongst the nobility would entail. Sasha had informed her of some of the perversions she would be expected to endure, but that had only piqued her interest more.


  I knocked politely and then opened the door, stepping into the short hallway I had previously rushed through. The apartment had a cozy, refined air to it as I entered the large sitting and study room. The smell of the florin Strafa's cooking filled the air, and there was a delightful arrangement of breakfast items arrayed on the counter.


  "Eric, how wonderful of you to join us this morning," Ashley said, standing from the lounge chair she had been sitting in while she was drinking her cossa.


  Rachel came out from her room and said in the same delighted tone, "Lord Grayson, it's a delight to see you this morning. I am very much looking forward to our date today."


  "What a pleasure to find you both so eagerly waiting," I said with a knowing grin. The women were in long flowing silk robes with floral prints. They were open, exposing the full sets of lingerie they each wore.


  Ashley, upon standing, had undone the knot holding her robe closed, and the soft lacy deep green of her stockings, garter belt, and brazier hugged her lushes form gracefully.


  Rachel had come out with her robe open, and the soft blue crotchless lace panties she wore framed her pink pussy beautifully. Rachel was petite, and her ass hugged her body, two soft round cheeks outlined in sky blue. Her breasts were not as large as Ashley's, but they were in no way lacking, as the blue of her brazier held them up.


  "Would you care for some breakfast?" the woman offered.


  "That would be wonderful," I said. It was another quirk of the world; anything I ate was almost instantly digested and put to the best use in my body so I could always eat.


  Ashley pulled a chair out at the table, and Faith moved to the counter to create an arrangement of Strafa's cooking for me. The two women joined me, and the three of us sat. Faith, Allie, and Brie prepared plates for us, and I saw Strafa pull Milly and Sasha into the kitchen a bit so they were out of the way.


  "So... Dear husband... which two servants have you decided to bring? I remember your beautiful Kitsune, but a bovine'ness?" Ashely said in a light conversational tone.


  "Ah yes, Sasha and Milly. Milly produces milk of legendary quality, and I have quite an appetite for it. How would you like them to address you?" I offered as both Sasha and Milly came over and curtsied.


  "Oh, how wonderful, legendary. That is quite something. You may address me as Mistress Ashley in private and exalted Mistress or Lady in public. Understood?" Ashley said in a kind tone.


  "Yes, mistress Ashley." They said in unison.


  "And you may do the same for me, though if we are engaged intimately, you may call me Rachel," Rachel added.


  "Yes, mistress Rachel." They said again.


  "I do not want to sound rude, lord Grayson, but it is quite apparent you are not, shall we say, a natural-born citizen of the Empire. From where do you hail?" Lady Rachel said politely while taking another bite of food.


  I hesitated and looked at Sasha, who immediately leaned over behind me and whispered in my ear, "Tell them you are a world walker, but not about your power."


  "Is it that apparent? I am from another world altogether, a world walker." I said with an easy, nervous smile.


  "Really?" Ashley said, her voice filled with shock.


  "Yes, in fact, I just arrived on this planet some twenty or so days ago," I added.


  "I have heard rumors but never thought they would be true," Rachel said, looking at me sidelong.


  "Hum... a hard thing to prove, but I think we shall take you at your word. You have no reason to lie about such a thing, and you have enrolled at the college after all." Ashley said as she looked at Rachel for confirmation.


  "There could be reasons, but no... I don't think any of the Empire's rivals would be able to get a spy into the college, at least not for long." Rachel added.


  "So now that you have my secret, are you two still excited to have me around?"


  "Goddess, yes, a handsome and mysterious world walker. What lady wouldn't? This will just be more fun now that we know. Not that many others would even believe you. World walkers are a sort of myth, after all. Supposedly, the founders of the Empire were ones as well, some three thousand years ago. The legend says that 'From the mists, they marched, along the sea of stars, five thousand came, a red bull on flag bore their way, from underfoot the beasts did howl, as the first legion marched along the bay, the first legion with standard raised the number nine they did display. Spears and shields formations made; the first legion numbered nine carved the Empire along our bay.'" Rachel finished as she recited what sounded like a tavern rhyme.


  "The ninth. You're kidding me?" I said, holding back laughter.


  "No, it's a very old song; well, it is actually a part of the founding history. Every child remembers it. About the only part of that boring history that sticks, the bards sing it to, so it is well known. Why?" Rachel asked.


  "The lost legion...well, I guess that solves that mystery for me. And explains the Empire."


  "Lost legion?" Ashley asked.


  "Yeah, back in my world, like two thousand years ago. An imperial Roman legion went missing. Supposedly, they walked into the mists of Caledonia and were never seen again. Sounds like they ended up here." I said, shaking my head.


  "Well, that does seem to fit, so you come from another empire?" Rachel asked.


  "Not exactly; the Roman Empire fell a long time ago. I almost forgot I got a gift for you two." I said, changing the subject and diverting them away from asking to many questions.


  I pulled the four perfumes from my storge ring still in the decorative bag and placed them on the table. The two women's eyes filled with happy surprise as Ashley reached for the bag and pulled the paper from it. When she saw the bottles, her smile grew, and she playfully smirked at Rachel.


  "You have good taste, lord Grayson," Rachel said as she sniffed the bottles.


  "These are wonderful, but you did purchase them before you met us," Ashley said playfully.


  "True, but who better to give them to than my new wives," I said back, still weirded out by the whole concept.


  "These smell fantastic. Which is for who?" Rachel asked.


  "I'm afraid I don't know you well enough to make that choice. I just hope you both can enjoy them."


  "Anything from the Masters at Grand Aroma Thera is fantastically expensive and wonderful. Oh, the others will be so jealous. These are the large bottles also; I only have one of their fine scents and could only afford their smallest bottle from my stipend. Thank you, Lord Grayson." Rachel said while her face flushed at the gift.


  "Yes, they are exquisite. And quite the first meeting gift, lord Grayson, you aim to impress. Thank you." Ashley added, breathing in deeply.


  "Faith, why don't you entertain Master Grayson while we go and get ready. Sasha, Milly, you can attend, lady Rachel and me." Ashley said as we finished breakfast, and they both stood and headed into their rooms to finish getting ready.


  "Yes, mistress Ashley," Sasha said while pulling Milly along after her. Brie and Allie went into the back while Strafa finished in the kitchen.


  I went and sat in one of the large lounge chairs, and Faith happily came over and sat in my lap. Draping herself across me and wrapping her arms around me. The pink-haired elf was soft and warm. The tight fabric of her shorts pressed into my crotch, letting me feel every inch of her plump ass. She kissed my neck and nuzzled me as I held her.


  I ran my hand up under her shirt and thumbed her nipple. Feeling them harden under my caresses. She cuddled me, allowing the relaxing sensation of her pressed against me to wash over me. I was rock hard but not in an uncomfortable way, nor did I have the urge to ravish her. It was comfortable arousal that passed the time in silent enjoyment.


  Before I knew it, the two women had walked out from the back, fully dressed. Ashley wore a dress made of light white and pink roses that alternated by layer with deep, rich emerald silk. She had a sun hat that matched. The soft colors and the deep emerald made her hair stand out like burnished rays of the sun. It was braided to one side and hung down past her right breast.


  Rachel wore a light sky-blue dress trimmed in white lace. Her small sun hat did little to hide the long black braid that flowed down the side of her neck and over her left breast. She was a swirl of the soft sky, and the two dresses, even though different, complemented each other like the sky shining down over a lush garden filled with roses.


  "Well, holy fuck, the two of you look absolutely wonderful. I seem to be rather underdressed now." I said as I gaped at the two gorgeous women.


  "Nonsense, Lord Grayson; you look very dashing and handsome. And I quite enjoy the simple yet refined outfits I have seen you in; they are excellently made and have a certain nonchalance about them. It does give off the air of high nobility, particularly with your build." Rachel said as a soft pink blush flushed across her chest and throat.


  It must have helped that the bulge from my erect cock caught both their eyes. They picked up sun umbrellas, one green and the other light blue with lace.


  Brie and Sasha came out of the back next in outfits that suggested they would be accompanying us out. Sasha wore a pleated blue miniskirt and a cross top that left much of her upper half exposed. The nearly transparent white cloth only gave occasional peeks at the pink of her nipples underneath. Brie had a matching skirt and top, though hers was a plaided green and red, and her white cross top was trimmed in light green lace. The green of the lace and skirt complemented her dark red fur tails perfectly.


  "Are Sasha and Brie the only servants we are going to bring?" I asked, clearly not knowing the custom.


  "Yes, it is normal for a lady to only bring one slave on her daily outings. Any more is seen as overly gauche. When a husband and his wives are out, the wives will bring only one slave and the husband one. It's a custom that formed after a fashion had been to bring as many as you could, and as rumors of the time say, hardly anyone could walk in the streets or enter the shops, as lords and ladies had nearly their entire households out with them. Much better this way." Ashley answered.


  "I see. That does sound like it would become quite crowded. Do you intend to have Brie crawl around today? Why do the noble ladies do that anyway?" I asked.


  "Oh, no, not today unless you want her to?" she asked as I shook my head no, "though if we see my rival Tiffany Greystorm, the bitch, Brie knows what to do. The game, I guess you would call it; you'll notice that the only times the demi-humans act like animals is when stopped in a group of ladies. It is a game to see whose slave can be the best tamed; any slave can stand there, but one who acts and plays the part the lady had selected with skill is seen as honoring their Mistress. It's also why you won't see many of the lords participating. They consider it beneath them, though most do enjoy the spectacle." Ashley answered.


  "It is quite silly, and there's no way to ever truly decide who is winning. Though I suppose that is why the noble ladies love it so much. An endless game of public competition, with no clear victor." Rachel said with a sigh, clearly letting me know what she thought of the whole thing.


  "I thought it was something like that, so where are we headed first? I am going to leave showing you my ship for tonight." I said.


  "Well, seeing as you are new to the world, I do not wish to be impolite, but I don't want to take you somewhere you can't afford either; how are your finances? I know it's terribly rude to ask, just with certain customs, it would look horrible if we had to pay for something society says you should pay for." Rachel said, not quite knowing how to get the information she wanted without sounding rude.


  "Quite alright, Rachel; I am actually well off. I found gold and gems upon my arrival. So, don't worry." I said, lying slightly, I had made a bunch of gold and gems, but I was well off. Though I was going to have to find a source of income that wasn't just making gems, it was going to arouse too much suspicion if I kept unloading more and more gems every time I needed money.


  "That is fortunate; Handsome, well-mannered, a mysterious world walker, a mage, and well off; what more could a lady ask for," Ashley said, the rose hue on her cheeks almost perfectly matching the shade the roses on her dress were done in.


  We made our way out of the college tower, Sasha attached to my sword belt by the thin, beautiful silver chain attached to her gold collar. Brie was similarly attached to Ashley, though the silver chain she had was lightly looped around her wrist.


  It was past mid-morning when we turned and started our way down the avenue of the marina. The air was clear and calm, with only the barest hint of a cool breeze coming off the water.


  I had offered Rachel my right arm, and Ashley walked to my left, my sword preventing us from locking arms. The circumference of their dresses where such that I was able to hold their arms politely and not get tangled in the fabric.


  "I can't wait to show you some of my favorite shops. They're such a delight to spend time in." Rachel said as we walked past the window displays of the storefronts.


  The walkway along the marina avenue was beginning to fill with the ladies that would be promenading around on the day. They clung to the road like strange multiple-colored flowers, their dresses refined and elegant. Very few bustled busily, and there was a lazy sort of atmosphere.


  The strolling pace Rachel and Ashley set was easy, calm, and full of dignified grace. I could tell it was more for the benefit of others to allow them an opportune moment to glance at them and myself.


  The first shop I was led to was only a ten-minute walk. The hard stone and foe wood of the building gave off a cozy feel. The front windows were two half-circles with a large wood door beset with glass in between the two. The windows held wonderfully extravagant flower arrangements, and the sign above the door read, 'The Noble Rose.'


  Brie quickly moved forward and opened the door, allowing Rachel, Ashley, Sasha, and myself to enter the flower shop. The floral and fresh plant aroma clung heavily in the air. The main room was longer than it was wide. Dotted on tables, both long and small, were arrangements of flowers. Plants hung from silk and lace macramé holders, swinging slightly over tables and from the walls.


  "This is the lady Ashton's flower shop. It has been in business forever. Her arrangements work wonders on a room." Ashley said with more than just a hint of respect in her voice.


  "Yes, she does create the most beautiful and fragrant displays. I have to give her that." Rachel added.


  "It is quite a lovely shop; I don't think I saw any flowers in our apartment?" I said.


  "You catch on quick; we did not know if we were going to get a practice husband this year or not, and some lords hate beautiful things. I had not thought to get any before we met with our perspective suiter." Ashley said.


  With a wink, I said, "Well, I trust the floral arrangements of the room are in good hands with you, Ashley,"


  "Oh, don't give her a blank ticket just yet; Lord Grayson will be swimming in flowers if you do that." Rachel playfully mocked.


  "I Will not," Ashley whined playfully, "I was only going to put us on the list for a once-a-week delivery. Maybe let's see...three for my room...two for your room, Rachel... four for our bathroom... six for lord Grayson's bathing room... two for lord Grayson's room...five for the sitting and study room...one large one for the dining room...and a small fragrant herbal selection for the kitchen. Maybe one simple, pleasant-smelling one for the slave's room... and the outdoor table... so that's twenty-six?" Ashley said, looking at me with hopeful eyes.


  By the indicated pleading, I think I was supposed to pay for this floral decadence. "Hum... okay, but only two for my bathroom, one for my room, and three in the sitting area," I said, adjusting the count from twenty-six down to nineteen.


  "Yes!" Ashley said, letting out an excited squeak.


  She had totally overdone it, knowing I would bring the real number down to what she actually wanted. Sneaky, sneaky. Oh well, it was only flowers.


  We spent the next, oh, I have no idea how long going over flower books and arrangements. Well, more aptly, Ashley did; Rachel found a corner chair and began reading. While I had found the most interesting plant to play with. It was called a jiggly giggly wiggly and did exactly what it sounded like. It looked like a small cactus plant but with no thorns. It was green and had a jelly-like consistency. It was like a slime monster only rooted in place. The thing was about the size of my hand and was carnivorous; it would catch small bugs and digest them. I went around the shop and caught the bugs and fed them to my new little friend.


  So, upon exiting, we would be getting weekly deliveries to our room of nineteen flower arrangements. Crazy, and the weekly price of four gold was nothing to scoff at either. I had also purchased the jiggly giggly wiggly and insisted it go in my room. Ashley was flummoxed that my little wiggling cactus would offset her floral arrangements, but I would not be swayed. The thing was too cool; well, it entertained the five-year-old part of my brain, at least.


  We stepped out of the shop and off to the side, and I noticed Ashley wiping a small tear from her eye. "Are you all right, Ashley?" I asked, thinking she might have allergies or something.


  "Yes...it's just..." Ashley trailed off, looking at Rachel.


  "You see, lord Grayson, though Ashley's father is a duke...well... Port Winter Shore is of more strategic value than an economic hub. She's also the fourth daughter, and her stipend, while large...is not as large as some others. You made her very happy by indulging her." Rachel explained, smiling up at me for bringing such joy to her friend.


  "Ashley..." I trailed off while taking her hand and pulling her in for a light kiss.


  The wonderful flush on her face returned, and the two women, who were already in a good mood, turned even brighter as a lightness filled their steps as we continued our strolling pace.


  There was a marked difference in the way the surrounding nobles treated me while in the presence of Rachel and Ashley. The countless monopoly-looking men and ladies would go out of their way to sidestep us, ensuring they showed exaggerated deference to the three of us. They must have known the two because I was sure as hell not garnering these responses.


  There were mild looks of curiosity and polite, short hellos. Some of the groupings of ladies even moved out of our way as we approached. A few of the more practically dressed men even took their hats off and offered polite bows.


  After Another half-hour of leisurely walking down the street, stopping to look at dress shop windows, handbags, glass trinkets, and bobbles until we reached our true destination, it was a bookstore; in fact, it was a Hobb's and Son's store.


  Besides me, I could feel Rachel's anticipation, and as a book lover myself, I could understand her excitement. The rows of shelves were like old rooms. The smell of parchment and paper was a delightful haze that sent my mind into the wide worlds of fantasy.


  "I just love this store; I could spend a fortune and a lifetime in it," Rachel said in a fawning voice, making me question if nuptials were soon to be forthcoming.


  "I know what you mean, the smell of knowledge," I said, offering her a companionable smile.


  "Not you, too. One book lover as a friend is bad enough, not my husband too." Ashley playfully wined. But I could see her eyes light up as well; she was a mage, after all, and if there is one thing all mages have in common, it is the love of books, tomes, and scrolls.


  "What are we shopping for here? Though I would love to buy every book, I don't think even I'm that rich," I said jokingly.


  "Well, in truth, I just wanted to pick up some new quills, ink, and fine parchments for some enchantments I am working on," Rachel said.


  "You enchant?" I asked.


  "You haven't even asked what kind of mages we are yet. So, I'm going to let the mystery stand a while. Let you brood on it." Rachel said with a playful tease of her bottom lip.


  "Ashley?" I asked.


  "Nope, I'm with Rachel on this one; you're just going to have to wait a bit, maybe over lunch," Ashley said with a firm nod of her head and a giggle at their shared conspiracy, settling the matter.


  It was true I really did not know much about the two, but I was going to probe them deeply for answers if I had to.


  "Well, while we're here, might as well pick out a few books as well, Rachel, Ashley. Call it a bribe to get even deeper into your good graces."


  "Any deeper, and I'm not going to be able to stop from gushing all over you," Rachel said with a nerdy, playful grin on her face.


  I walked through the rows of shelves and admired the selection that was on display. I had enough skills and abilities for the moment. I selected mundane books, a bestiary, an herbal encyclopedia, and an alchemy text.


  Ashley wandered close by and seemed to pick books off the shelf at random and skim through them. Rachel, on the other hand, was in the writing supplies section, going over everything she needed.


  The store attendants, while waiting to be helpful, did keep their distance, except for when I selected a book, one would come over and take it to the counter quickly.


  Supplies selected and tomes stored in my ring of holding, we made our way out of the wonderful shop.


  "Why don't we head over to the Kettle and Pan for lunch?" Ashley suggested.


  "Sounds good to me, Rachel?" I asked.


  "That should do nicely, I think. I bet Lady Elizabeth will be there as well."


  "Most likely," Ashley added.


  When we reached the kettle and pan, the front door did not seem to be the main entry point, as a hostess was standing behind a small podium to the side of the building. "Good day, Exalted Lady Ashley and Rachel, Exalted Lord. Exalted Lady Elizabeth is here. Will you be joining her today?" The exotic-looking hostess asked after clearly recognizing Ashley and Rachel.


  "Oh, that's wonderful, but no. If it's possible to get a table next to hers, that would be wonderful?" Ashley said.


  "Right this way, we, of course, can accommodate." The hostess said, accustomed to the games of the noble ladies. As she turned, a rich ivory white braid swung as it hung down her back. Her skin was coal-black, and her eyes glowed a warm amber. Her ears came to points like an elf, but the small black horns that swept back from her temples on her head distinguished her from the elves.


  She had to be wearing all-black clothing, but for the life of me, I could not tell where her skin started and the clothes stopped. As she walked, she gave off the impression of being naked, though I knew from her shape she had clothes on somewhere.


  "Exalted Lady Ashley and Rachel, how wonderful to see you today. I did not know you would be on a walkabout?" Came the voice of Elizabeth from a few days ago.


  "Exalted Lady Elizabeth, we were not expecting to be about today. But Rachel and I finally got a husband from the college, and he so graciously offered to go on promenade with us and be displayed today. This is Exalted lord Eric Grayson." Ashley said in an overly happy tone that did little to hide her excitement at showing me off, as she politely indicated to me.


  "Ah, Exalted Lady Elizabeth, a pleasure to see you once more," I said.


  "I see your test was successful then, after all."


  "I was never worried, and who might these lovely ladies be?"


  "Oh, do forgive; this is Lady Ballad and Lady Fits."


  "A pleasure," I said, bowing my head slightly in greeting. From their introduction, I knew they were not mages, so I guessed any more than a polite bow of my head would come across as strange.


  We sat, and soon after, we ordered an arrangement for lunch. And Ashley had finished telling Elizabeth all about the flowers she had so wisely selected; Elizabeth and her companions left to continue their day with pleasant goodbyes.


  Halfway through the lunch, A wonderful cool, light fruity tea and a light selection of artfully crafted vegetables left me full but not heavy, I asked. "So, are you going to finally tell me what kind of mage you are?" I said playfully.


  "I do suppose it's time," Ashley said.


  "Very well," Rachel added.


  "The Wintershores are famous for being powerful ice mages. And I take after my family's affinity, with water and air as my highest affinity." Ashley said with a proud smile.


  "My highest affinity is earth, but I have a wider range of affinities I can cast spells from," Rachel added.


  "How long have you been at the college?"


  "Rachel and I enrolled at the same time. About six months ago. We've been planning on attending at the same time since we were little girls." Ashley said with a warm smile.


  "Oh. How long have you been friends?"


  "Our fathers are some of the few mages that can teleport. As such, the Diamond of the West and Wintershore are of strategic value, so our fathers often consult with one another. Even though they are on opposite ends of the Empire. They started bringing us along; since we were their only female children of the same age, they thought we could become friends. We met when we were eight?" Ashley said questioningly and looked at Rachel.


  "We were seven but only a few months away from our birthdays. Which are only days apart," Rachel added.


  "And when might those be? It would seem remiss of me to forget such important days?"


  "Mine is the 46th of May. Making me the oldest and wisest." Ashley said, feigning a wizened tone.


  "By three days; mine is the 49th of May. As you can see, Ashley carries the burden of age, wrinkles, and all." Rachel said in mock outrage.


  "Listen here, young'en...why I odd'aa whip your beee-hind for that, wrinkles and all."


  "Mmm. Don't tease Ashley; you'll have me all worked up in no time."


  "Brie could always take care of you?" Ashley said with a wicked grin, instigating a clearly previous friendly argument. She also gave a slightly playful tug on Brie's leash. The booth at the restaurant was normal, except for under the table. Which had clearly been designed to allow three or four slaves to sit at their Master's feet.


  I felt Brie brush past one of my legs on her way over to Rachel's lap. The slight blush that rose on Rachel's cheeks indicated exactly how Ashley wanted this to go and exactly how Rachel didn't want this to go.


  "Ashley, really..." Rachel let out an exasperated sigh.


  "Oh, just let her play with it a little bit; you know I just love that shade of color on your cheeks, and we want that tight pussy wet for our lord husband."


  I felt Sasha's head move on my lap a little, probably to look at Brie under the table. I was still enjoying the few delicately sculpted pieces of vegetables and fruits on the table as I watched the flirty exchange between the two.


  "Why don't we ask Master Grayson and see exactly how he wants this to go?" Ashley said with a devilish grin as if she had already succeeded.


  With a deepening blush, Rachel looked at me as if she had not considered me in her current predicament. "My Lord husband, what would you like Brie to do or not do to me?" Rachel asked with a pleading smirk on her face, letting me know this was all just fun and games, and she was fine with it going either way.


  Ashley turned a feral smile on me, and I knew that it would turn to a playful begging pout the instant I sided with Rachel. I decided to meet halfway, "Well, seeing as I won't get to see Ashley punish your lovely bubbly behind Rachel, I think you should just have to live with the knowledge that once we get back to our home for the night, that is exactly what I am going to have Ashley do to you."


  Rachel's face stretched in a smile, then froze as she realized that she had not completely won this one against Ashley. Ashley, on the other hand, looked wonderfully intrigued; though she did not corner Rachel into playing publicly, she would get to punish her best friend later.


  By the heated and flushed looks on their faces, I had managed to walk the tightrope between what they both were looking for. Hopefully anyways.


  We finished with the remnants of the meal. Extricating ourselves from the booth, we walked to the far end of the bar, where there was a reserved spot for us to pay for our meal before we exited the restaurant. While we were walking over, I made eye contact with Rachel and made a gesture indicating whether I should pay or not. With a slight shake of her head, she pointed to both her and Ashley, indicating it would be customary for the ladies to pay.


  The same Obsidian black beauty was behind the register as we made our way to leave. I made a note to myself to find out from Ashley or Rachel or someone what species she was. Because for all of my personal mythological and fantasy Lore I had gathered, I was still unsure if she was some form of dragon Kin or something else.


  In a swirl of blue, Rachel stepped forward and, from a small bag at her waist, pulled out some coins. I did not get the chance to see how much the meal was because, at that moment, a happy, overly friendly voice said, "Oh... Exalted Lady Ashley... how wonderful."


  With a soft, hesitant turn from the register, which was clearly done by Ashley to allow her the time to gather herself, she said, "What a wonder. Exalted Lady Tiffany. Truly...a pleasure. And exalted Lady Adelia, ever in toe I see."


  Lady Tiffany was defined by a classic noble look. She was tall and slim. Her straight blond hair was woven in artful braids that had jeweled flowers in them. Her eyes glowed a light blue like the sky at the beach in summer. She wore a simple white dress, done with ivy patterns of gold, and a large white sun hat with bright gold on the underside that outlined her face like a halo. She was lovely, and if it were not for her snide tone, I would have thought her beautiful.


  "One does try and keep exceptional company." The lady Adelia said. She was of average height and had black hair that faded into metallic silver tips. She was a petite girl with an expertly displayed chest. Coming from a world where the variety of women's chest support apparatuses could be viewed, I would guess she had a C-sized chest but wanted it to look closer to a D. She wore a black and silver corset with slim sleeves. The skirts she had on wrapped around her were in a pleated fashion, providing a flickering effect of silver and black.


  I immediately felt the hostility between the four women as Rachel's glare could be felt as she moved away from paying. The door chimed, and a man walked in. Well, I guess you might call him a man by the vague fact that he was human. But the weaselly, greasy, short-haired boy that walked in was anything but a man.


  His black hair was short but had an astounding amount of grease in it. The vague attempt at a mustache was trying to grow in but looked more like mold growing under his nose. His eyes were a sharp blue that held a condescending glint to them. The man's short stature was done no favors by the over-embellished gold and green robes he wore.


  He walked up beside Tiffany and said, "Why...hello there, little frozen flower, it is always such a pleasure to see you, Exalted Lady Ashley and Rachel."


  "Exalted Prince Leonard, I do hope you find yourself in good company?" Rachel asked.


  "Why heavens yes, Tiffany is so obedient in her acting wifely duties along with Adelia. They have come to heel nicely." Leonard said without the slightest recognition of the women.


  "You ever do us a favor in complementing us, Lord. And who is that you have with you, Ashley?" Tiffany said in the most affectatious voice I had ever heard.


  "Why do let me introduce Exalted Lord Eric Grayson. We were assigned to be his acting wives for his time at the college." Ashley said far more diminutively than I had heard her be before. Yet, at the same moment, she came close and took my left arm lightly as Rachel did the same on my right.


  "Wonderful, another peasant joining the ranks of the mage nobility. It still amazes me these things happen; how does one of obviously low standing gain the privilege of being an acting husband to the frozen flower of the East. The way the college is assigning things these days... they must not want marriages to be made... as if Duke Wintershore or Duke Albillac would permit you to marry such a, well..." The huffing, pondering tirade was the calmest, most dismissive thing I had heard. It was as if Leonard were talking solely to himself with no one else present.


  Ashley and Rachel simply tightened their grip on my arm, and I could also see a triumphant look in Tiffany and Adelia's eyes. Understanding that this jackass didn't even know there was a game being played, too absorbed in his own world, I said, "Yes, the eternal mysteries of the college. I am truly lucky to have such pliant and supple acting wives."


  "Yes, yes... Ah, I know... Lady Ashley, when you are done with your time, I will allow you to become a third or fourth wife. Yes, fitting for me to collect all the flowers of the East to decorate my bed."


  "The exalted Prince is most kind to think of this flower, but only time will tell how his lord's garden will grow," Ashley said.


  "Hum...Yes... Come women, I am hungry." With a disregarding mumble, Leonard turned to a hostess and followed her in.


  With curt nods, both Tiffany and Adelia followed behind. It was clear the exchange had been cut short by the Prince. The whole time this had happened, Sasha had come to stand directly behind me, her hand on my back. Brie had taken to the floor and curled up much like a sleeping fox would by mine and Ashley's feet.


  Leonard, Tiffany, and Adelia had two human slave women with them. They stayed in the back and kept their heads down. They had on simple loincloths attached to a jeweled belt with small bells hanging from it; their wrists and ankles had the same bells attached. As they followed behind their owners, a soft tinkle could be heard. I could barely make out the color of their dirty blond hair as they walked past, but the bruises they wore stood out in stark contrast.


  We exited onto the street and began to walk down the marina once again. We walked in companionable silence for a time until we came under the shade of a tree. Stopping, I turned and asked the ladies, "So what was that all about?"


  "That...was Ashley's rival, so to speak," Rachel said slowly.


  "Oh, you hate her just as much as I do."


  "Yes, yes, but once the prince passed me up, you know I lost that game with them."


  "Wait...passed you up for what?"


  "Passed me up to be a wife or lover. The Prince likes blonds and reds. He only puts up with Adelia because he had no choice when he came to the college."


  "So, what's the deal with them, anyway?"


  "Well, he's the third Prince of the East. His father is King Palebreaker of the East. His family was blessed with three sons. Being the daughter of one of the seven dukes, I had always thought I would marry him. Both Rachel and I completed Sippsie's oral challenge on him at the same time when we were younger. We all came to the college around the same time. He got assigned to Tiffany and Adelia. We had to wait for our husband. And lucky for us, waiting meant we got you."


  "What's Sippsie's oral challenge?"


  "Where you practice sucking dick, of course. Rachel and I got to the point where we could get his seed out of him in three turnings of a minute glass." Ashley said proudly.


  "I see..." I said, the last trailing off and frowning slightly.


  "Why do you look upset?" Rachel said, concerned.


  "It's just... I don't... my world is different."


  "Women from where you're from don't practice the sexual arts?" Ashley asked.


  "No, it's not that...I mean, they do... It's, in my world, a Virgin is sought after for a wife, or at least it used to be that way."


  "Really. Who would want a virgin wife? They would be terrible at sucking dick, and they would not know what to do in order to please their husband. That's why Sippsie's Guide to sexual conquest is so important. So that when a woman becomes a wife and follows the laws of the Goddess Alleystra, she can best please her husband." Rachel said with a fervent tone.


  "That's different from my world... so what are the guides?"


  "The nobles have nine stages of sexual conquest a young lady should complete before she is considered ready to receive propositions of marriage. Just say a prayer really quickly to Sippsie, and you can gain the quest as well." Rachel added happily.


  Not knowing exactly what to do, I lowered my head, closed my eyes, and said a quick prayer in my mind to the Goddess Sippsie. 'Umm...dear Sippsie... testing... testing... I'm supposed to pray to you about sex stuff for some guide...' As soon as the prayer was made, I got a notification accompanied by a soft, fading female chuckle.


  Divine quest gained:


  From: The Goddess Sippsie. Complete my tasks to know the pleasure of the flesh and how to best serve your Master or husband.


  Female:


  1. Discover your pearl above the lips of your flower and find the way to your own bliss. Taste the petals of another flower and drink of the nectar.


  2. Taste of the stem of power and drink the sap; collect the sap in under five turnings of a minute glass.


  3. Take into your flower the form of the stem and coat it in your nectar.


  4. Take into your flower the stem of someone close and receive its sap.


  5. Ride a lover in the hay and in the open fields while the summer sun warms the sky; know tender kisses and the pains of goodbye.


  6. Unknown to you and unknown to them, the secret nectars mix.


  7. Quickly plowed is poorly sown, but seasons time can be demanding.


  8. Done one way, then another, yet there's more; twice, you must think again to bend the stem toward the sun to mix nectar and sap.


  Many blessings these shall bring. Some are known now, some in time, others hidden as if blind.


  "So, the quest is only for girls?"


  "Yes, but Sippsie gives it to both men and women so men can know what a woman should know by the time they can marry. The quest for dominance is given by the God Ack to any of the male free citizens and nobles. The servant God Roxclou gives such quests to male and female slaves if they ask." Rachel added.


  "So, you see, both Rachel and I are ready for husbands. We completed Sippsie's quest a while ago." Ashley said, sounding proud.


  "When we met, and I walked in on you two?" I asked.


  "Well, supposedly, there are hidden quests to the tasks of pleasures. There's more than one way to complete most of them. It is believed Sippsie favors those who find and complete the hidden quests." Ashley said, taking a breath before launching back in.


  "One such hidden quest that is commonly believed is to have someone accidentally discover you while retrieving your nectar. It's supposed to be good luck, but to have your acting husband walk in on both his acting wives the first time we meet! That's, that's...it has got to be crazy good luck for our marriage. I wanted to marry the Prince before, but now, no way." Ashley finished in an almost manic conspiratorial tone.


  "She loves the hidden challenges, always has. My mother's a devotee of Sippsie, and well, she doesn't even..." Rachel said, trailing off while gesturing at her friend, who was obviously excited about the whole thing.


  "Oh, you love me, and you know it. Plus, it's not like you minded those extra petal tastings." Ashley teased.


  Rachel's cheeks flushed, and she stuck her tongue out at her friend. The autumn air along the marina had a faint hint of a chill as we stood in the shade. The path we were on wove through an open park just before the wharf edge. With a pleasant flush on her cheeks, I took Rachel's arm and continued our walk.


  Slight goose flesh rose on each of the beautiful Kitsune as the sun sank lower on the horizon. Brie followed attentively alongside and behind Ashley, her red and gold tip tails complementing Ashley's auburn hair. The weight of Sasha's leash at my belt was a constant reminder of the burden of freedom I imposed upon them, yet it was a comfort as well. Knowing she was delighted to follow someone her Goddess had sent to her. I needed a way to broach the subject with Ashley and Rachel about the Goddess Amara, but I was still feeling them out.


  The last firm plan we had for our date was to have dinner aboard the Ever Grove. However, I still wanted to give everyone aboard more time to get ready. So that left us with only one pastime, window shopping.


  It was in front of a slave grooming salon, touting a wide selection of expertise in styles that could be used on both beast kin and demi-humans, that Ashley asked, "The kitsune that you won in your duel; what happened to them?" it was apparent by the tenor in her voice that she was not sure how her inquiry would be received by me. I imagine asking such a question within a regular Noble company would either come across as extremely rude or unbecoming to a potential obedient wife.


  "They are under the care of Timothy, an experienced house steward. They're still quite traumatized from the entire experience, but it is my hope that with a gentle hand and some encouragement, they will once again regain some semblance of normalcy."


  With a longer than expected inheld breath, Ashley let out a sigh, "Oh, good. I was so worried as to what became of them. The demi-human Kitsune are some of the most beautiful to me. And I'm even partial to their beast kin cousins as well. They are wonderful to have around when they go into heat; their smell is just intoxicating, and they become so desperately aroused. They are great fun; I know some find it bothersome, but I genuinely enjoy it."


  "So you only have two, then?"


  "Yes, here at college and at home... My father...he's one that finds their heat bothersome. I hope to have many more, but my father never would spend more to get me more exotic Kitsune. It's why I love your Sasha so much, white fur tails with blue tips and lovely white hair and four tails. My father would never pay the price she would fetch on the open market."


  It was clear that Ashley had yet to discover her connection to the Goddess, but I was going to have to explain soon. Ashley was definitely going to find her brand when she explored her body more thoroughly.


  "Do you have a preference in types of slaves, Rachel?" I asked.


  "No... not really. As long as they work hard and are fun to play with, I like them all. I just want them treated well." Rachel added the last, and I could feel the subtle shift in her emotions that barely hinted at more underneath her statement.


  "Yes, treating your slaves well is of the utmost importance. Most slaves never need punishments and just a firm guiding hand. The abuses some think commonplace, I find unacceptable. It's unthinkable. Who would ever want to mar the flesh of one so beautiful as Brie, Allie, or Sasha." Ashley stated as if she were taking a political stance that was currently unpopular.


  "Yes, Ashley is quite right for her own reasons. Though it is not a commonly held opinion within the Empire." Rachel said.


  "Well, I plan on doing my best for any I acquire... things are very different in my world."


  "How so?" Rachel asked, probing deeper into a topic I did not think it wise to talk about openly in public.


  "Perhaps if you're a good girl later tonight, I will tell you some things." I pulled Sasha by her leash close to me and kissed her lightly while I kept eye contact with Rachel and whispered, "Would you and Brie like to go to the salon?"


  Disengaging from my kiss, she whispered in my ear, "It would be a lovely gift for Brie and would prove you intend to treat us well."


  "I think it would be a wonderful idea to have Brie and Sasha looked over here, don't you think, Ashley?"


  "You would...Why yes, Master Grayson, that would be a wonderful treat." Ashley said, her eyes shining.


  Leading Sasha and the others, we made our way inside the salon. Inside, behind a counter, was a fully female cat beast kin. Her fur was a rich blue, and her circular patterning was gold. She had an almost unnatural glisten to her fur, and I could only imagine how soft she was. A pleasant smile stretched across her face as she said, "Welcome, Exalted Lord and Ladies, to Shandra's exquisite slave care. This one's name is Kara if it pleases you; how may I serve?"


  "Yes, Kara, I would like these two taken care of," I said, indicating Sasha and Brie. I was interested in what the salon offered, but Ashley stepped up and began ordering different beauty treatments for them.


  When she was done, she turned around and smiled and nodded at me, and I approached Kara to find out how much this was going to cost me. "Two gold, Exalted lord Eric."


  "Very well," I said while handing over the coins. We unattached the leashes from our two slaves, and they were shuffled off into the back by two well-dressed human slaves. Behind the counter was a hallway with windows into various rooms where one could look and view the treatments being given to their slaves.


  I walked down the hall, quickly viewing each of the rooms to ensure that there was not going to be something horrible. The rooms were divided into bathing and massage areas, with stylists and groomers. It was more of a spa than a salon. Ensuring Sasha and Brie were in good hands, we left.


  "How long will this take?"


  "Oh, Shandra's is excellent. They will be fresh for our dinner aboard your ship." Ashley answered.


  "Okay, so an hour or two."


  That's when I noticed, conveniently located across the street, a building labeled the Noble Imperial Spa. Turning to both Ashley and Rachel, I indicated if they would want to go in and freshen up before dinner as well. The building looked unreasonably ostentatious and definitely had the appearance about it of being for the upper nobility. Ashley and Rachel both turned affirmative smiles toward me, and we made our way into the building.


  Rachel turned to me and said, "the imperial spas are public buildings and are divided by class and are part of our long history. As many of the poorer free citizens do not have their own bathing houses within their dwellings, these publicly available spots have become widely used; now, they are all subsidized through the taxes paid by all citizens. Within the Noble districts of the city, as well as more financially successful sectors such as the mage college marina, Imperial Noble spas have been built. Few nobles actually use the spas; however, it is quite common to occasionally meet friends or receive a foot rub well promenading during the day. However, this is such a perfect occasion to use the amenities offered by the spa as even though they're seldom used, they are kept in the most pristine conditions in case any Noble wishes to use the facilities."


  The attendant slaves within the spa all wore simple white dresses and long tunics. Their feet were wrapped in finely crafted leather sandals, and though they had no opulence adorning them, their simple dress made them blend into the white marble of the spa. A simple tag with numbers hung from their collar.


  Upon entering the large building, I was greeted with an opulent foyer sparkling with the late noonday sun. The hewn marble gave off a soft glow, allowing warm white light to illuminate everything. All of the slaves had their heads bowed, and even the attendants who approached Ashley, Rachel, and I kept their heads lowered and did not speak.


  We were each guided along the open walls of the foyer and into our own separate rooms. Inside the rooms was an already full stone bath that could easily have accommodated 6 to 10 people. There were comfortable-looking stone benches and sculpted seats along the edge of the pool. The attendant, who was a mildly good-looking, brown-haired elf, quickly helped me undress.


  The silent elf moved alongside me in the bath and brought along with her a floating basket that had an arrangement of soaps and oils. This was the first time I had ever been bathed by someone other than myself, and I simply stood and let her guide me through the entire process. It was deeply erotic and extremely uncomfortable to be thoroughly cleaned by a complete stranger, yet at the same time, the quiet reverence that she so obviously held me in allowed for an easy atmosphere to develop as her hands caressed my body.


  It was like this that the next hours passed. More varying attendants wearing the same simple white attire came in from a side door and joined us in the bath. Massaging and rubbing every part of my body. When I had finished in the bath after some time, they guided me out and placed me on a massage table, where they continued their ministrations. My hair was combed and styled, and every part of my body was paid special attention to. It was thoroughly the most erotic and sexually stimulating experience I could have imagined without actually having sex.


  I could tell that I was only a breath away from directing my intended desires toward having one or all of them please me. But until I made any direct or indirect move toward that desire, they simply continued pampering me. That's not to say that they didn't touch my fully erect cock or have any contact with any other intimate part of my body, only that they did not focus on it and bring it to its climax. I was simply currently focused on completely enjoying the experience.


  When the sensations became too much, and my blood began to boil instead of just gently throbbing, I grabbed the dark Brown-haired elf that had been with me the entire time. When I caught her hand and made eye contact with her, I could immediately tell that she understood what I wanted to have her do. She immediately crawled under the massage-like table I was on, and I felt a gentle tugging as a trap door opened up, allowing my cock to hang down freely.


  With three other slaves massaging my upper and lower back, along with my legs, this elf began to slowly lick the shaft of my hardened cock. I got to lay in complete comfort as her warm tongue ran along the sides of my member. Then, the warm blanket of her mouth enveloped me, and I could feel her nose as she pressed up hard against me, taking my full length into her throat. The soft gagging and choking pulses radiated up my cock and mixed with the insistent massaging pressure from the other slaves. Her hands cupped my balls and gently pulled on them as another slave oiled my ass and ran her hands along my inner legs and butt.


  It could not have taken more than a few minutes of their ministrations for them to have my cum shooting out of me. As the hot ropes gushed from me, the elf under me gulped and drank all I had to give her. She continued sucking even after I came, softly suckling on me.


  Before I knew how much time had passed, the slaves helped me up from the table and back into the pool for a much quicker wash. The same brown-haired elf helped me wash again, and as she moved the sponge over me, I allowed myself to grab her thicker waist or trail my hands along her larger ass.


  "You almost done in there, handsome?" Ashley asked in a surprisingly breathy voice.


  "Hey, are these things soundproof?" I said, slightly worried.


  "If you're wondering if these things are soundproof, then yes, they are; you have to indicate the room number you want to talk to and send a voice message." Came the chuckling voice of Rachel, her having predicted my question before I had even asked it.


  The attendant helped me from the bath, smiling the whole time with a soft blush on her face. Her brown hair and short ears marked her as a demi-human instead of what was considered a full elf beast kin that had long ears. A complete absurdity to me but a facet of the racial divide on this planet. She helped me into the clothes I had been wearing previously, but they had been freshly pressed and laundered.


  "How do I find you if I want you again?" I asked the elf.


  She looked shocked at the question, but without any further prompting, she went to a small side table and retrieved a card. The card had the number #387-A42 written on it. She handed it to me with a hopeful bow and left through the side door the other attendants had been coming and going from.


  When I walked out back into the foyer lobby, I was greeted by both Ashley and Rachel, each looking much refreshed. Even though I would not have called their attire anything but Immaculate throughout the entire day, the dresses had a fresh, renewed glow to them, and they looked like they had just gotten ready for the day. The warm smiles on their cheeks hinted that they had enjoyed the same ministrations that I had just received, and I could only imagine what the female experience was like inside the Noble Imperial spa rooms.


  Linking arms once again, we made our way through the doors and across the street once again to retrieve both Sasha and Brie.


  Across the street, we entered Shandra's exquisite slave care. Sasha and Brie both sat comfortably on large pillows in the receiving room. They appeared refreshed, and I noticed their hair had been trimmed slightly and braided. The pleats in their skirts had been freshly pressed, and their tails had a bright, glossy sheen to them. Sasha and Brie held their leashes in hand patiently and happily.


  Nodding to Kara at the counter, I went to Sasha, and with a flush, happy look on her face, she handed me her leash. Ashley took Brie's leash again, and the glowing Kitsune smiled warmly at the both of us. We left as the fading sun transitioned from the warmth of yellow light to the fading glow of illuminating pinks.


  I pulled Sasha close to me as we walked back towards my ship and asked, "So how was it?" I disguised my question by running my hand up one of her tails and cupping her ass.


  "It was wonderful, Master Grayson, and so relaxing. Brie was ecstatic to have so much attention paid to her, knowing that it was a gift from her Mistress's acting husband; she is truly looking forward to pleasing both of you." Sasha answered with her head near my neck as we strolled.


  "Good, as long as you both thought it was an enjoyable experience."


  "Mmm...It was delightful." She hummed in my ear.


  More of the shops and boutiques had closed signs displayed in their windows as fewer people were walking about. For longer stretches down the sidewalk, things were beginning to quiet down; however, in front of the various Taverns and other eating establishments, there was a noticeable increase in the size of the crowds. And the noise that emanated from them had a festive and lively atmosphere. I always found it amazing that the distance it had taken us to travel throughout most of the day only took us a few minutes to traverse as we made our way back to the slips designated for larger vessels.


  By the time we reached the gangplank of my vessel, the Ever Grove, the iron lampposts that were spaced evenly along the walkways began to come to life. The warm orange light that they cast was powered by simple magical enchantments.


  Both Ashley and Rachel had studious expressions on their faces as they were trying to determine which of the vessels was mine. They had, of course, been informed by the network of gossiping ladies of the name of my vessel, but having never seen it, I could tell they were curious by the glint they had in their eyes. As we reached the gangplank, the girls were amazed by the Sloop. Standing at the top was Timothy in a clearly new set of clothing. The Capri slacks that showed off his naked sandaled feet looked odd, but coupled with the fitted jacket that ended just past his elbows, it gave him a weird boyish old man butler appearance. The golden manacles were openly displayed along with his collar.


  "Good evening, Exalted Lord Grayson, and welcome home. Everything is prepared for your dinner with the new mistresses, and we are all most excited to receive their company."


  "Timmothy, excellent. This is the Exalted Lady Ashley Wintershore and the Exalted Lady Rachel Albillac. They are my acting wives for my time at the college." I said, helping each onto my ship.


  With an obsequious bow at the waist and a demeanor of reverence, Timmothy said, "It is this one's pleasure to serve; how may I be allowed to address the esteemed mistresses?"


  "Mistress Ashley is fine."


  "Mistress Rachel is acceptable."


  "Mistress's, it is a pleasure. My Lord, I shall tell the other the proper form of address." With a low bow, he backed up and turned to head back into the ship.


  "What a wonderful steward were ever did you find him, so well trained," Ashley said with a bright smile.


  "In Eastern dusk."


  "I am quite surprised by the quality of your slaves. They must have cost a fortune." Ashley added as I began to give them a tour of the ship.


  "Yes, I have been lucky in my acquisitions thus far."


  It was evident by the looks on the faces of Ashley and Rachel that they had never seen a ship constructed in the manner mine had been. They were amazed by the deep, rich black color of the Dalbergia wood, the soft, warm glow of the rich Brown Oak, and the glossy Sheen of the teak wood. I noted happily that all of the slaves aboard the ship had been completely outfitted in clothes in the colors I had decided on for my Noble house; black, silver, and green. I knew it was important for them to feel like they were part of a household that would treat them appropriately, especially for all the Kitsune that had been tormented by that asshole.


  It was Rachel that I was watching most closely because she reminded me of a brilliant and nerdy girl. I had a feeling that she would be the first to realize the ship was not constructed by any standard shipbuilding methods. That's not to say that Ashley wasn't intelligent in her own way; it was simply different; whereas Rachel was meticulous and overly observant, Ashley was decisively more social. It meant that she quickly picked up on the mood of any situation, and she had far more skills in handling people than Rachel.


  I was also not as worried about Ashley as she was positively beaming due to the amount of Kitsune I had aboard the vessel. I could only imagine this was some deep-rooted fantasy that she had about the beautiful Fox girls. I was happy to note that many of the Kitsune were not as trepidatious in observing our passing as they had been, and even a few of them politely bowed as they met my eye. They were still stationed throughout the vessel doing simple tasks such as opening doors, standing at various points, and standing with refreshments on trays. Some were still clearly in a state of shock as they methodically used a rag to wipe a window over and over again or polish a handrail or countertop.


  "This is amazing. You actually have a forest inside?" Rachel said as we got to the main level of the ship.


  "Well, it's not a real forest, and if the dryads couldn't control the size of their trees...well... I mean, this would never work." I said, trying to downplay it some.


  "Still, it is quite impressive. Where did you have the vessel made?" Rachel asked, arching her eyebrows.


  "Ah yes..."


  "Oh, who cares? I heard there were babies aboard the other ship...did they..." Ashley said, realizing the worst might have happened.


  Thankful for the misdirection, I said, "Yes, they made it and are doing quite well. Would you like to see them?"


  "OH, YES YES YES!" Ashley nearly exploded.


  I made eye contact with Timmothy, who had never been far out of sight during my tour of the ship. He made a nod, then left to go down below. We walked slowly through the garden that had been illuminated by soft, glowing hanging lamps. Many of the dryads were standing proudly by their trees, and the fairies happily flew through the foliage, adding a sparkling ethereal light as we walked.


  We headed down below decks to the adjoined nursery that was attached to the cabins of the elf mothers and now the kitsune mothers. I could tell as we made our way into the nursery that the kids who named others were extremely nervous at receiving nobility, especially ones who wanted to view their children. But due to the kind of treatment Timothy, May, and I had shown them over the past few days, they were reticently agreeable.


  When I saw the almost happy-looking demi-human kitsune mothers, I almost cried. From the deplorable state that I had found them in, to see them sitting in chairs quietly tending to the fresh bundles of joy was a relief. I could tell that they were slightly worried, but with the elves Tamara, who had a 2-year-old little girl named Maestra, and Amber, who had a 2-year-old girl named Tara, and a four-year-old girl Trix, they were much more at ease.


  "Master Grayson, Mistresses." The women all said politely, nodding their heads from where they sat.


  "Oh, my...they are so lovely. Look at their tiny tails!" Ashley squealed quietly. Her face was lit with such a look of joy and happiness the mothers calmed further. "Who's this? She has three jet-black tails?"


  The two kitsune mothers looked sad for a moment before answering, "She did not survive." Each of the two mothers only had two children left; the other two babies, one with three black tails and the other with gold tails, were complete orphans. Though the mothers had taken them in without hesitation, they nursed them and treated them as their own.


  "Oh...I'm so sorry...I didn't mean to... can I hold her?" Ashley said with glassy eyes.


  "Of course, mistress Ashley."


  This was the first time I had gotten to see the young infants as well, and I was happy to note that they looked Much healthier than when I had first seen them in the bowels of the ship. The little girls were looking much plumper, and their skin had a healthy glow. Their tails, which had been scraggly, soggy clumps of hair hanging from their backsides, now the tails shown brilliantly and fluffily with their inherited colors.


  So began the ever-required cooing and fawning over the infants. Even Rachel, who seemed far more stoic about the whole thing, could not help but smile and picked up one of the infants as well. They truly were happy bundles of drooling joy that all babies have an inborn skill two utilized to the best effect.


  As with all such interactions, the overly excited and happy infants, in a nearly succinct coordinated fashion, all began to shit themselves at the same time. I was surprised as the small bundle with two Golden tails let out an obscenely loud wet-sounding fart which ended in her face scrunching up and beginning to cry.


  The mothers seemed horrified for a moment until I began to laugh and passed the infant off to one of the servants. Ashley, who had still been holding the Kitsune with three black tails, almost looked disappointed that she would have to pass the bundle off to his servant to have its diapers changed. Rachel was far less hesitant to pass off her bundle to an awaiting servant as we then decided to remove ourselves from the room and continue to dinner.


  The three of us exited the nursery room, and I decided on one last stop before heading up to the rear of the ship for dinner. Walking down the hallway, we passed the breakfast nook and galley as we made our way to the captain's quarters.


  As I opened the door, I was surprised that the already luxurious room had a complete feel about it. What surprised me, though, was sitting on their knees at the foot of the bed were the two Kitsune that I had rescued. The two Kitsune looked to have completely recovered physically from the ordeal that they had been put through. Instead of the dirty and stained nightdresses that they had been wearing previously, each of them had on matching nearly sheer white sundresses.


  The Kitsune that was to the left of the bed and closest to me had long Brown hair that was braided and stretched past her waist. She had three lovely Brown tails that were fully luscious and appeared to be well taken care of now. Her eyes glowed with excitement and fear when she saw me enter the room. After making a quick moment of eye contact, she lowered herself into a kowtow position with her head pressed delicately on the floor.


  The second Kitsune was on the floor at the foot of the bed on the right. I had not realized because, for the few quick moments that I had seen them before, she had been bald, and her skin had been scarred and burned. I could not even recall accounting for the color of her hair because, in the haze of my memory from that moment, it had been completely burned off, and her flesh had been a mass of scars. Now, however, the beautiful girl had long lilac-colored hair. The soft purple color accentuated the deep blush that filled her cheeks; when she met my eyes, she lowered herself into the same kowtow position.


  I entered the room fully, allowing for Ashley and Rachel to find their way in as well. I was slightly disturbed to find the same two Kitsune in almost the same exact position I had found them in on that horrid ship. Ashley and Rachel began to look around the room and test out some of the padded chairs as I turned to Timothy and said, "Why are they in here?"


  In a soft, quiet voice that did not carry beyond me, he said, "My Lord, they were most insistent that they would make excellent footbed slaves. From what I have gathered, they had been with that other Master their entire lives, so they know nothing else except for the cruel perversions of the previous Master."


  "Did you try to give them another job?"


  "Yes, Lord. However, they have it in their head that if they are found anywhere other than at the foot of your bed, they will be tortured and any young they might have consumed. They will need the longest to adjust, as the other Master has been suffering upon them torments since they were but kits. I did take the liberty of procuring healing potions and restoratives for them so their bodies could at least be healed."


  "That was good, Timmothy. Is there anything I can do?"


  "Thank you, Master. Yes, give them some personal orders so they feel more secure that they will not be killed out of hand. We haven't been able to get them to eat anything but slave slop. I would suggest as well that the next time you sleep aboard ship or have some free time, you lay with both of them; in their minds, sexually pleasing you is the only way to ensure their survival."


  "Very well," I said as I turned away from Timmothy. Ashley and Rachel had just come out from the large, attached bathroom. They had wonderful expressions on their faces.


  "This is a wonderful Master's cabin, Eric. I don't think I have ever seen one like it, even on our journeys." Rachel said with a smirk.


  "I am pleased that you like it. Excuse me for a moment. You two, what are your names?" I asked as I turned from Ashley and Rachel.


  "I am Filthy Hole." The rich brown-haired Kitsune said.


  "And I am Crispy Flesh." The beautiful lilac-haired Kitsune added.


  'What the fuck...did he actually name them that....' "Umm...do you like those names?" I asked, not really expecting this development. Ashley looked absolutely horrified and like she was about to be sick. Rachel simply looked furious.


  "We love whatever names Master Grayson wishes us to have." They both said in a creepy kind of unison voice as if this was a rehearsed response.


  I turned to Ashely and Rachel; they each mouthed "new names" and nodded their heads.


  I knelt in front of the Kitsune known as Filthy Hole and lifted her head until she was looking me in the eyes, "Your name is now Alma, one of my most cherished bed slaves. Do you understand?" I said softly while I smiled warmly at her.


  "Yes, Master Eric. Thank you, Alma is most happy."


  I moved over to Crispy Flesh and raised her head as well, "Your name is now Iolanthe. You are also one of my most precious bed slaves. Do you understand?"


  "Yes, Master Eric. Thank you, Iolanthe will do all she can to please."


  "Good. Now, the both of you, I heard you are only eating slop?"


  "Yes, Master, we eat only what is fitting for ones as worthless as us," Iolanthe answered, fear radiating from her.


  "Well, no more, as I said, you are both treasures to me. You will eat what May or Timmothy tell you to, as I have instructed them to do for all my slaves. If they serve you the finest cuts of Dragon stakes, then you will eat it, understood?"


  Their eyes were wide as they looked at me and then at each other. They nodded to each other and said in unison, "Of course, Master, we endeavor to serve."


  Thinking of an excuse to get them to be more comfortable in the room, I said, "Second, you will stay in my room aboard the ship. I want each of you to sleep and live here. You will use our bathroom, sleep in our bed, and store your clothes here. I hate it when a room goes unused. The atmosphere becomes too stale for my liking. As such, these shall be our accommodations from now on. Understood?"


  "Ye...yes," Alma said, tears forming in her eyes.


  Iolanthe was unable to keep the tears from her eyes, and as they fell, she seemed fearful that they would upset me but did not move to cover them, resigned to her imagined torment. "Yes, Master."


  Still kneeling between the two, I stretched out my arms and scooped them each into a hug, Iolanthe on my right and Alma on my left. I felt their bodies trembling for a moment as they relaxed into the embrace. Their heads rested on each of my shoulders as their arms wrapped around me. The trembling stopped, and for the first time, I think they realized that I was not going to harm them.


  We stayed like that for a few moments until I felt Ashley come down on her knees as well and embrace Iolanthe and me. Rachel quickly followed, embracing Alma and me on the other side. The two Kitsune were silently crying, and I could feel their tears leaking down my neck. Ashley and Rachel each stroked their hair and backs.


  After some amount of time, I stood, guiding each of the Kitsune to their feet. I lightly kissed each of the Kitsune on the lips while I wiped their faces with a handkerchief handed to me by someone. After each girl cleaned up their face, I said, "So you know what to do? Make yourself at home, understood?"


  "Thank you, Master Eric, yes. We will make sure that our room is warm with life." Alma said, a genuine smile crossing her lips.


  "Yes, Master Eric. Iolanthe is eager to please." Iolanthe said, still talking about herself in the third person.




  

    Chapter 23


    Bottoms Up.


  


  We left the adornments of the Master cabin and made our way once again through the hallway past the galley and up onto the stern of the ship. The main deck had an overhang in a table laid out underneath it that allowed for an outdoor dining experience. The table had been shortened to allow the three of us to eat closer together. The silence that pervaded our conversation as we were guided to our seats by two young Nymphs dressed as serving maids allowed us to digest what we had just learned. By the look on Ashley's face, she was absolutely horrified to discover just a fraction of the abuses suffered by her favorite race of slaves. Rachel had a similar quiet countenance, but I could tell that she was thinking far more critically of what had happened, and though she was disgusted by it, there was an undertone of a desire for change as well.


  We were sat at the table, and the meal began. My slaves diligently filled wine glasses and brought out the first course of the meal prepared by May. As the night air had a chill on it, I was happy to note that the first course was a warm soup of some kind, thick with cream and starchy as if from potatoes.


  "This is wonderful; your cook is quite accomplished," Ashley said.


  "May is wonderful, and I must admit I am sad I do not get to eat her food every day now that I am at the college."


  "That complaint is the one most nobles give when they start life at the college. The college cafeteria is exceptional, but feeding a few thousand mages and staff...well, the food can never be as good as we are most accustomed to." Rachel added with a smile.


  "Speaking of the college, what are the classes like?"


  "Oh, dull. It's all mostly basic information on spell theory and how important mages are to the Empire. There is one class a day, the main lecture which is held every Mundness (mon) at noon. Then Tamuss (Tue) threw Harness (Thu), and you choose which elemental class to sit in on, or enchanting and alchemy and the like. You must go to one class a day, but you can sit in on as many as three a day, Goddess forbid. Lastnuss (Fri) is reserved for new arrivals and thus no classes except for during the exams." Ashley said.


  "I take enchanting on both Tamuss (Tue) and Harness (Thu), along with my other affinity classes," Rachel added, sounding proud.


  "Yes, and she is one of the few who do. Why stress yourself? We are all here just to get the title and then pay back the Empire and become good little overlords and help fight off the beast kin clans to the south and for the brave and foolish hunt the void beast outbreaks." Ashley added in an overly dramatic board tone.


  "Well, I love me a smart girl," I said, winking at Rachel, whose lip smirked.


  "Me too. Her brain can be so creative." Ashley added teasingly.


  "So, how often are the exams, and what are they?"


  "They are really only there to ensure that the mages know how to fight and to help them gain levels. There is an entrance test that is held a month or so after entry into the college. Then, the solstice exams and mid-feast exams total eight throughout the year. As to what they are, you go into the dungeon and see how far you can get with your group. Your group will consist of Rachel, you, and me, along with a selection of experienced non-mage dungeon divers. They help, but not a lot. There are more to keep us from dying." Ashley said.


  "Is that the only time we can go into the dungeon?"


  "No, you can whenever you want as a student at the college. But why would you want to go more? The best thing to do is only go one or two floors per solstice test at a time. That way, when you only have to make it to level 12 or 16 of the dungeon." Rachel said as if she was revealing a common methide of cheating on a test.


  "And that's the only test the dungeon? Nothing for homework or for classes?"


  "Work for the classes, why?" Ashley asked, genuinely curious.


  "No, though those of us who wish to become powerful mages do tend to study more. And practicing enchantments if you want to be an enchanter is always a worthwhile idea." Rachel said while glaring at Ashley. I could tell she had fruitlessly tried to get her friend to study more.


  "If you go in by yourself, do those count against your test levels?"


  "No, just how far you go when you take the solstice test," Rachel said.


  "I hope this is not rude, but what are your levels, or the general levels of the mages...I guess?" I asked.


  "I'm level 29. Do you know the average Rachel?"


  "Yes, most of the mages range from level 35 to 40 after graduating and serving the Empire. I am level 32, though I am somewhat more dedicated."


  The course of the meal passed as we talked; May's wonderful cooking provided a delectable backdrop to our conversation.


  "Your ship, it is quite unusual," Rachel said, giving me a knowing look.


  "That's because I made it," I said flatly, letting the words sink in. Rachel stopped eating and stared at me, her brain running through some form of calculation.


  "You're a nature mage, then?" Ashley asked, impressed at the discovery.


  "Yes, though I have high affinities for a lot of magic."


  "Well, coming from another world must provide some benefits then; high affinities are rare, and to have multiple...you will be in quite high demand when you leave the college," Rachel added.


  "Sippsie has truly blessed us, a powerful mage as an acting husband. This is so exciting. I am sure that father will be ecstatic when he finds out."


  'I hope so. The last thing I want to do is piss off some duke.' I thought. "So, distributing stats...?" I questioned, trailing off.


  "That...most mages put their points into mana, but neglecting the other stats can be detrimental as well...or so they say," Ashley said.


  "It really depends on what you want to do. Many mages focus solely on mana, but that only allows them to use a few dozen spells in a fight normally before they have to recoup their mana. There are spell fighters, though, that focus on physical combat and only have a few spells they can use in a fight. You carry a sword. Are you any good with it?" Rachel asked.


  "I am decent. What's the main drawback of mana?"


  "Well, it's a balance between capacity and recharge. Some spells require more mana to cast, so if your capacity is low, you won't even be able to cast some spells. If your recharge is too low, then you're useless in a dungeon. Using a lot of mana quickly can leave you incapacitated as well, so your capacity should never fall below 20 percent or use more than 50 percent of your mana at once. It will leave you feeling quite sick, or you can pass out."


  "Interesting, thank you," I said while thinking about the points I had to spend. I currently have 28 attribute points to spend from reaching level 26. The amount of mana I could recharge was not a problem. I was able to recharge my whole mana pool in 13 seconds when I had used it on the Unagi, even though I had felt sick. Even though I had recovered my mana in a few seconds, I still had the lingering effects for half an hour or so. That would be a problem in real combat.


  Coming to a decision, I was going to focus some of my points on mana capacity but was not going to neglect the more physical attributes as well. I began to slowly apply the points.


  "Timmothy, were you able to find houses?" I asked.


  Timothy moved closer from the edge of the room and answered, "Yes, Lord Grayson, there are currently three properties that are for sale from fallen nobility in the Manor District."


  "You are going to buy a house? Can I come and see them with you? I have always wanted to go house shopping." Ashley said in an excited rush.


  "Yes, though the ship is wonderful, I can't have everyone stay on board for years. I would be delighted to have you along, Ashley."


  "When can we view the houses?"


  "We can look at them at your leisure. Two are vacant, and the steward of the last assured me that the Lady of the house is accommodating to buyers," Timothy said.


  "Wonderful, Rachel. Did you want to come as well?"


  "No... Thank you...Ashley will be much more fun to have along." Rachel said, trying not to sound rude but clearly thoroughly uninterested.


  Once the meal was complete, Ashley, Rachel, and I, along with Sasha and Brie, made our way back to the college along the surprisingly well-lit streets.


  Once more, in our apartment, we were greeted by Allie, Faith, Strafa, and Milly. All of them were getting ready for bed but excitedly helped the Ladies out of their clothes, chatting idly about the day. The floral pattern dress fell to the floor, allowing Ashley to reveal herself and the green lacy lingerie she had expertly worn all day. Rachel's dress pooled like the sky at her feet, and in the warm glow of the sitting room, her creamy skin appeared delicate against her light blue garter belt.


  The Florin demi-human beast kin Strafa took my sword and belt and went to store them. Ashley fell onto the sofa and stretched her feet out; Allie sat and began to rub them. Rachel claimed one of the two oversized lounge chairs and rested her feet on the ottoman.


  "That was a lovely day; thank you, ladies," I said, taking the other seat. Milly knelt in front of me and took my boots off. A warm flush on her face as she did her task.


  "Milly, how was your day with the others?" I asked.


  "It was boring for the most part. Allie, Faith, and Strafa were wonderful company and helped show me how to be of more help to you while you're at the college."


  "Good. Will Strafa be able to help milk you if I cannot?"


  "It will be wonderful to cook with such quality milk. Milly is truly a gift." Strafe said as she exited from my room.


  I had no idea what time it was; I was going to have to explore getting a clock of some kind. It was well past nightfall, and though the day had been long, I was looking forward to my first night in the apartment.


  With my boots off, Rachel got up from her seat and came and sat on my lap, claiming the position before anyone else. She had a warm, rich smell from the day, the lingering scents from one of the perfumes I had bought just barely noticeable as she nuzzled into my neck. Her slim body felt delicate; her muscles were small but felt harder than rock. Her heart-shaped ass was soft as she wiggled into me, and the soft lace of her bra only enhanced the smooth, tender flesh. Ashley looked mildly annoyed that Rachel had beaten her into my lap, though by the resigned sigh she let out, the foot rub she was getting from Allie was worth the loss.


  The quiet and peace of the moment settled as I kissed Rachel lightly. Her breath was still full of the exotic spices May had used in her cooking. The last was something close to a mint sorbet that tingled on the tongue with the flavors of unknown fruits. Sasha and the other slaves took up comfortable positions on cushions placed on the floor. They were eagerly awaiting any command that they might be able to fulfill.


  "You are being so affectionate, Rachel."


  "Mmm...why would I be anything else after such a wonderful day?" Rachel said while playing with my chest.


  "Oh, was it the day...or are you just trying to get out of having Ashley spank you?"


  Coughing slightly, Rachel's demure demeanor changed to a complete look of poutiness, sticking out her bottom lip. Which I subsequently took in a kiss and bit down on, pulling her towards me by it. With a squeak of protest, I let her go.


  "Lord husband is so mean," Rachel said, faking outrage.


  "Lord husband is truly Noble Rachel. I have just the paddle in mind." Ashley said with an evil chuckle.


  "But...but...but...." Rachel said.


  "Your butt indeed, though it has been a wonderful day, and I am ready for bed. My first day of school is tomorrow, after all."


  "So responsible." Ashely purred.


  "Time for me to relax into sleep, I think."


  "Very well, but don't think I have forgotten Rachel; I want to see your ass glow red," Ashley said, blowing a kiss to her friend.


  "I might just admit to looking forward to it," Rachel said as she got up from my lap, helping me to my feet.


  "Sasha, Milly," I said, Walking over to Ashley. I pulled her up from the sofa and kissed her as she landed in my arms. The deep kiss lasted moments before Rachel joined, and the three of us kissed, allowing our hands to roam freely before we headed to bed.


  Getting fully nude, I lay in the oversized bed in the room. Sasha and Milly climbed in next to me under the blankets. They wore only their panties as, the soft flesh of their breast pressed into either side of me.


  "Good night, Eric."


  "Good night, Master."


  Before sleep took me, I brought up my stat sheet and distributed the last of the points I had before sleep took me.


  Individual Statistical Analyses. 


  Name: Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Race: Human.


  Level: 26. Experience to next level 1400/7000


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 300.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max 23 mana per second. 


  Attributes: 4 points per level.


  Strength: 20.


  Body: 21.


  Speed: 25.


  Dexterity: 18. 


  Mana capacity: 40.


  Mana regeneration: 20.


  Charisma: 30.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Space-time: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 26/26. 


  1. Graceful dodge: 1 out of 10. Passive. Increase balance, dodge chance, area awareness, and all movement actions.


  2. Saving heal: 1 out of 10. Passive. If health drops to zero and death is activated, instantly heal for 100 percent, once per day.


  3. Resurrection: 1 out of 10. Passive and active. If the ability holder dies automatically resurrects to 60 percent health(secondary), limbs are not regrown. Activate on a corps that had been dead for less than one hour to revive. The revived party has skills returned to novice, spells set to level 1, and Base level set to zero. 


  4. Inspect: 1 out of 10. Active. Used to identify objects, people, animals, monsters, beasts, and void horrors that have crossed over into the system. Ability level low.


  5. Linguist: grants the capability of speaking any language that is heard; the language must be within human vocal cord range. Allows for the complete automatic translation of heard languages into one's native understanding. Allows for reading and wright of foreign languages as long as the wielder of the ability could read and write beforehand. Level 10 out of 10


  6. Increased cum load: Increased maximum volume of cum. Your balls and prostate glands have increased in density, providing twice the amount of normal cum. Level 1 out of 10.


  Skills: 1 per level. 26/26.


  Enchanting: Novice, create basic enchantments, and initial cost and sustaining costs greatly increased.


  • Center of the waterway: this enchantment, when placed on the steering device of a water vessel, will keep the vessel equidistant from land. The initial cost of activation is 250 mana, and the sustaining cost is 30 mana per minute.


  • Hydrostatic Propulsion: This enchantment allows for the use of water to provide high torque thrust when the enchantment location is underwater. Mana cost: 1 mana per minute.


  Tailoring: Novice. Create basic clothing and other items made from cloth.


  Mapping: novice. Can draw and read maps.


  Longsword: Journeymen: The fundamentals of long blades are understood. Fighting styles of different types of blades are condensed. A small amount of mana is infused in one's sword to improve edge quality and durability. 


  Gardening: Journeymen: Proper gardening techniques are understood. Soil nurturance, acidity, moister level, mana density, and plant dispositions are known. Can create gardening tools from mana.  


  Herbalism: Journeymen: Wild and cultivated herbs can be gathered and grown. Pastes, poultices, teas, brews, tinctures, and essential oils are known. Mana can be used to stabilize the effects of herbs.


  Alchemy: Journeymen: Basics of powders, potions, elixirs, and pills are known. Drying, distilling, sublimation, concentrating, condensation, refining, balancing, aging, antimonnation, and fulminating are understood. Can use mana to create even heating and cooling, as well as standard weights and measures.  


  Junk skills: 


  • Breathing, walking, blinking, hand waving, knot tying, sitting, sleeping, bowel movements, urinating, itch itching.


  Spells: 1 per level. 26/26.


  Arcane mana manipulation:


  1. Fuse: Base cost: .1 mana per square inch of material to be atomically bodied. Level 1.


  2. Butcher: Base cost: initial cast 10 mana 1 mana per pound per second. Level 1.


  3. Cut: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch cut (2.5cm), area twenty feet, (6m). Level 1.


  4. Arcane shield: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, .1 mana per second. Level 1.


  Fire: 


  1. Candle flame: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per minute. 


  2. Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  3. Purify: Base cost: 5.1 mana per square inch. Level 1.


  4. Campfire: base cost: Error… .1 mana per minute. The fire must be in a hearth or pit. Level 1.


  5. Fireball: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per casting. Level 1.


  6. Flame whip: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per foot of flame whip, .1 mana per second per foot. Level 1.


  7. Plasma beam: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, 15 mana per second channeled. Level 1


  Earth:


  1. Stone spike: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch of spike. Level 1.


  2. Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect desired elements from the surrounding area one-quarter mile spherical and one-half mile spherical. Level 1, 2.


  3. Fertilize soil: Base cost: .1 mana per cubic foot of fertilized soil. 


  4. Clean: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per square inch (2.5cm). Level 1.


  Air:


  1. Shuriken Wrath: Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 1,2


  2. Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level 1, 2.


  3. Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving. Level 1, 2.


  4. Lightning bolt: Base cost: 75 mana, error… 1 mana per second channeled lightning. Level 1.


  Water:


  1. Nutritious water: Base cost: 5 mana per oz of species-specific nutritious water.


  2. Ice spear: Base cost: 35 initial mana, error… .1 mana per 1 mile per hour (1.6 km an hour). Level 1.


  Life: 


  1. Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  2. Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 1.


  3. Mass healing: Base cost: 12 mana per second, area a ten-yard radius.


  4. Manipulate plant: Base cost: 4.5 mana per second of movement. Level 1, 2.


  5. Rapid growth: Base cost: .1> <100 mana per second of growth depending on the plant or animal complexity. Level 1, 2.


  6. Invigorate: Base cost: 15 mana to boost usable cellular energy in the target.


  7. Sleep: Base cost: 12.75 mana on willing target; mana amount varies. Level 1.


  Light:


  You have learned a new spell: Mana eye. Base cost: 15 initial mana, 7.5 mana per ten seconds. Level 1.


  Space-time:


  1. Internal Dimensional Expansion: Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage.


  Soul bound items:


  Imperial Royal Bank identification card: Grants access to your account at any bank-certified shop. It may only be used by the soul-bonded individual. 


  Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve the item. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bonded. Listed price: 2 platinum pennies


  Inlaid mithril Master-slave band: Exceptionally crafted. Bonded. May hold the contracts of 125 slaves. Slaves cannot be stolen or cross-subjugated. Enhances slave bond. Price: 96 platinum coins




  

    Chapter 24


    Freedom of the Press.


  


  Waking to the feeling of soft flesh pressed on both sides of me was nothing short of incredible. The dim light of morning twilight was beginning to crest the far horizon. Milly and Sasha were both tucked up into my arms, their soft breath lightly tickling my skin. I moved slowly, getting out of bed. Sasha and Milly wiggled in their sleep as I left and cuddled up next to each other, filling the warm space I left. 


  I was tempted to wake the girls up and enjoy them in the morning but decided coffee or cossa was needed more. Still naked, I walked out of my room, quietly shutting the door behind me. Still hazy from sleep, I did not hear Strafa in the kitchen until I had stepped into it.


  “Eep…sorry, Master, I did not hear you. Good morning, Master Grayson.” Strafa said, recovering from her moment of surprise. The bunny girl was just starting to brew cossa and get things ready to make breakfast. Her brown ears hung lazily, and the rich brown mixed color of her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She wore soft-looking panties that hugged just under her short, bushy brown and whitetail. The crop top she wore ended just past her breasts, allowing for a small amount of cleavage to peek through when she moved. 


  “Good morning, Strafa. Are you making cossa?” 


  “Yes, Master, it will be ready in a few minutes. How did you sleep?” She asked as she came closer to me. I reached out and took her in my arms. She gave in quickly to the embrace as I felt her hands lightly rub my back. 


  “I slept well.” Still naked, I felt my cock begin to harden as Strafa’s warm body pressed eagerly into me. I ran my hands over her back and down to her ass. She was lithe and toned. Her puffy ball of a tail was like soft wool. Cupping her firm ass, I let my fingers splay, covering as much of the flesh as I could as I squeezed. Her head fell lightly against my chest, the tips of her ears curling slightly.


  After a few moments, she gently kissed and sucked one of my nipples before dropping to her knees. “Is it all right if we do this since you’re Rachels?” I asked.


  “Yes, Master, as Acting husband, we are by law yours, and Rachel would want me to please you, that is if you want me to.” She said, looking up at me hopefully, the tip of my cock resting at the corner of her mouth.


  I just nodded my head, and a broad smile filled Strafa’s face. She licked from my balls and up along the length of my shaft. Taking my half-erect cock in her mouth, she sucked, pulling tightly on it. Blood was not far behind, and my member fully lengthened. Her head bobbed rhythmically, her tongue lapping, wet and warm. Her hand ran the length of me as she forced me deep into her throat and back to the tip. 


  Leaning back against the counter, I let the pleasure of her mouth wash over me and fill me with a new sense of optimism for the day. I reached my right hand down on top of her head, gripping her hair lightly, and guided her movements. There was no resistance as I shoved her deeper onto my cock. And happy moans escaped from her. It was a few minutes she diligently worked my cock. 


  When I felt I was getting closer to cumming I pulled her up by her hair. Her face was flush, and her lips were plump from all of the sucking she had been doing. I ruffly kissed her, exploring each other’s mouths. Slipping a hand down between her legs, I rubbed the outside of her panties. They were damp with arousal. Running my fingers along the top of the band, I dived my hand into her wet and wanting sex. She was unshaven, but the hair she had was thin and silky smooth. Giving the feeling of a freshly shaven pussy. The folds of her pussy were wet, and her juices coated the outside of her petals. 


  My fingers slid easily into her, soft whimpers filling my mouth as we kissed. Each of us expressing our deep arousal. Sliding her out of her panties, I widened my stance so my rigid member was at the same height as her lips. I gripped my cock, sliding it up and down the folds of her pussy. The nub of her pearl at the top received a soft flick every time. Her nectar coated the head and length of my dick. 


  Kissing her harshly one last time, I turned her and bent her toward the counter. Pressing my cock hard up against the heat of her sex, I let her tone ass quiver, trailing my hands up her back and around the front of her, cupping each breast in my hand. Pulling her into my chest, I ran my cock in between her ass and down. Feeling my tip line up with her opening, I slid into her. In one fluid thrust, I buried myself almost entirely inside her; a quarter of my dick having not penetrated, having been stopped by the entrance to her womb. 


  “Mmm…yes, Master, yes, fuck your little bunny pussy,” She softly moaned as I began slowly exiting her and thrusting powerful unyielding thrusts. I knew she could feel it throughout her whole body. The fluff of her tail tickled my stomach as I forced her head back and kissed the side of her mouth. 


  I delivered Long, powerful thrusts, not fast but even and deep, with my cock constricted by the tight wet walls of her gushing fuck hole. I was in the moment kissing Strafa and enjoying her large breasts when I felt a hand run up my back and another reach down to cup and massage our joined parts. Rachel smiled at me, having taken off her nightclothes as well, pressing her naked body into the heated mix between me and the bunny. 


  Rachel took Strafa’s face and turned her into a passionate kiss as her left hand ran the length of my back and ass, groping at me. The fingers of her right hand danced on the little bunny’s clit and graced my balls. 


  “Mmm…cum in our little bunny husband. Does our little bunny slut want a hot cum treat in the morning? You’ve got to fuck Master’s cock with your tight little bunny pussy if you want it.”


  “Yesss…Mistress, Master…I want your treat. Fill me, please.” 


  “Good girl, grip his cock hard in your tight bunny tunnel.”


  “As hard as I can, mistress.”


  Their talking was intermixed with Rachel kissing both Strafa and me. Rachel’s hand provided extra stimulation, and it was not long before I let the hot wash of cum release from me. When the heat of my seed hit Strafa’s walls, it was like her body instinctually reacted, clamping down on my cock like a vise, rippling in a pulling-sucking motion. It was so unexpected it was almost painful. My knees gave out slightly, and I fell into Strafa’s hot pussy even more, letting my mind disappear as I collapsed my head onto her back. 


  It wasn’t quite blacking out, but the thrumming pulses from her pussy kept going, and though slightly painful, the full force on my cock had waves of pleasure racking through me. Her pussy contracted with every pulse, and as my cock reduced in size, her pussy closed to match it, keeping the pressure on my dick until it was entirely soft. 


  Mindlessly dragging Strafa with me while Rachel followed, I collapsed on the sofa, pulling Strafa into me. This was the last time I was going to fuck a bunny demi human or beast kin if there was not somewhere to collapse right after. I felt mindlessly happy as Strafa cuddled into me atop my chest.


  “I have to go and get breakfast started, Master Eric.”


  “Mmm…alright,” I said, releasing Strafa from my clutches. 


  Strafa got up, and Rachel took her place, smiling. “She was telling me last night, before bed, how much she was looking forward to taking your seed into her. I’m glad you used her this morning; Florin pussy is renowned for its grip once the seed of a male fills it.” Rachel said with a happy smirk, looking up at me with her chin on my chest.


  “Fuck…If I had known, I would have done it on the couch…That was intense.”


  I held Rachel for a while until Strafa came back over and set a pot of Cossa on the ‘coffee table, cossa table?’ Rachel helped me pour a cup as we sat up. 


  Soon, the rest of the household was up with the others emerging. Ashley came out of her room looking like a haggard beauty. She was apparently not a morning person as she made her way to a chair and immediately poured herself a cup of cossa. 


  “So, is this what your morning is like?” I asked.


  “Yes, Rachel always gets up too early…Uggg.” Ashley moaned.


  “Well, it so happens that our Lord husband was up before me, so my early mornings seem like they will be a lot more fun.”


  “Noooo!… Not another one…Please tell me you sleep in sometimes?” Ashley said with a begging look on her face.


  “I can sleep in sometimes, though I do love the early hours of the morning.”


  “Well, as long as you stay and cuddle at least once a week, I will be happy,” Ashley said, smiling at my wet cock. 


  “I might wake up and just come visit you in the night?” I said to Ashely. 


  “Any time you wake up and want to do things to me, you are more than welcome to. My flower is always ready for your stem. And the thought of waking to your hard cock in me is the stuff of dreams.” Ashley purred sleepily.


  Milly and Sasha walked out of my room, looking like they had gotten ready a little bit. Milly’s ample breasts were swollen with milk, and they looked firm and ready to be sucked or milked. 


  “Oh, I have never gotten to have Boviness milk straight from the source before; may I suckle on her, Eric?” Rachel said with an eager look.


  “Milly?” I said with a question in my voice.


  “It would be wonderful if Mistress Rachel wanted to drink from me,” Milly said as a cute blush fell on her cheeks as she bit her bottom lip.


  Milly walked up to Rachel next to me on the sofa and straddled one of Rachel’s legs. She untied the top she wore, and the fabric fell onto her stomach. Rachel leaned forward and took her right breast in her hands. She lowered her lips lightly to the nipple and then began to massage it while she sucked. In a few moments, Milly’s booty shorts had a noticeable damp spot, and she blushed when she looked at me. 


  “Ooo… I want to try to.” Ashley said as she sat between Rachel and me, taking Milly’s left breast in her hand and repeating the motion. The two girls suckled at Milly’s breast for a few minutes. Ashley and Rachel, both having moved their hands to stroke Milly’s wet pussy through the cloth of her booty shorts.


  I sat back and sipped my cossa, watching the three women enjoy each other in the morning. It was an incredible sight, the soft light of morning pouring in through the windows, the smell of a fresh breakfast being cooked, and a thoroughly erotic sight of three beautiful women, heavy breasts being suckled by two eager noble ladies.


  When the feeding was done and delighted looks filled each of the girl’s faces, I got up and went to get ready for breakfast and the day. 


  Taking a quick shower, I got dressed in the Imperial Mage College uniform. Uniform was a very loose descriptor; the clothes had been delivered previously by the tower’s servants. There were robes, dress-like attire, pants, and almost every kind of style of clothing, all done in the black and gold of the Empire; there was even a kilt. I dressed in a pair of slack-like pants and a black collared shirt, with a vest. I then added a long coat that had slashes up the side to allow for a sword to be worn.  


  I went and sat at the table in the dining nook. Strafa and the rest of the slaves had gotten ready, but most of them were in comfortable-looking clothes. They were still revealing but not in the overly playful sexual display as if they were going out in the city. 


  Ashley came out first, sitting at the table. She wore a black dress fitted tightly at the top and flared out to a loose skirt at her hips. The black was accented by gold, and Exalted mage Ashley Wintershore was monogrammed above her left breast. The dress also had flecks of gold mixed in, giving it a glittering, shimmering effect.


  Rachel was in a fitted polonaise dress, and unlike the larger circumferences from the day previously, this one’s petticoat and bodice dress had a far more practical feel. Black and gold were still the only colors. I started to have a better idea of why all the fashion around the college was a riot of colors when out on the streets. The rather dull school attire left little room for expression except for in the styling of the black and gold clothing.


  Allie and Brie brought over plates with the girl’s preferred breakfasts. I was given a selection of eggs, bacon, and vegetables. Strafa was an excellent cook, not extravagant, but good, simple home cooking. Hot cossa was served, and we dug in. 


  A light knock was heard at the door, and a few moments later, Faith came into the dining nook and handed Ashley, Rachel, and me each a newspaper. The paper was thicker than newsprint from Earth, and the paper had the look of being more of a pamphlet than a newspaper, but the intent was the same.


  “Oh, good, the Imperial Tribune has arrived,” Rachel said as she stopped eating and began to read. 


  Ashley leafed through the pages and pulled out a section that, in bold letters at the top, read Imperial Social. “It was rumored the young Imperial princess might complete a challenge; I wonder if she got it done?” Ashley mused out loud. 


  The girls were quickly engrossed in the reading as I began to read as well. 


  Imperial Tribune September 13, 3212 T.E. Mundness (mon).


  VOID BEAST ATTACK!


  The eighteenth legion of the glorious Empire was dispatched from their fortress stronghold from outside of the city of Western Dawn. In the early hours, to answer the calls of help from imperial citizens. A pack of ravaging Void beasts appeared through one of their portals near the town of Steppin’s hold. The four monsters we have come to find out took on the appearance of great black wolves taller than the surrounding trees. In Exalted Lord Captain Yandis’s words, “They were great black wolves, and we feared the worst. But with the power of the legion and the strength of my brothers, I was never in doubt that we would put down these rampaging beasts.” Suffering partial casualties, the legion slew the monsters and claimed their corpses.


  “Sounds like the eighteenth lost half their numbers….” Rachel said.


  “What makes you say that?”


  “If they use the word some, that means about a fifth was lost. Slight casualties about one quarter, partial about half, and if it was a glorious victory, it could mean anywhere from half to all were lost. Generally speaking.”


  -Join the imperial legion, become a hero to all citizens- six gold signing bonus. One gold a month.


  Beast kin slaughtered.


  The southern western plains have long been the main battlefield against the feral beast kin. This mangy attack was rebuffed by the glorious Diamond Duke Albillac and the twelfth legion from the western city of Diamond. Unyielding as always, the slaughter of the enemy was complete, and many new slaves have been added to the glorious Empire.


  More strife amongst the scattered kingdoms.


  The warring kingdoms are at it again. The small principalities to the northeast have once more entered open warfare internally. It is unclear who will be the victor in this ever-waging struggle. After only four years of peace, open fighting is once more raging across the fertile valleys. The three southern kingdoms’ hostilities began when King Alada was assassinated at his daughter’s wedding to the prince from the neighboring kingdom of Ashmont. It is believed the neighboring northern kingdom of Setten was responsible for the assassination of their southern neighbor due to the perceived slight of not marrying the daughter, Princess Tanya Alda, to their prince.


  Princess Sahara Amelia sold.


  The second princess of the middle kingdom of Amelia was sold to the Exalted Viscount Harden of Eastern Dawn. She will be the eighth young wife to join the esteemed Viscounts bed. She was sold for a bedding price of ten thousand gold in order for her father to raise more funds to fight in the current conflict. We wish the new wife all the best in fulfilling her husband’s desires.


  Free Isle pirates attack!


  Pirates attacked a transport ship filled with slave cargo off the notorious winter shores. Duke Wintershore’s Navy was Luckily in the vicinity during the attack. Through the heroic and valiant efforts of the Imperial Navy, the Free Isle scum were utterly destroyed to a man. The three ships of the free Isles stood no chance against the Imperial Navy destroyers. All the slave cargo destined for the port city of Gray Storm was saved and successfully made it to the auction.  


  Imperial princess completes Sippsie’s second challenge???


  A wonderful piece of gossip has just come out of the Imperial palace that Princess Violette Tagin, the sixteenth daughter of the Emperor, has successfully completed Sippsie’s second challenge with her long-time playmate Alice, the daughter of the Exalted Duke Godfrey. May the God’s Ack and the Goddess’s Alleystra and Sippsie forever bless the Imperial Family.


  -New slaves added every day, Hillbright’s slaves-


  -Are you Tired of the chaff? Best-trained slaves in the capital! Cooks, maids, Artisans, and more! The Golden Collar is here to serve. –


  - Useless slaves? Train them at Maximum’s slave school. -


  -Fallen nobility auction! The Platinum Shackle auction house is happy to announce that this month’s nobility auction will be held in six days on Dawning at our esteemed auction house. – 


  “It seems your fathers were mentioned?” I said as I finished reading the paper.


  “Oh, they are always mentioned being the heads of the territories that get attacked most often. I just wish they were paid accordingly.” Ashley said with a bemused laugh.


  “Yes, port winter shore is where the eastern Imperial Navy sails from. The free Isles are always attacking. And the beast kin cannot get large enough numbers over the Fang mountains in the southeast, so they attack across the western plains if they are not trying to take islands on the Sea of Stars.” Rachel added studiously.


  “Do the free isle’s not have slaves?” I asked, needing to know if there was somewhere, slavery did not touch. 


  “Oh no, they have slaves and treat them horribly if the stories can be believed. They are called the Free Isles because they have no government and are just bands of pirates that claimed the Isles. We can defend ourselves from them, but sailing in the isles is complicated, and each attempt to take them has been rebuffed. The only absolutely free lands are to the north, though it is a harsh land along the northern shores of the Ice Fang Sea.” 


  Ashley and Rachel looked at each other and nodded as we finished our breakfast. The conspiratorial glances were cute, and Rachel got up, went to her room, and returned with a small box.


  “Since you were kind enough to get us meeting gifts, we thought it was only right that we get you something,” Ashley said while Rachel handed me the box. The girls looked eagerly at me as I opened the package.


  Inside was a beautiful pocket watch. The gold glitter had vine patterns with leaves embossed on the front. A long silver chain with a clip hung from it. The watch was a 24-hour clock, and the numbers were delicate and silver. The hands were the hour, minute, and second hands, just like on Earth. I used the identify Ability on it and got a notification.


  Pocket watch: Quality: Superb. Scarcity level: unique. This pocket watch is set to Imperial Standard Time. The fine mithril parts allow for an acceleration enchantment. Acceleration: movement speed is increased by three times for five minutes once a day.  


  “This is wonderful, thank you. I was just thinking I needed a watch.” I said as I got up and knelt over both Ashley and Rachel and gave them a kiss.


  “I am so glad you like it,” Ashley said as I clipped the watch on and put it in my pocket.


  Just then, a knock came from the window that led out onto the balcony.


  The Queen faerie Thera hovered at eye level, knocking politely on the glass door that led onto the balcony. I walked over to the door and opened it, “Good morning, Thera. Is everything alright?” I asked.


  “Everything is grand, Master Grayson, exceptionally well. Timmothy sent me over to see if you were planning on viewing the houses today. Also, to see if you will be dining aboard ship again tonight?” Thera asked, giving a regal curtsy in midair.  


  “Do we have dinner plans tonight?” 


  “We were going to eat in the cafeteria or grab something at a tavern, maybe?” Ashley said noncommittally.


  “Does tomorrow work for you, Ashely, to view the houses? I have some business I need to finish in the city today?”


  “Yes, I have free time, unlike some.” She said, sticking out her tongue at Rachel. 


  “Thera, tell Timmothy to have a carriage ready for tomorrow. We will not be eating aboard tonight; I still expect you all to eat well, you understand me?” I said in mock scorn.


  “Absolutely, Master Grayson, we will uphold your standards even if you are not present. Have a wonderful day, Master.” Thera said, giving another polite curtsy from her small white dress, and in a flash of blue streaming hair, the little fairy flew back down to the harbor below.


  I stood out on the balcony for a second, admiring how high I truly was. This side of the tower faced the bay, and all the shops, houses, and roads could be seen. I could even see my ship far below. The giant statues stood in stark relief at the opening of the bay, and I tilted my head, having noticed that they appeared to have moved slightly.


  I asked back into the apartment, “Do the statues move?”


  “I’m surprised you noticed so soon. Yes, the Goddess Sippsie is on the descent now, towards the base of God Ack’s cock. She will completely engulf him by the winter solstice and then begin to take him from her throat, ending at the tip on the summer solstice. Endlessly pleasuring his manhood.” Rachel answered. 


  ‘hum…interesting.’ I thought as I moved back inside. I pulled out my watch, and it read 9:45. It was time to go to the first mandatory class at the Imperial College. 


  Ashley and Rachel accompanied me as we took the elevator to the classroom levels of the tower. The classes were all held on the first layer of the tower. Walking from the gilded elevator, its attendant politely bowing to us as we left, we walked down a short, ornate hallway that ended in a set of already open large bronze doors. 


  Students of varying ages filled the hallway, getting off from other elevators. The classroom was a large amphitheater that could hold thousands. The low hum of noise from conversations and shuffling bodies drowned out any attempt at conversations. Rachel led us down the rows and found three seats next to each other. Taking the large, cushioned leather seats, they resembled nothing like earth schools; these seats were more akin to lounge chairs. 


  At exactly 10, the noise from the room quieted, and an older-looking man walked out onto the stage. He wore a long black robe that was thin and obviously thrown over the clothes he had on underneath. Moving to the single podium, he said, “Welcome exalted Lords and Ladies. Please all rise for the Imperial Devotion.”


  The whole auditorium class stood, and as a black flag with a gold imperial eagle unfurled, its wings splayed in victory, surrounding it were chains and shackles instead of the loral leaves. Clutched in its talons was a plaque with the letters E*M*L*C.  


  “Eternally devoted, we stand with the Emperor, forever the Exalted, noble mage’s defend. Under Ack we obey; by Alleystra we thrive; by Sippsie we are pleased; and by Roxclou we are served.”


  The pledge ended, and the roaring in the auditorium quieted as everyone took their seats. 


  “It is the responsibility; no, it is the honor for Imperial citizens to raise the beast kin animals to the level of demi-humans. By impregnating the beast kin with the powerful seed given to us by the divine right of God Ack, we have the duty and privilege to raise the savage and unknowing beast kin to the level of demi-humans. And through enough breedings of our lesser, they may come to find a more perfect human form. What is the duty of Exalted mages?”


  “Defend the Empire! breed the savages!” The auditorium rumbled in unison.


  “The lowly savages dare to try and wage conflict with our most perfect Empire. When trying to bring them under the fold of Emperor Tagin, they resist because they know no better. Through the enlightened hand of our mages, you Exalted ones, their stumbling attacks are made low, and we can bring the animals under the fold of the mighty Empire. Why are we gifted the Exalted mages?”


  “Defend the Empire! Bring Roxclou’s laws to the savages!” 


  “In the darkest times when monsters hounded the walls of the Empire and dungeons burrowed under our feet, the great and mighty Exalted mages laid low our enemies. Forever, the Empire shows its thanks by lifting up those who may be called exalted ones. As the worthless beast kin animal tried to subdue the might of the Empire, it was the exalted mages with the power of the Gods Ack and Roxclou who subdued their foolishness. Forever binding them in service to the might of the Exalted mages. Who are the exalted mage’s?”


  “The defenders of the Empire! Chosen of God Ack!”


  ‘Well…This is just fucked…This is more a propaganda education session than anything else…I guess I know why it’s mandatory…fuck this is going to be a lot of work….’ As I stopped paying attention to the man speaking, I began to look around to see how far down the rabbit hole these people really were. Luckily, Ashley was not paying attention at all, and if she had had a cell phone, she would have been scrolling social media; she was instead playing with a Rubik’s cube-like puzzle toy. Completely not paying any mind to the speaker. Rachel was hunched over, working diligently on a sigil for an enchantment; each girl only halfheartedly mumbled the responses. Scanning the crowd, I noticed that most of the students had the same board look. Due to the number of people, the replies came across as a mumbled roar and lacked the fervent mania of some hate-filled rally.


  For the next hour and a half, the hate-filled speech continued. The replies of the audience came intermittently. It was everything a divine right expansionist enthusiast would jump behind and dehumanizing to the point if I had paid any closer attention to it, I knew I would have been sick. 


  The only thing educational was thrown in at the end was when the speaker told the mages to keep in mind the effects, they wanted their spells to have. This was given as an important safety tip and only lasted fifteen minutes. ‘yeah…like if casting a lightning bolt, focus on the enemy, or it may chain into your allied party members…for fucks sake, it was the worst impromptu OSHA lecture I had ever heard.’


  The generously labeled class ended when the speaker left the stage through the door at the back of the stage he had come through. I stayed in my seat, and so did Ashley and Rachel, letting the throng of people file out of the auditorium. 


  “I can’t believe….” I started to speak, but Rachel put her hand on mine and shook her head slightly. 


  After a few more minutes, we made our way to the elevator and went back to our apartment. Both Ashley and Rachel had plastered smiles on their faces as they guided me back to our room.


  Once inside the sitting room, Rachel once more put her finger to her lips as she pulled out a small silver disk. I felt her pour mana into it and watched as a network of runes sprung up along the floor, ceiling, and walls of the apartment. This took a few minutes, but when it was done, Rachel looked slightly tired as she fell back into a seat.


  “Now we can talk freely, a little gift from father’s legion spymaster. Makes sure only the Empires praises are heard from the listening runes placed in the room.” Rachel added. 


  “Wait…What…they spy on us?”


  “Is that surprising? The Empire ruthlessly roots out any dissidents. It’s best to remember it is a death sentence to all who would oppose the Empire.” Rachel answered.


  “Progressive views like Rachel and mine have are not outlawed, but it is close, so it is best to be careful,” Ashley added.


  “So, you both don’t agree with everything said?” I asked.


  Rachel and Ashley looked at each other, and then Rachel answered. “No, it’s not that the Empire isn’t the most magnificent. It’s just antiquated.”


  “Yeah, the Kitsune are wonderful. They’re not savages at all. Well, maybe when they’re in heat, but…but…Well, they’re just so beautiful and great.” Ashley stammered to find a justifiable reason not to hate the Kitsune. 


  “Well, you know I think it’s vile. Are all the classes like that?”


  “No, just the Mundness one.”


  “So, can we talk freely in here normally?”


  “Yes, I remove the enchantment on Mundness, then put it back after class. It’s when they check the rooms.”


  “Great…So should I change if I am going out or stay in the uniform?”


  “I would change unless you want everyone scraping and bowing to you?”


  “No, that would not be pleasant right now. Will talk more later about this. I need to run some errands before we head to dinner.” I said, my slight foul mood apparent.


  “Yes, lord husband,” Rachel said with a demure bow that only made me feel like more of an ass.


  “Yes, lord husband,” Ashley added with the same subservient movement. 


  ‘Great, don’t be an ass to them…It’s not their fault.’ I thought as I went into my bedroom to change.




  

    Chapter 25


    The Wealth of Textiles.


  


  Standing once more at the gate to the beginning of the marina, I set off down the walkway. I had left Sasha and Milly in the room, not in the mood to subject them to the outside world right now. I needed to sell the large amount of cloud wool cloth I had. I knew it was exceedingly valuable and just needed to find the right shop. 


  “Do you know any good tailoring shops in the noble’s district?” I asked the waiting centaur man who was hooked up to a rickshaw carriage. 


  “I know a few, Lord any particular style of clothing you are looking for?” He said in a rich voice. 


  “I have some exotic cloth to sell.”


  “I know just the place.” He said as I handed him a silver coin and hopped in the back. 


  I sat back and closed my eyes, thinking about everything I had heard earlier. Mulling things over in my mind, I let the guilty unease I felt settled. The ride took a good half hour to make it to the store in the noble’s district, east of the marina. Luckily, the carriage and my dress allowed us to pass unstopped by the guards at the gate to the section of the city. 


  “We are here, my Lord.” the centaur said when we came to a stop. 


  I had not paid much attention to the surroundings on the way, but the ornate buildings let me know we were in the right part of the city. “Can you wait for me?” I said, handing the man another silver.


  “Absolutely, Master, I will just be alongside the building when you are ready to leave.” the centaur said.


  I looked at the sign to the shop as I entered Imperial Tailoring. The store’s main floor was much larger than the shops down at the marina. The tables held neat, folded shirts, and the floor was divided down the middle; women’s clothing on the right and male clothing on the left. The mannequins were artfully arranged to display exquisite gowns and dresses. The male side displayed regal-looking robes and three-piece suits. On the far wall, there were even full sets of armor that had been altered and embellished. The formality of the store lent itself to more modest tastes, though most of the female clothing had tasteful, transparent additions or were cut in such a way to give the barest hint of sensuality. 


  “Good afternoon, Lord. How may I be of service?” A demi-human male said. His face was angled and refined; the horns that came from the side of his forehead gracefully swept back over his long black hair to point upwards at the crown of his head. His suit was a soft black and stood in stark contrast to his ivory-white skin. He had on a silver collar with a small red ruby inset, and the sparkle of a diamond could be seen from his silver manacles.


  “I have some cloud wool cloth I would like to sell,” I said to the demi-human who walked out from the male clothing section. 


  “Very good lord, ah, the owner is not currently in. Would you mind dealing with the head crafter?”


  “That will be fine,” I said and followed the man toward the back of the store. 


  We entered a large storeroom that was meticulously organized, and in the center of the room was an empty worktable.


  “One moment, Lord, while I fetch our head crafter.” The attendant said, walking out of the room.


  A few moments later, a gnome came through the door, “Afternoon Lord?” he asked, letting the question hang. His small frame and longer nose marked him as one of the smaller demi-human races. Much like the elves, there was little to distinguish a full gnome from a half-breed. His clothing was well-made, and the leather apron he wore was festooned with numerous tools.


  “Exalted Lord Grayson. I have cloud wool cloth I would like to sell.” I said in answer.


  “Very prized indeed, Exalted Lord Grayson. This lowly one Hammond, if it is acceptable, will examine the cloth?”


  I just nodded to the gnome and pulled the ridiculous bolt of cloth from my spatial ring. His eyes bugged out a bit when he saw the amount that I had, but he quickly got control of his face.


  “Excellent exalted Master, I’ve never seen so much in one place. Please give me a moment.” He pulled a stool up next to the table and began examining it with different tools, running his hands over it and unfolding different sections. 


  It took some time, but soon, he spoke, “Well, this is quite a lot more than I thought you would have. This is a highly valued commodity; we use it to line armor, make spatial bags that reduce weight, and add it to some of the heavier dresses so as to not burden the ladies of the nobility. 


  You have four hundred and forty-five meters of well-made cloth.” As he said this, he cut a small piece of thread and went to a cabinet on the wall. He pulled out a small vial of clear liquid and dropped the thread into it. The liquid quickly turned from a deep brown to orange, then a light blue in color. 


  “The innate property of the wool is almost completely intact. This is remarkable. I will offer you the full price for the cloth. Though the quality is not what we work with, the threads are large enough that we can unweave them and remake the cloth. 3 platinum coins and eight platinum pennies per meter of cloth. Is this acceptable, Exalted Lord Grayson?” He finished with a bow of his head.


  ‘He’s getting a good deal. I bet he can double the cloth length by reweaving it.’ I thought. “Yes, that is acceptable, Hammond.”


  “Wonderful Exalted Lord, if you would follow me to the front, we can transfer the coin.” 


  At the register of the store, the head craftsman shooed away the girl at the register and took over. On a receipt form, he wrote out his purchase. After using my bank card, I was now one thousand six hundred and ninety-one platinum coins richer, and the Empire was one hundred and sixty-nine (Pc) fatter. 


  ‘No wonder textile merchants became so rich.’ 


  Walking out of the shop in a much better mood from the morning’s hateful indoctrination, I moved over to the side of the building where the centaur and rickshaw were waiting. “What is your name?” 


  “Clovden, my lord.” He answered with a respectful bow of his head while I climbed in the carriage.


  “Well, Clovden, take me to the bank next.” 


  I checked my new pocket watch, and it was 14:05 in the afternoon. Riding through the noble’s district was a wonderfully clean affair. The buildings and shop fronts were immaculately taken care of. The same iron post lanterns were evenly spaced along the walkways, and the main thoroughfare that we were following was wide enough to allow multiple carriages to pass on either side of the road. The Centaur rickshaw driver expertly navigated the streets at a steady pace. Fifteen minutes later, we arrived alongside a large building decorated in white marble with Corinthian columns facing the street front.


  Telling Clovden to wait for me once again, I walked up the marble steps to the entrance to the Imperial Bank. Four guards in the same full black plate armor stood at attention on either side of the double doors. They gave me a cursory glance, but my demeanor and attire passed their inspection, and I entered the sanctified halls of this world’s banking establishment once again.


  There were a few nobles currently inside, and their robes and suits clearly set them apart from the normal rabble. The counter along the far end of the bank was fully staffed even though there were clearly not enough patrons to warrant such complete staffing.


  Deciding on which one of the beautiful female bank tellers I was going to interact with, I walked up to a full elf with deep, rich, tanned skin. “I need to check over my account today.”


  “Certainly, my lord, please place your bank I.D. on the reader.”


  Doing so, it only took a few seconds for the elf to nod and say, “I will be right back, Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.” Writing down something on a slip of paper, she left behind a door.


  A few moments later, she returned holding a Ledger in her hands that had beautiful gold scripting on the front with my name on it. Opening the book, she said, “And how may this one assist the exalted Lord Eric today?”


  “I would just like to know my balance and make a withdrawal.”


  “Certainly, Exalted Lord, the current balance of your account is 19 mithril coins, 87 platinum coins, and 816 gold. You would like to make a withdrawal?”


  “Yes, take out 70 platinum pennies, 215 gold, 183 silver, and 500 copper coins.” This brought my total coin on hand to 70(Pp), 250(Gc), 250(Sc), and 500(Cc).


  “Your new balance Exalted Lord Grayson is 19(Mc), 80(Pc), 595(Gc), 310(Sc), and 200(Cc). Is there anything else I can assist you with today?” 


  “No.” Giving a curt answer, I took the soft velvet bags of coins and stored them in my ring. Nodding to another noble male as I left through the front, I went back to Clovden.


  Hopping in the back, I checked my watch; it was 14:55. 


  Deciding it was time I found out more information about the dungeon underneath the mage’s college, I said, “Clovden, back to the mage’s college.”


  “Right away, Lord.”


  ‘If I’m going dungeon diving time to a lot, the rest of my ability, skill, and spell points.’ As Clovden moved at a steady canter, I pulled up my stat sheet and spent my points.




  

    Chapter 26


    Dungeon Lobby.


  


  Iplaced 9 points into graceful dodge, 4 into saving heal, 2 into resurrection, 9 in inspect, and 2 in increased cum load. Always plan to have fun, even in the face of death. I dumped all 26 points into enchanting, and the wash of knowledge that filled me only reinforced the knowledge gained from the sea of chaos. Last, the arcane shield got 9 points, this allowed for it to become far tougher, and though I could throw almost endless Mana at it, I was beginning to learn that even my magic had limits. 9 points went to focused heal, allowing for more complete healing at a less mana experience. The last 8 points went into Mana’s eye because seeing in the dark is important. 


  ‘I have money now…But I am going to need more…I can’t pull gold from under the city; there’s too much magical interference. This dungeon is my only real option, from the sound of things. I need more levels and power…Power…Power… How do you change the mind of an empire…Through a well-reasoned discussion…Ha…Fat fucking chance of that… War…No, that just hurts those you’re trying to help… Assassination…? Maybe, but who… Take over…Would need support for that…The void beasts and monsters, I need to find out more about them. If a legion, six thousand soldiers by earth norms, lost half their number to three, that’s disturbing, to say the least…


  Lost in my musings, I barely registered, passing through the gates to the different sections of the city. Buildings changed from clean marble to brick, the carriages from ornate gilded affairs to cargo wagons. The number of rickshaws increased, and the well-ordered traffic of the city picked up. Slaves moved in a hurry, and ladies collected in groups, their pets putting on vulgar displays.


  “Your destination, my Lord,” Clovden said when we stopped in front of the eastern entrance to the college tower. 


  “I will no longer need your services.”


  “Very well, my lord, have a wonderful rest of your day. And as all ways, the Rickshaw company is happy to serve.” 


  I had paid centaur double the amount the ride had been worth, from what I had gathered by the pricing from a thick leaflet held in a pocket in the carriage. 15:35.


  Paying no more mind to Clovden, I focused on my idea. Walking through the eastern door to the college, I was once more in the main atrium lobby. Students in uniforms mulled about heading to elevators, and others leading exotic-looking slaves left the tower. I strode to the northeast of the building, where a wide staircase led down into the basement of the tower. Walking down the corkscrewing stairs that could easily fit ten abreast, I arrived at the entry lobby to the dungeon. 


  The room was large, though the weight of the tower was ever-present on my mind, pressing down. The space was a bit larger than a tavern room with higher ceilings. Along the north wall, if my sense of direction was intact, was a stone arch. In front of the arch were two guards in black plate, full helm, swords at their sides, and halberds held at attention. 


  There were rows of benches along the walls, and to the right side by the archway was a counter. An ever-present bevy of beautiful slave attendants helping those who approached. I walked over slowly, noting the groups that were lounging on benches; most looked nothing like mages. Half knights in mixed armor, shoddily dressed tinkers with huge packs, and grizzled cloaked men with bows.


  The southern wall had another counter and space behind it with an assortment of tools. A gruff-looking man with an eyepatch and salt-and-pepper hair stood behind the counter. It was the first place in the Empire I had been to that did not smell of flowers and fruit or some other perfume. This place smelled of metal, rich and coppery, the pungent smell of BO wafting in the air, blood, and viscera mixed in my nostrils, letting all know this was not a place of safety and luxury.


  Walking past booths carved into the stone walls, benches, and tables, I moved through the low throng of noise. Moving to a free attendant, I had no idea what to expect. 


  “Good afternoon, Exalted Lord. My name is Shaw. How may I help you?” Shaw said. She was a human woman in her early twenties; long black hair was pulled back in a braid. She was the first female of clearly Asian descent I had seen.


  “I just entered the college and needed information on the dungeon, Exalted Lord Eric Grayson?” I said.


  “Wonderful Exalted Lord, let me check to see when your initial examination is and get you the starting information.” She went into a back room and returned in a few minutes. 


  “You are not scheduled to be examined until the 15 of October. Did you want to enter the dungeon before that?”


  “Yes.”


  “Here is the introduction packet. It has a map of the first five levels and the expected difficulties. I will warn you that though we cannot forbid solo entry into the dungeon, it is highly recommended you take along a party. Adventure guild members of the appropriate S and A rank will be provided free of charge when you enter the dungeon. We must keep our Exalted ones safe.”


  “But I can go in alone if I want to?”


  “Yes…But it is highly recommended you do not. If you head over to the pillar in front of the dungeon, your access key will be granted, along with your dungeon level tag and your party tag.”


  “Thank you. Let me look this over, and I will ask you any questions I have.”


  “Of course, Exalted Lord Grayson, any of us will assist you.”


  I walked over to the pillars that were lined up along the left of the dungeon opening. Moving up to a free pillar, there was a hand-shaped depression in the stone. Placing my right hand on the handprint, there was a soft glow of light. A few seconds later, in a compartment in the front of the pillar sat a short steel length of chain. There were also two tags that could easily be clipped onto the chain. One read level one, and the other had Eric Grayson imprinted on one side. Rather plain looking all in all. I used the identifying ability on the item.


  Dungeon instance tracker: This chain allows for individual entry into the Dungeon of the Legion within their own instance. Levels can only be reached with the appropriate tag. Party tags allow for individuals to enter the same instance. Soul-bound item.


  Walking over to an empty table, I sat and reviewed the information about the dungeon. ‘It looks like the dungeon is partially sentient. The Exalted mages made a treaty with it; hum…that’s why they can’t forbid solo entry. The levels get harder as one descends, but the first level is still ranked mid-level difficulty. The first level is poison plants, caverns, traps, and snakes. The end boss is a giant Lamia. There is a loot chest, and the bodies can be harvested, but don’t drop loot. The tracking chain can be used to exit the dungeon at any time, as long as death is not imminent. The dungeon time runs ten minutes to one out in the real world.’ The information had a section on history as well as advisements on gear to take for the first five levels. 


  ‘Now do I take a party? With one, I will have to hide my magic…Without one, I can go full bore, but I’ve never been in a dungeon…What would a dammed safety inspector on a job site say…go with a party…That’s the safe bet. It’s not like I can stay for a long time. I have a dinner date.’ I thought as I checked my watch. 16:05.


  Getting up from the table, I went back to Shaw. “How long does the first level usually take to complete?”


  “It has been done in as little as 30 minutes, but usually an hour to an hour and a half of dungeon time.”


  Nodding to Shaw, I moved to the far end of the room, into nooks that had been carved out for changing. ’I don’t want to risk giving my powers away…but the safe bet is taking a group.’ I changed into my armor and checked my gear. If I was going to go with a party, I was going to have to tone down my power and follow along. Walking out in my leather chain mail, I went back to Shaw.


  “I would like a party, one who is alright with doing just the first level but perhaps more, depending on how things go.”


  “Excellent, Exalted Lord Grayson, just a moment,” Shaw said, leaving and walking up to a group that was sitting in one of the alcove booths. 


  Walking back to me, she said, “Right this way, I will introduce you to your party.”


  The five group members sat around a large table. The eyes of the party members fell on me, each weighing me in their own way. “Exalted Lord Eric Grayson, this is the Titans Shield. An S rank group to accompany you on your first dungeon dive.” She said, indicating the group with her hand.


  “Thank you, Shaw. I will take it from here.” An older man said as the attendant Shaw left.


  “My name is Titus Avilius, honorably discharged from the twelfth Imperial Legion as an Optio Principal of the first file. It is a high honor to serve as an escort for a newly made Exalted mage.”


  “Pleasure to meet you. Please just call me Eric or Lord Eric.”


  “Very well, Eric, in the dungeon, rank matters little in the heat of combat. These are the members of Titan’s Shield.”


  “Lucius Manlius honorably discharged as a sergeant of the twelfth legion, first file.” Titus indicated at the older of the two men. He had flecked gray hair that was cut short; a short stubble of a beard tried to hide his face. His tunic was short-sleeved, allowing for bulging scarred forearms to be seen. 


  “Branwen, my personal Auxilia shadow.” He said, indicating an older-looking catkin demi-human woman. Her hair was jet black, and her dark eyes were filled with happy danger. I noticed that without reservation, she looked toward Titus with deep affection.


  “Chariklia, personal Auxilia shield of Lucius,” Titus said, pointing to what I had first thought was a boviness demi human-like Milly, but her horns were too long and curved forward like an ox. She had wild brown hair with a tuft of white in the front. And I would be remised if I did not mention her giant breasts, with her back against the wall of the booth they easily rested on the table in front of her. 


  Lastly, pointing to the centar kneeling at the end of the table, he said, “This is Clymiphae, Auxilia packer of the twelfth legion.” She had a beautiful snow-white coat and black socks on her hooves; she wore a wrap-around her breast that revealed her toned torso and feminine muscled arms. Her straight, long blond hair flowed freely down her back, exposing pointed ears.


  “Very nice to meet all of you. So how do we do this?”


  “All right, let’s go get ready.”


  “Yes, sir,” Lucius said.


  “Yes, Master.” The rest said.


  “Follow us, and will check your gear over, then buy those damn sober potions, then head into the dungeon. You’re fine with all of us calling you Eric or Lord Eric while in the dungeon?”


  “I don’t have a problem with it. I imagine Exalted Lord Eric Grayson is quite a mouth full in combat.” I said with a smirk.


  “Ha, an exalted mage with a sense of humor. I never thought I would see the day.” Titus said, moving to the changing nooks on the far side. Taking up one of the nooks fully, they began to disrobe. Showing no care for their nudity, they began strapping on their armor and equipment.


  Titus, Lucius, and Chariklia put on heavy armor reminiscent of Roman Lorica Segmentata. Though the plates were finely crafted, chainmail and scale armor completed the heavy armor outfit. All three carried short spears that could be used in a dungeon, and from behind the tower shields, they each held. Titus and Lucius had short swords at their hips, along with a selection of throwing knives and daggers strapped across their chests. Chariklia had a large ax fitted to her back and throwing hatchets along her belt. 


  Branwen smoothly removed her loose-fitting clothes and wiggled into a tight leather one-piece that looked more like a wet suit than armor. Then, from a bag at her waist, she pulled out bug chiton that had been crafted into odd shapes. She held them on parts of the suit, and the pieces of armor attached themselves. She wore two short swords, and an assortment of knives was attached as well. She pulled a short bow from her bag and strung it, along with a slender quiver that attached to the back of her hip. 


  Centaur Clymiphae was another matter. She fitted a full plate on the human half of her body, and from a massive pack that had been under the table, she pulled out saddlebags that the others helped strap to her hindquarters. The bags were leather of some kind but had strips of metal, and she was fully kitted in plate mail armor when they were done. She had a massive round shield and a longer spear, as well as two long swords she could draw from behind the massive frame backpack she wore.


  With their helmets strapped to their belts, I realized just how experienced they were. They were professional dungeon divers, and they probably only did this to get drinking money or for the honor of protecting Exalted mages. Nodding to each other, they did one last check of their gear before Titus walked up to me and began his own survey.


  “Finely crafted, better than the legion boys get…feather-light steel good choice for a mage, could use some more plate armor in vital areas… Do you have a helmet?”


  “No, I neglected to buy one.”


  “Hum…definitely need one of those. I know you mages hate them, but one stray arrow or a falling rock and it’s lights out. We might have to postpone this till you get one.”


  Without thinking, I quickly said, “I have this, will this work.” And like a jackass, I pulled out the steel mesh onesie. It fell flaccidly onto the bench.


  With a slightly horrified look, Titus said, “By the Goddess Sippsie’s ever-dripping cunt, what the hell is that.”


  “Some armor, it even has a hood,” I said slightly defensively.


  “Oh, boss, I really want to see him wear that,” Lucius said, smiling broadly as the rest of the group nodded, hiding their snickers.


  “No…Just no. I have an extra helmet you can wear here.” He said, reaching into a bag and pulling out what looked like a standard legionary helm.


  “It’s our job to protect your life in the dungeon, and I suppose that includes your dignity as well.” He finished as I put the helmet on. I was tying the cords around the chin to keep the side flaps down over my ears and keep it in place.


  “Right, well, maybe not the onesie for my first dungeon dive,” I said in a faint voice.


  “Well, let’s get the sober potions and head in,” Titus said.


  We walked over to the one-eyed man behind the far counter, and 30 silver coins paid by me later, we headed over to the dungeon opening. As Titus passed out the potions, I watched as groups of blood-covered adventurers walked from the portal. I also used the identifying ability on the potions.


  Potion: Sober up: Quality: good. This potion is used to sober up after a night of drinking. This potion has had the sobering effects lengthened to purify intoxicants from the body for longer periods of time. Duration: 30 minutes.


  “Alright, clip this tag onto your dungeon chain, and we can go in. Remember, if you want to exit the dungeon, just say, “Leave the dungeon now.” As long as you’re not dying, you will be teleported out.” Titus said, handing me a tag that I clipped to my dungeon tracking chain. I placed it back inside in a pocket in my armored coat. 


  The six of us moved to the archway and stepped through.




  

    Chapter 27


    Intoxicating Fight.


  


  The portal pulled at me, the feeling of walking down a long corridor grew, and I could feel myself being jacked into a higher frame rate of time. 16:30.


  Our steps ended, and we emerged in a low-light cavern; the high ceiling was covered in mossy plants. I noticed in only a few small places small spider webs of black stone. The floor crunched underfoot with aged, dry soil. On the ground, the strange black veins of black stone collected no dust. The cavern was filled with a rich, wonderful loam smell and a spicey scent, not unlike cinnamon or nutmeg. 


  The soft light of the cavern and the rich scent began to have an immediate effect. I felt calm and relaxed with a wash of giddiness. ‘This dungeon is going to be easy….’ I started to think when Titus called out, “Ok, I know they taste like shit, but down one potion now, everyone.”


  With his command given, we all pulled out the Sober-up potions and drank. The calm, giddy feeling I had was almost instantly removed as the acutely medicinal taste of the potion went down my throat.


  Effect added: Sober up. Duration: 29:54.


  “Form up everyone. You know our job, keep Lord Eric alive. If he doesn’t come out, we all might as well spend the rest of our lives in this dungeon.” Titus said.


  “Yes, sir.” They all responded.


  “Eric, you will be in the rear along with Clymiphae. You may mount her if you get tired of walking. Branwen will lead the way. Remember, the traps change, so keep an eye out. Lucius and Chariklia behind me.” With Titus’s orders given, they all formed up. I moved alongside Clymiphae to her right, allowing me a better line of sight. 


  The cavern was obviously made to look natural, and at the far end, there was a tunnel that would allow for two to walk abreast. Branwen moved to the opening and knelt. She expertly examined the floor, walls, and ceiling. Motioning us forward, we descended.


  Speaking in a soft voice, Clymiphea asked, “Lord Eric, what kinds of spells do you use? We want to provide you with the chance to get the most experience.”


  Creeping into the tunnel, I answered, “My arcane shield is at level 10. I can heal, control plants, and have some fire magic.” I said noncommittedly, leaving myself with some options.


  “All around, not bad, don’t worry about taking the brunt of any enemy attacks. We will subdue them and allow you to finish them so you can gain more experience.”


  Branwen stopped in the middle of the tunnel and crouched. “Lord Eric, come up here.”


  Moving past the three shields, I knelt by Branwen. A tripwire was clearly visible, “this is a basic trap. They get far more hidden as we go. Bypassing them is ok but not best; it is best to trip them, so if we must retreat for any reason, our path back is clear. Move back, everyone.”


  Taking a few steps back, she pulled a long pole with a hook on it out of her bag. Branwen tugged the wire, and jets of gas released from the sides of the tunnel walls.


  Quickly, she reached into her bag at her side and produced a small ceramic ball the size of a golf ball. The ceramic ball sailed from her hands and cracked into dozens of pieces on the floor. There was a soft swirl of light and a whoosh of air. The tunnel filled with a gust of wind, and the gas swiftly dispersed down the hallway.


  “That gas was a stronger dose of the intoxicant the plants of this level naturally produce,” Branwen said.


  “Back in formation,” Titus ordered.


  I moved back to my position alongside Clymiphae. Branwen continued guiding the group forward, but I noticed that instead of walking in the center of the hallway, she had moved her position alongside the left-hand side of the tunnel wall. We moved at a steady, slow pace, and a few dozen meters down the hallway, the floor in front of Branwen cracked loudly, falling away.


  Her left foot had continuously been pressed up alongside the left-hand side of the wall. So, as soon as the floor gave out underneath her right foot, she gracefully shifted all her weight onto her left; it was still supported by a thin ledge.


  In the same moment, the plants that lined the top of the tunnel began to writhe aggressively. Vine tendrils shot down and started trying to force Branwen from the ledge she was moving across. In a moment of terror, I saw that she was beginning to fall into the hole, but as the vines moved to release her, she grabbed onto them with her hands. Using the vines as ropes, she swung to the far end of the pit trap. When her two feet touched solid ground, she smoothly drew a dagger in sliced the vines that had shifted to trying to pull her back into the hole.


  “By Alleystra’s nourishing tits, I hate these plants,” Titus said. “Alright, move across one at a time.”


  Titus and the others moved across the ledge. Watching them move, I thought the vines would force them from the ledge. But as the tendrils wrapped themselves around their arms and other body parts, the three heavy combatants barely noticed the plants trying to pull them from the ledge. Clymiphae’s method of getting across the pit trap was much more straightforward. In a few leaping bounds, she vaulted herself across the open floor.


  “Could you swing across…” Titus started to say, but with a flick of mana, I cast manipulate plant using 20 mana to bring the vines to a dead stop as I crossed the ledge.


  “Humph…we’ll leave the vines at their low level; they’re not worth the effort. You have to pull them out by the roots to kill them, fucking weeds…Form up. The first room is just ahead. Remember, Eric, let us disable the snakes. You can have the finishing blow. I’ll have you use fire magic on any stationary plants.” Titus said, nodding at me. 


  The tunnel continued for a few more meters, Branwen still diligently checking for traps. The room that opened at the end of the tunnel was cragged with rock outcroppings. Spilling from the walls and over boulders were vines and different plants. The place looked like a mess of a jungle, and bright orange light filled the room from an unknown source. 


  The air was muggy, and the intoxicating Effect purified by my body left me with the feeling of having a slight hangover. The faint sound of falling water could be heard as the ferns, bushes, and trees made seeing more than a few meters nearly impossible. 


  “All right, Lord Eric, this level has smaller snakes that are venomous if they bite you. The poison will not kill you, but you’ll feel drunker than a priestess of Sippsie during a festival of revelry. Deeper in and the lamia will show up. Don’t worry about us, and try and keep yourself from being bitten. You’ll have a gut-wrenching hangover if you have to drink another potion.” Titus said as Branwen moved back in between Lucius, Chariklia, and me. 


  The crunch of gravel was accompanied by the brushing aside of plants. Ten meters along the path, a snake dropped from the trees overhead. Before the fangs could find their mark on Titus’s neck, his hand darted out, catching it just below the head.


  The others made room for me as he held it on the ground; with my drawn sword, I easily stabbed it in the head. 


  You have killed wine snake: Experience gained: 200.


  This pattern continued for the next twenty minutes. Snakes of various kinds would drop from the trees, slither from the bushes, and dart from behind rocks. They futilely tried to pierce the armor of Titus, Lucius, or Chariklia, each time being held down for my sword to deliver a killing blow. 


  You have killed a:


  Wine snake: times ten. 2000xp.


  Ale viper: times five. 500xp.


  Tipsy ASP: times six. 3600xp.


  Copper keg: times two. 2000xp.


  Opium rattler: times three. 2100xp.


  King of Dreams: Times One. 2000xp.


  Cossa coiler: times one. 5000xp.


  You have leveled. Level 27.


  You have leveled. Level 28.


  ‘Ha, well, this is not bad. They just bring me stuff to kill. The Exalted mages have it easy as shit...I guess that means me too…ha.’ I thought. The last snake brought to me was a massive anaconda-looking thing, the cossa coiler. It took both Titus and Lucius to control its body as they laid its head at my feet. 


  Placing the 30-meter snake in one of Clymiphae’s side bags that all the other snakes had gone into, Branwen explained, “there fuck all annoying, and the skin is worthless. But the meat, if eaten, gives the same intoxicating effects as the snakes, and they can be used to make a variety of potions with pleasurable effects.” Branwen said with a purr.


  “Good to know,” I said as we formed back up and followed the overgrown path. 


  Minutes later, Titus broke into a small clearing. I was at the back when I heard the shrieking hiss of three lamias. The scaled bodies broke from the trees. The lower half of their bodies were thick and fully resembled that of a snake. The upper half of the body, though humanoid in shape, was covered in scales, and the face was elongated into a maw. Slitted reptilian eyes held nothing but crazed malice in them.


  Two of the Lamia darted forward in Serpentine patterns. With a loud resounding crack, the two Spears they held struck the shield of Titus. The third lamia came in from the side, but unfortunately for it, it had decided to attack from what was the left of Clymiphae. She darted forward, catching the spear on her shield. This allowed Lucius to pivot in a fluid motion and impale it just below its segmented section, between its human and snake half.


  Chariklia quickly charged forward with her spear, parrying the spear of the right-hand lamia and driving it to the ground, pinning it with her incredible strength. Most unfortunate of all was the lamia that ended up being nearly completely impaled down the length of its snake body by Titus’s spear.


  In a bare few seconds of combat, the three lamias were subdued, and I was allowed to walk up to them and drive my sword into each of their heads.


  You have killed: Lamia huntress. Times three. 1700xp.


  I noticed that when I was done dispatching the lamia, none of my party members moved to claim their corpses, so I asked, “Is there nothing worth taking from their bodies?”


  “No, not really. You can eat their snake half, but… it’s not pleasant. Better to just leave them.” Lucius answered.


  Moving through the arboretum-like room, we made our way to the far end of the clearing and continued walking the gravel paths. Stones began tripping my feet more often, and I felt the giddiness of being in the dungeon return. 


  As the path bent to loop back on itself, two more of the spear-wielding lamia jumped out. Coming up from behind the three heavy fighters, it was Branwen that struck. Spears skidding across the backplate of the armor of Chariklia, Branwen struck. Two arrows were fired simultaneously by her, hitting both lamias in the back of the neck, where the skull met the spine.


  “Apologies, Lord Eric, I meant to hit them low to immobilize them,” Branwen said, purring unapologetically. 


  “It…s…All…Good.” I said, stumbling over my words slightly.


  Feeling wobbly, we walked along a sand bar of a river. Five lamias were at the river under the branches of a swaying tree. Seeing Titus, the four picked up spears and rushed forward, while the fifth picked up a bow and fired arrows. The arrows bounced harmlessly from the armor of Titus, Lucius, and Chariklia; the ricochet of the arrows was more dangerous to me than the archers.


  I kept an eye open for any other hostiles and stray arrows. The sway of the tree looked unnatural, the trunk shuttering and ripples flowing down the branches. The four lamias were dead in what I would guess to be three seconds, while the fifth got an extra second of life, allowing for the time for the hatchet Chariklia threw to reach the archer. 


  “WOOO!… GO!…TEAM!” I blurted out, a wash of giddiness flowing through my body. “WE!… ARE!… AWSOMMMMMMMMME!”


  “My Lord?” Titus said, looking at me strangely.


  “YOU GUYS ARE THE BEST! WE COULD DO ALL THE LEVELS!… ALL OF THEM!… BE EASSY!… EASSY PEASSY LIMON SQUEZZIESSS!”


  “I think it’s time for another potion,” Titus said as the rest of the party quickly drank another one.


  “NO…I don’t want it…this feels great…we are unstoppable.”


  “Lord Grayson, you are being poisoned right now.”


  “Yeah…but it’s good poison…everrr butttnys needs poisonnnsss then’s now….”


  “Umm…”


  “Let me, sir….” Branwen said, walking up to me. “Oh, Master Eric, I’ve got a super fun drink right here.” She said in a purring, hypnotic voice. 


  “Itzz…fun potion?”


  “Yes…special fun potion.”


  “Okey dokyyy…me drink kittieeee catttyyy juuuicyyyy.”


  The potion was tilted to my lips, and I drank the wonderful, amazing, sweet, cool, vibrant. 


  Wait, what? They tricked me.


  “Ugh…That doesn’t feel pleasant.” I said as the potion washed through my body, removing the pleasant intoxicants.


  Effect added: Sober up. Duration: 29:58.


  “Those cheap sober-up potions are nasty, my Lord Grayson, but best to keep your wits about you in a dungeon,” Clymiphae said, walking up next to me.


  “They’re the bane of every legion boy after a night of drinking, Lord Eric,” Titus added with a chuckle. 


  “I do apologize for my deception, Lord Eric,” Branwen said.


  “It was needed, thank you… So, what are we going to do about that tree?” I asked, looking at the wildly thrashing tree a few meters ahead.


  “This is a path guardian. You said you had fire magic. We could kill it for you; Chariklia’s ax would make quick work of it, but if you would like the experience, setting it ablaze is easy enough.” Titus said, indicating my options.


  “Fire magic time, wonderful,” I said, moving to the front alongside Titus. 


  ‘Now, how to do this without giving away too much of my power…Fireball…Yes, safe enough…but no boom… let’s go more with a napalm effect…How would a normal fire mage do this?’ I thought while I prepared my magic.


  Concentrating on the Effect I wanted, I used Fireball. I focused on extending the burn time instead of having it explode. Thinking about napalm from Earth, I coaxed the mana to become sticky and burn hot. Putting a look of strain on my face as I held out my hand, I sent out a jet of thick, viscous fire. The flames stuck to the tree, and as it began wildly thrashing more, the tree became a roiling inferno. Leaves turned to ash, and as the vicious fire burned, the tree stilled. After a few more seconds of burning, I received a notification, as the soft voice said.


  You have killed a: Path guardian: 9000xp.


  You have leveled: level 29.


  After a few seconds burst of the flame, I feigned exhaustion. Pretending to stumble slightly, Lucius steadied me under my arm. 


  “Well done, Lord Eric. Path guardians are hard to kill without ranged magic. I do not mean to be impolite, but how long should we wait for you to recover your mana?” Titus asked.


  ‘This would be telling for an experienced group…What answer to give?’ I thought over my answer carefully. ‘A normal fire mage would have used somewhere between 15 and 20 mana to start that effect, so the total used would be between 45 and 60 mana.’ 


  “I am good to go, just haven’t had the chance to cast much fire magic. I could do those four more times and be fine.” I answered, lying slightly. 


  “Good to know. There is one more of the path guardians and usually ten more lamias on this level. After that, it is the queen.” Titus said.


  “Found the chest, boss,” Chariklia said. She pulled out a chest from behind some rocks that were in the river. 


  ‘Sweeeeeet, my first loot chest…oh….’ I thought, disappointment flashing across my face. The chest was brown with flecks of white in the waterlogged wood. Iron bands held the wood together.  


  “Don’t be too disappointed. This is the first level, though the chests never do the items credit.” Lucius said, smiling. They all looked at me as the chest was set down in the middle of our group. 


  The chest was 1.6 meters long, 60 centimeters wide, and 60 centimeters deep. As I pulled the items out, I used the Analyze ability on them.


  Items gained:


  Stone steel spearhead: Quality: Well, made. Scarcity: Uncommon. Spearhead that can be attached to a staff. Times 3.


  Stone steel arrowhead: Quality: Well, made. Scarcity: Uncommon. Arrowhead that can be attached to a shaft. Times 30.


  Opium powder: Quality: Pure. A pure opium powder that can be ingested to relieve symptoms of pain. 225 grams.


  Cossa pill: Quality: Pure. Cossa extract compressed into pill form. Increases alertness and fights off sleep. Times 30.


  Distilled dungeon spirits: Quality: 60%. A rich oak-flavored spirit to be enjoyed. Bottles 6.


  Imperial coin: 4 gold coins, 60 silver coins.


  The chest was far from full, and the party looked at me expectantly. “This is my first loot chest?” 


  “Understandable, Lord Eric. All the items in the chest are yours by the contract the adventures guild has with the mage college, along with the coin. Anything you do not want, we will gladly take.” Titus answered.


  “Oh ok…um, I’ll take the opium powder and the cossa pills and one bottle of the dungeon whisky. I’ll take two gold and ten silvers.” As I said this, I saw smiles flit across the faces of the party. 


  ‘Apparently, I made the right choice….’


  With the loot packed away, I checked my watch, 16:34. Apparently, the watch was not affected by the time dilation; we had been on this level for forty minutes, and only four had passed outside of the dungeon. 


  Back in formation, we passed the charred husk of the tree that blocked the path along the river. Alongside Clymiphae, I followed in the formation we had previously been in. Winding deeper into the arboretum, tendril vines reached out and tried to trip up our feet. They were weak, and a strong tug of the leg was enough to break their hold. If I had been inebriated as before, the vines and strategically placed larger stones would have tripped up my feet easily.


  Following the stumbling path, a set of three lamia huntresses tried to skewer us in a pace of thick vines, but they were made short work of by the party. The branching paths seemed to weave around themselves, splitting and creating intersections endlessly. The smaller paths were ignored by Titus as he led us to another embankment along the small stream. 


  In a near repeat of the previous fight, with only vines trying to pull us closer to the tree futilely, four lamias were dispatched, leaving the path guardian for me to kill once more. Without hesitation, I stepped up and sent a stream of liquid fire over the tree. After a few seconds, I received a notification along with a soft voice in my head. 


  You have killed a: Path guardian: 9000xp.


  You have leveled: level 30.


  “Right, we’ll wait here for Lord Eric to recover his mana, as the queen is around the bend over the bridge,” Titus said, taking a seat on a rock.


  Not wanting to give anything away, I sat myself down as everyone made themselves comfortable. “So, I leveled four times. Any advice on point distribution?” I asked. 


  “Can’t distribute points in the dungeon. The dungeon interferes with the system and free-floating mana. You’ll have to wait until we’re back out.” Titus said, leaning his head back. 


  “None of us are mages, so we would not know how best to advise you,” Clymiphae said, coming up behind me and sitting, allowing me to lean back on her. 


  16:36. After twenty minutes of sitting and waiting for my supposed mana to refill, the wash of giddiness began to return. I really did not want to drink an additional potion, as the hangover was now a complete throbbing in my head. But like a good little adventurer, I pulled another potion out and drank it. 


  Titus did the same; for some reason, I did not think he really needed the potion but was doing it more in solidarity with me. His head was lying in Branwen’s lap; he downed the horrid potion as well. The others in our group did the same. 


  “I know they are horrible, Lord Eric, but using more expensive potions on this level is just not worth it. When you get to level 15 of the dungeon, better ones are far more economical.” Clymiphae said while she stroked my hair lightly, her fingers brushing along my scalp in the most pleasant of ways.


  “On to the queen then,” Titus said, getting up from Branwen’s lap.


  “Right, boss,” Lucius added.


  “Yes, sir.” Everyone else said.


  Following Titus’s battle plan, we moved across the bridge and approached the open clearing of hard-packed dirt. Moving in, the lamia queen uncoiled with a loud hiss. She was vaguely humanoid, covered in light brown and green scales. At the shoulder joints on her human half were two arms each, giving her four arms in total. The fan of flesh behind her head was reminiscent of a cobra from the Earth, and her body was covered in bone armor, inlaid with lines of gold and silver.


  I was going to have to participate more in this fight if I wanted to get XP. While disabling the smaller lamia, it did not negate the amount of experience I got when I killed them. If major injuries were dealt by my party members, the amount of XP I would get from the level 33 Queen would be drastically reduced. 


  Following the plan, as soon as the four lamia archers slithered out from behind rocks, Branwen, Chariklia, and Lucius released a bevy of throwing knives and hatchets. Before the first arrow was fired, the four were dead. 


  Titus, at the same moment, dashed forward and caught the lamia queen’s first strike on his tower shield. Her shields were each held by her lower arms and in her upper left hand was a short spear, and in her right, she held a long spear. 


  Coiling with rage and an echoing hiss, the battle was joined by both Lucius and his Auxilia shield, Chariklia. They held off their attacks, only lunging strikes forward to keep the queen distracted. 


  Branwen and Clymiphae took up positions on both sides of me. They were protecting me from any unseen attacks that might come as I began my part of the battle.  


  Staying out of range from the striking snake, I dashed to the right of the field of combat. This would normally be easy for me; I could kill it a hundred different ways to Sunday in a moment, but I had to keep my power partially hidden from the Titan’s Shield. 


  This left me with fire magic as it was the most obvious offensive magic I had. If I used plant magic, I could easily, within my self-imposed limits, bind the lamia, but my task was to kill the thing while it was being distracted by the others.


  Forming my magic, I used the base spell Fireball once more. I could not coat the thing in fire like the tree, as the fire would most likely not hurt my team, but it seemed wholly impolite. The same would go for the standard exploding ball of fire. Though not deadly to my team, it seemed in poor taste to the spirit of this training exercise.


  Setting my intention into the spell formation, I created dozens of tiny flaming needles. The tips of which I had overheated. The needles were made more from plasma and did not have any true matter in them. As the first spell formed and I hurled the dozens of needles at the lamia, I became the flaming porcupine of death.


  The barrage of needles hit the lamia squire on one of her shields she raised to deflect the blow, and under the staccato rhythm of dozens of pops, small pits were gouged along her left-hand tower shield. 


  Moving fast, I circled to the right, releasing another two waves of the fiery quills of death. Her bone armor blocked most of them, the segmented linked finger bones shielding the attack. The needles that looked like they would find a place between the armor were stopped by a hazy blue flare of light from the enchanted bone armor.  


  “YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE TO HIT IT HARDER THAN THAT, LORD ERIC,” Titus yelled over the steady clang of spears on shields.


  ‘Yeah, no shit….’ I thought, reforming a new spell, letting the porcupine quills of death go. 


  ‘Let’s try something bigger.’ I thought, creating another spell, this time going for the opposite of small. With my guards still at my sides, I formed a flaming lance from the Fireball spell once more. I super-heated the long point at the end with the same plasma and flung out my hand.


  “BACK!” I yelled, releasing the spell. As the lamia coiled in on itself, the three tanks jumped back. My spell flew by them and impacted the lamia just below its navel. The flare of blue light erupted once more, but as the tip burned hotter than the surface of a sun, a hole was punched in the magical defenses.


  The shaft of fire followed into the hole and burned a cavity into her. The lamia thrashed upwards, letting out an agonized hiss, coiling back onto itself. The charred, discolored pink flesh left the lamia holding her stomach. The fight having momentarily left the creature, I loosed two more of the flaming spears. One impacted the queen below the throat; the other burrowed deep into the larger section of her body.


  Pretending to stumble, I sank to a knee. The others looked at me in mild surprise. Pulling a light blue potion from my ring, I drank it. Understanding filled the faces of the group as I drank the obvious mana potion. The queen lay still for only a few seconds, and as my display of magic was covered up by drinking a potion, I received a notification. 


  You have killed:


  Cassandra, the bone queen. 20000 XP.


  You have leveled. Level 31.


  Falling back onto my ass, I kept the look of mana exhaustion about myself but tried not to play it up too much. 


  “Well done, Lord Eric,” Titus said as he came over to me, stowing his weapons. 


  “Yes, Lord Eric, very well done.” Branwen purred. 


  “Looks like we’ll get an almost complete set of the enchanted bone armor from her as well,” Lucius said from over by the body. 


  “That’s good news. Things worth a silver per bone.” Titus explained.


  “Whys that?”


  “Oh, the small bones have an extension effect on them to carry the main shield enchantment throughout the armor. Cities and towns use them along their walls to reinforce and create magical shields.”


  Branwen and Chariklia came from around the boulder that the queen had been in front of, carrying the same kind of shabby-looking wood chest with white flecks in it. Lucius followed them over from the body as they set the chest in front of me. 


  “Take your time. We’ll start stripping the queen of her armor.” Titus said, gathering the others and walking back to the body.


  Reaching out, I opened the chest and began taking out items. 


  Items gained:


  Dungeon letter: A letter addressed to Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Steel spearhead: Quality: Excellent. Scarcity: common. Spearhead that can be attached to a stave. Times 4.


  Roll of Lamia snake leather: Quality: pristine. Scarcity: uncommon. Treated scale leather from the Lamia Queen. Ready for crafting. 12 meters.


  Potion: Warm-blooded reptile: Quality: Refined. This potion is made from refined blood. Effect: keeps the body at optimum temperature in hot and cold climates. Does not prevent burning from fire or cold. Duration: 30 minutes. Times 6.


  Engraved snake rib: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Rare. This rib is enchanted with a magical shield projection. Activation: 35 mana, up to 3 mana per second.


  Imperial coin: 6(Gc) 60(Sc).


  Dungeon level 2 tag. Times 1.


  I placed the letter in the breast pocket of my armor, intent on reading it later. I took 1 gold and 10 silver and left the rest of the coin for the group. I took the potions and the enchanted bone for myself and left the rest for the party. With the chest loot sorted, the others had diligently stripped the queen of her weapons, shields, and armor. 


  “The shield and spears aren’t much, but they should get us a few silvers at least. There are about 850 of the smaller bones and 12 main pieces. Two of which are intact shield enchantments.” Titus said as they finished up and walked over to me.


  “Excellent, you can keep everything from the queen. Also, the spearheads and leather from the chest.” I added.


  “Really, thank you, Lord Eric. Did you get the warm potions?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good, those are helpful for the next level. It’s a frozen wasteland. Colder than the frozen fang sea it is in there.” Lucius said. 


  “So, why do you do this?” I asked. 


  “Do what?” Titus asked.


  “Escort exalted mages.”


  “Why, for the honor of it and gold,” Titus answered.


  “Really, how much do you get paid?”


  “Two gold per party member per level of the dungeon up to level ten, then ten gold per party member from level ten to level twenty,” Titus answered.


  “Seems like you could make more money just running the higher levels of the dungeon.”


  “True, but the taxes from the guild and the Empire are not cheap. The guild takes twenty-five percent, and the Empire takes another twenty-five percent.” Titus answered.


  “Well, that’s disappointing.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that, Lord Eric. Exalted mages are exempt from the taxes, as is only right for one of the esteemed peerage.” Branwen added in a purr.


  “It still seems like it would be better to forgo escorting exalted mages,” I said.


  “The truth, besides the honor of it. It is a mandatory requirement to become an A or S rank within the guild.” Lucius said with a shrug. 


  “Oh, that makes more sense.”


  “How often do you have to escort a mage?” I asked.


  “At least once a week or be available once a week,” Titus answered.


  “What if you are not at the college?”


  “The time accrues. Unless while you are away, you are in service to an exalted mage.” Titus said, sitting after having stowed away the rest of the loot.


  “Well, what’s the next level like?” I asked.


  “It’s a frozen nightmare. Cold with more cold, and colder cold. Frost wolves and frozen spiders. With great beasts with long trunks, tusks, and long shaggy hair. Giants and snowcats the size of carriages. It’s a vast wilderness in perpetual night. The floor boss is a frost giant who moves his camp around the floor. It’s a great level to collect furs for the winter months of the Empire.”


  “Does the dungeon ever talk to people? From the accounts in the pamphlet, it sounded like it does.”


  “Oh, that, well, yes and no. The dungeon talks to adventures when they get to deeper levels. The Archmage of the college probably talks to it and the Emperor if his glorious self ever wished it.” Titus answered. 


  “So, want to do another level?” I asked. 


  16:39.


  Titus looked at the other group members, who gave a shrug. “While we are more than willing to accompany you, I would advise that you at least distribute your points and get some armor that is more impact-resistant. The next level, well, let’s just say the monsters are all about heavy hits. Also, we won’t be able to easily subdue the monsters for you.”


  “Can I buy appropriate armor from the one-eyed man we got the potions from? I don’t mind fighting.”


  “From Oodson, yes. And you can, of course, use the provided repair tools. A few quick enchantments might help if you can create them. Most of what he has comes from the dungeon, so it is relatively expensive but well worth the cost. You are proving yourself worthy of the title Exalted Mage; many do not enjoy the fighting.” Titus said, hiding his disgust behind the ambiguous statement.


  “Sounds like a plan to me,” I said. ‘I can’t help but notice the affection between him and Branwen… I wonder if he might be more sympathetic to the slaves… He’s a legionary, though…Lucius and Chariklia are the same way, if not gruffer, with each other. Why did he leave the legion?’


  Getting up, I said, “Right, I will head back.”


  “We will see you in a second, Lord Eric,” Titus said.


  “Leave the dungeon now,” I said, and a flash of white filled my eyes.




  

    Chapter 28


    The Titans Shield - One.


  


  “He’s strange….” Clymiphae began.


  “That’s one way to put it, never seen a fire lance break a shield like that,” Chariklia said.


  “Yes, he’s not telling us much. Never heard of a noble named Grayson either?” Lucius questioned.


  “Do you think he was a common citizen?” Titus asked.


  “No, my love… I don’t think he is…he does not think like a noble, but his demeanor is close. He is obviously educated and passably familiar with the etiquette of the empire… foreigner, maybe? He is certainly trying to hide something.” Branwen purred, coming to stand next to Titus.


  “Any ideas?” Titus asked?


  “Not a noble of the Empire, maybe from the scattered kingdoms?” Lucius added.


  “Possibly, but the magic of the college would have discovered that. And I don’t think they would have allowed him admittance if that were the case.” Titus said.


  “From the northlands?” Branwen asked.


  “More unlikely, they hate the Empire in the north.”


  “Should we trust him?” Chariklia asked.


  “Not yet. We don’t know enough. How much mana do you think those spells used?”


  “No real way to know. A lot, though, if I were to guess. He seemed to be at his limit at the end.” Chariklia said.


  “Seemed is the keyword there, sister. It was a good show, but we have all seen mana exhaustion in young mages before. The potion was a good cover, but he seemed to not feel sick at all after that. We know the sickness lasts much longer.” Branwen purred, settling into a squat.


  “Why would he try and hide his power?” Lucius asked.


  “Well, he doesn’t trust us as well.” Branwen added, “Clymiphae, you were by him most of the dungeon. How was he.”


  “Focused, but never fearful as many young mages are. Excited almost, as well, he seemed to find the whole thing funny.”


  “Yes, I did notice that, like he couldn’t believe we were bringing him kills. Will he last on the second level?” Titus asked.


  “To make it, though, I think yesss. To have our backs, yes, as well…though not trusting, he was not malicious or disdainful to us. He even rested against Clymiphae and enjoyed her touch.” Branwen said, tapping her lips.


  “Should we try and find out what his thoughts are?” Titus asked the group.


  “Yes,” Clymiphae said.


  “I think so,” Branwen added.


  “I think it’s the right idea,” Lucius said.


  “We should be careful, but yes,” Chariklia said.


  “Then it is decided. Let’s go before he gets too suspicious.” Titus said. 




  

    Chapter 29


    Gear and Letters.


  


  Iwalked out from the same portal I entered. The stone tables, alcove booths, and low hum of noise greeted me. Far sweatier than I had realized, the slight chill of the room sent a shiver down my spine. Walking from the wide portal, I headed to the back counter where Oodson, the guild quartermaster, would gladly take my coin. 


  As I walked over, I thought about what to do with my points. I needed some faster reflexes. That I knew. I was at the point where I was above what the peak performance of a human could be but not quite double. I did not have time to wait for the body stats, strength, or speed. Plus, speed without coordination was just far more dangerous. That left Mana capacity that had no negative side effects when applying points. 


  Individual Statistical Analyses.


  Name: Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Race: Human.


  Level: 31. Experience to next level 4300/10000


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 580.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max [23 mana per second.]


  Attributes: 4 points per level. 0/20


  Strength: 20. (40)


  Body: 21. (84)


  Speed: 25. (50)


  Dexterity: 20. (40)


  Mana capacity: 58.


  Mana regeneration: 20.


  Charisma: 30.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Space-time: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 0/5


  Graceful doge: 10 out of 10. Passive. Increase balance, doge chance, area awareness, and all movement actions.


  Saving heal: 5 out of 10. Passive. If health drops to zero and death is activated, instantly heal for 50 percent once per day.


  Resurrection: 8 out of 10. Passive and active. If ability holder dies automatically resurrects to 60 percent health(secondary), limbs are not regrown. Activate on a corps that had been dead for less than three hours to revive. The revived party has skills returned to journeyman, spells set to level 10 and Base level set to 10.


  Inspect: 10 out of 10. Active. Used to identify objects, people, animals, monsters, beasts, and void horrors that have crossed over into the system. Ability level superior.


  Linguist: Level 10 out of 10. Grants the capability of speaking any language that is heard; language must be within human vocal cord range. Allows for the complete automatic translation of heard languages into one’s native understanding. Allows for reading and wright of foreign languages as long as the wielder of the ability could read and write beforehand.


  Increased cum load: Level 3 out of 10. Increased maximum volume of cum. Your balls and prostate glands have increased in density, providing three times the amount of normal cum.


  Skills: 1 per level. 5/5


  Enchanting: Apprentice, create normal enchantments, initial cost, and sustaining cost average.


  Center of the waterway: this enchantment, when placed on the steering device of a water vessel, will keep the vessel equidistant from land. The initial cost of activation is 250 mana, and the sustaining cost is 30 mana per minute.


  Hydrostatic Propulsion: This enchantment allows for the use of water to provide high torque thrust when the enchantment location is underwater. Mana cost: 1 mana per minute.


  Tailoring: Novice. Create basic clothing and other items made from cloth.


  Mapping: novice. Can draw and read maps.


  Longsword: Journeymen: The fundamentals of long blades are understood. Fighting styles of different types of blades are condensed. A small amount of mana is infused in one’s sword to improve edge quality and durability.


  Gardening: Journeymen: Proper gardening techniques are understood. Soil nurturance, acidity, moister level, mana density, and plant dispositions are known. Can create gardening tools from mana.


  Herbalism: Journeymen: Wild and cultivated herbs can be gathered and grown. Pastes, poultices, teas, brews, tinctures, and essence oils are known. Mana can be used to stabilize the effects of herbs.


  Alchemy: Journeymen: Basics of powders, potions, elixirs, and pills are known. Drying, distilling, sublimation, concentrating, condensation, refining, balancing, aging, antimonnation, and fulminating are understood. Can use mana to create even heating and cooling, as well as standard weights and measures.


  Junk skills:


  Breathing, walking, blinking, hand waving, knot tying, sitting, sleeping, bowel movements, urinating, itch itching.


  Spells: 1 per level. 5/5


  Arcane mana manipulation:


  Fuse: Base cost: .1 mana per square inch of material to be atomically bodied. Level 1.


  Butcher: Base cost: initial cast 10 mana 1 mana per pound per second. Level 1.


  Cut: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch cut (2.5cm), area twenty feet, (6m). Level 1.


  Arcane shield: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, .1 mana per second. Level 10.


  Fire:


  Candle flame: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per, minuet.


  Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  Purify: Base cost: 5.1 mana per square inch. Level 1.


  Campfire: base cost: Error… .1 mana per minute. Fire must be in a hearth or pit. Level 1.


  Fireball: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per casting. Level 1 +8.


  Flame whip: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per foot of flame whip, .1 mana per second per foot. Level 1.


  Plasma beam: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, 15 mana per second channeled. Level 1


  Earth:


  Stone spike: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch of spike. Level 1.


  Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect the desired element from the surrounding area, one-quarter mile spherical, one-half mile spherical. Level 1, 2.


  Fertilize soil: Base cost: .1 mana per cubic foot of fertilized soil.


  Clean: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per square inch (2.5cm). Level 1.


  Air:


  Shuriken Wrath: Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 2.


  Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level 1, 2.


  Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving. Level 1, 2.


  Lightning bolt: Base cost: 75 mana, error… 1 mana per second channeled lightning. Level 1.


  Water:


  Nutritious water: Base cost: 5 mana per oz of species-specific nutritious water.


  Ice spear: Base cost: 35 initial mana, error… .1 mana per 1 mile per hour (1.6 km an hour). Level 1.


  Life:


  Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 10.


  Mass healing: Base cost: 12 mana per second, area a ten-yard radius. Level 1.


  Manipulate plant: Base cost: 4.5 mana per second of movement. Level 2.


  Rapid growth: Base cost: .1> <100 mana per second of growth depending on plant or animal complexity. Level 1, 2.


  Invigorate: Base cost: 15 mana to boost usable cellular energy in target.


  Sleep: Base cost: 12.75 mana on willing target, mana amount varies. Level 1.


  Paralysis: Base cost: 3.75 mana per 10 seconds. Level 1.


  Mass Paralysis: Base cost: 7.5 mana per 10 seconds; area a 10-yard radius. Level 1


  Light:


  Mana eye: Base cost: 5 initial mana, .5 mana per ten seconds. Level 9.


  Space-time:


  Internal Dimensional Expansion: Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage. Level 1.


  Soul bound items:


  Imperial Royal Bank identification card: Grants access to your account at any bank-certified shop. It may only be used by the soul-bonded individual.


  Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve item. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bonded.


  Inlaid Mithril master slave band: Exceptionally crafted. Bonded. May hold the contracts of 125 slaves. Slaves cannot be stolen or cross-subjugated. Enhances slave bond. Price: 96 platinum coins


  Dungeon instants tracker: This chain allows for the individual entry into the Dungeon of the Legion within their own instants. Levels can only be reached with the appropriate tag. Party tags allow for individuals to enter the same instants. Soul bound item


  Bound slaves:


  Sasha Whitetail: Kitsune, female. Age 23; revives 7. Level 21.


  Milly: Boviness, female. Age 19; revives 4. Level 8.


  Zora: Minobous, female. Age 26; revives 16. Level 6.


  Holly: Minobous, female. Age 22; revives 12. Level 7.


  Timmothy: elf, male. Age 172, revives 212. Level 16.


  May: elf, female. Age 43, revives 6. Level 13.


  Tamara: elf, female. Age 35. Revives 16. Level 8.


  Child: Maestra: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Ray’me’a: elf, female. Age 20. Revives 2. Level 6.


  Amber: elf, female. Age 28. Revives 3. Level 15.


  Child: Tera: elf, female. Age 4. Revives 0. Level 1.


  Child: Trix: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Candace: elf, female. Age 23. Revives 8. Level 12.


  1. Child: Brin: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Dryads 8.


  Anya: dryad, female. Age 289. Revives 228. Level 14.


  Nymphs 6.


  Brith: Nymph, female. Age, 47, Revives 5. Level 6.


  Ferries 14.


  Thera: Friary Queen, Female. Age 87. Revives 77. Level 7.


  Kitsune.23 + 6 kits


  Mizzy: kitsune, female. Age 24. Revives 87. Level 1.


  Alma: Kitsune, female. Age 19. Revives 212. Level 1.


  Iolanthe: Kitsune, female. Age 20. Revives 326. Level 1.


  Feather steel Chainmail leather armor set: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Well-made medium armor. Leather with chainmail, this armor provides excellent protection from slashing.


  Feather steel long sword. Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. An enchanted long sword made from feather steel. This sword possesses the three most common enchantments: durability, clean, and sharpen.


  Pocket watch: Quality: Superb. Scarcity level: Unique. This pocket watch is set to Imperial Standard Time. The fine mithril parts allow for an acceleration enchantment. Acceleration: movement speed is increased by three times for five minutes once a day.


  Small mana crystal: Mana Capacity 200. Mana recharge rate: .14 per minute. Quantity: 4.


  Medium mana crystal: Mana Capacity 800. Mana recharge rate: .55 per minute. Quantity 2.


  Large mana Crystal: Mana Capacity 2000. Mana recharge rate: 1.39 per minute. Quantity 1.


  Potion: Sobber up: Quality: good. This potion is used to sobber up after a night of drinking. This potion has had the sobering effects lengthened to purify intoxicants from the body for longer periods of time. Duration: 30 minutes.


  Opium powder: Quality: Pure. A pure opium powder that can be ingested to relieve symptoms of pain. 225 grams.


  Cossa pill: Quality: Pure. Cossa extract compressed into pill form. Increases alertness and fights off sleep. Times 30.


  Distilled dungeon spirits: Quality: 60%. A rich oak-flavored spirit to be enjoyed. Bottles 1.


  Dungeon letter: A letter addressed to Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Potion: Warm-blooded reptile: Quality: Refined. This potion is made from refined blood. Effect: keeps the body at optimum temperature in hot and cold climates. Does not prevent burning from fire or cold. Duration: 30 minutes. Times 6.


  Engraved snake rib: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Rare. This rib is enchanted with a magical shield projection. Activation: 35 mana, up to 3 mana per second.


  Sha’vala armor: Quality: exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. This armor is worn by the Sha’vala knights on the fourteenth level of the dungeon of the legion. Renowned for their speed and power, the armor is crafted to enhance the nocturnal powers of the Bloodounara and not hinder their speed of movement. Breastplate: Body enhanced times four. Helm: Impact dampening. Greaves: Speed enhanced times two. Cuisse: dexterity enhanced times two. Vambrace: strength enhanced times two. Pauldron: Impact dampening. When the set is worn together, impact forces are reduced by half. Price: 1 mithril and 85 gold coins.


  Mobius gel belt: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The Mobius belt automatically attaches weapons and items placed on it. It can be shaped into any kind of body attachment point. Price: 12 platinum coins.


  Isan’s Kite Sheild: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The shield will follow the wear of the parent ring and automatically guard the wearer. Distance 3 meters. If the shield is deformed or broken will repair itself with ambient mana. Price: 14 platinum coins.


  Throwing knives: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: common. Steel throwing knives. Times 6. Price 60 silver.


  Steal-throwing spear: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: uncommon. Steel throwing spear. Times 4. Price 1 gold coin.


  Dieanus’s spear: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Uncommon. The spear is laced with mithril and allows for spells to be channeled through it to the tip. Price 23 platinum coins.


  Obsidian troll cloak: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Unique. This cloak is made from the self-healing skin of the obsidian troll. Auto repairs self.


  Divine Quest: From: The Goddess Sippsie. Complete my tasks to know the pleasure of the flesh and how to best serve your master or husband.


  Female:


  Discover your pearl above the lips of your flower and find the way to your own bliss.


  Taste the petals of another flower and drink of the nectar.


  Taste of the stem of power and drink the sap; collect the sap in under five turnings of a minute glass.


  Take into your flower the form of the stem and coat it in your nectar.


  Take into your flower the stem of someone close and receive its sap.


  Ride a lover in the hay and in the open fields, while the summer sun warms the sky, know the tender kiss and the pains of goodbye.


  Unknown to you and unknown to them the secret nectars mix.


  Quickly plowed is poorly sown but the seasons time can be demanding.


  Done one way then another yet there’s more, twice you must think to bend the stem toward the sun again for nectar and sap to mix.


  Many blessings these shall bring. Some know now, some in time, others hidden as if blind.


  Reaching the back counter, I heard the clopping of hooves behind me as the rest of the group followed me. Titus walked up alongside me as I approached Oodson, “Exalted Lord Grayson, Titus Titan shield, what can I do for you.” Oodson said, pulling out a form.


  “Just taxes and the usual. Cleared the first level with Exalted Lord Eric, and he wants to head back in.” Titus said.


  “Good to see the Exalted Lord putting in the work. Alright, what do you have?” Oodson said.


  With that, Titus and the others unloaded Clymiphae’s saddlebags. With the snake bodies and loot handed over, the total came to 22 gold coins and 75 silver coins. Then came the taxes for the Titans Shield, and I watched that drop to 11 gold, 37 silvers, and 50 coppers. Without even a sigh of resignation, Titus stepped aside to let me find what I needed. I noted they did not add the whisky to the transaction. 


  “So, you’re heading back in Exalted Lord Eric?”


  “That’s right, I heard the second level is cold, and I might need better armor.”


  “That is true. I want something that can take a hit. Your feather mail is good for slashes and piercing, but one hit from a giant might make a paste out of you.”


  “Yes, that is slightly concerning,” I said.


  “Slightly concerning, he says, ha. So, what did you have in mind, Exalted Lord?”


  “I want a set of plate that could be attached to this,” I said, pulling out my Onesie once more. “Along with a shield, spears, throwing knives, and such.


  “Hum…not bad…not the best either. Did you want it to have enchantments?”


  “Yes, something for speed and defense if possible.”


  “And what is the Exalted Lord’s budget, if I might ask?”


  “I would prefer it kept under a mithril or two,” I said nonchalantly.


  “That will get you what you are looking for…Let me think… I have just the thing, are you able to attach the pieces yourself?


  “Yes, it should be all right.”


  Heading into the back room a few minutes later, Oodson came back out carrying a bundle. Looking the items over, I used the inspect ability.


  Sha’vala armor: Quality: exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. This armor is worn by the Sha’vala knights on the fourteenth level of the dungeon of the legion. Renowned for their speed and power, the armor is crafted to enhance the nocturnal powers of the Bloodounara and not hinder their speed of movement.


  Breastplate: Body enhanced times four.


  Helm: Impact dampening. Greaves: Speed enhanced times two. Cuisse: dexterity enhanced times two.


  Vambrace: strength enhanced times two.


  Pauldron: Impact dampening.


  When the set is worn together, impact forces are reduced by half. Price: 1 mithril and 85 gold coins.


  Mobius gel belt: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The Mobius belt automatically attaches weapons and items placed to it. It can be shaped into any kind of body attachment point. Price: 12 platinum coins.


  Isan’s Kite Sheild: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The shield will follow the wear of the parent ring and automatically guard the wearer. Distance 3 meters. If the shield is deformed or broken will repair itself with ambient mana. Price: 14 platinum coins.


  Throwing knives: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: common. Steel throwing knives. Times 6. Price 60 silver.


  Steal-throwing spear: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: uncommon. Steel throwing spear. Times 4. Price 1 gold coin.


  Dieouns’s spear: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Uncommon. The spear is laced with mithril and allows for spells to be channeled through it to the tip. Price 23 platinum coins. 


  “Will these be acceptable, Exalted Lord Eric?” Oodson asked.


  “Yes…Yes, these should do nicely.” I said, moving over to the bank card reader. After the price was imputed, I confirmed the price of 1 mithril, 49 platinum, 86 gold, and 60 silvers. 


  “Best of luck to you, Exalted Lord Eric.”


  “Thank you, Oodson,” I said, collecting the bundle of gear in my ring and turning to my group. “Give me a few minutes to get this sorted, then we can head back in.”


  “Very well, Exalted Lord Grayson, we shall wait for you,” Titus said in a much more formal voice now that others could hear.


  16:59. 


  I moved back behind the offset counter to the workspaces that had been set aside for adventures to do basic repairs on their armor. Taking an empty alcove, I laid out my wonderfully soft Onesie. It was so uncomfortable in the beginning, yet now it had what I knew to be a fortune of cloud wool on the inside…Gods, not to mention the mainsail on my ship. However, the flexible weave of the metal was going to make attaching this armor easy.


  Cutting out the bottoms of the feet, I began. Luckily, no one was paying me any attention, and the work area was mostly hidden. I undressed down to my boxers. Sliding my warm and comfortable boots into the legs of the Onesie, I used the Fuse spell to attach the weave to the perimeter of the soles of the boots.


  Sliding into my now booted Onesie, I belted it with my new Mobius gel belt, leaving my chest bare. I attached the greaves to the front of each shin and around the back of my calves. The Cuisse’s came next, protecting my upper leg while still allowing me to move freely. Putting on the upper half of the Onesie, I attached the Vambraces to my forearm. 


  Next came the breastplate. It opened like a book permanently magically joined on the left side. Attaching the backplate was tricky, but by spot-fusing it and then taking off the Onesie, I made a complete connection along the back. Now, the armor swung open like a door, allowing me to climb into it. When the front plate closed, the backplate would magically seal itself closed along the right side of the body. 


  Pauldrons fastened to the top of the backplate and shoulders of the Onesie. That left only the helm. Pulling the chain hood up, I placed the full helm on. The front faceguard opened like the breastplate to one side, and when closed, it left only my eyes exposed. Binding it to my hood, I now could let it hang behind me…much better than attaching it to my belt.


  Gazing at my deflated Onesie, looking more like a mannequin made of jelly than a fierce piece of armor, I climbed into it. The soft cloud wool hugged me, and I felt like taking a nap more than traipsing through a dungeon. The normally 25 kg weight of the armor was thankfully reduced to 5 kg. 


  Putting on my belt, it snugly held everything up. My sword scabbard attached to the belt just by placing it on the weird taffy-like accessory. Throwing knives and spears went into my ring. Placing the shield ring on my left hand, the kite shield momentarily shuddered before leaping off the table and circling around me. I made it attach to my forearm like a normal shield and sent it spinning around me a few times before having it settle into place on my back.


  ‘It’s still missing something…What would every pretentious noble need? I need a cloak, that’s it.’ I thought as I got ready to leave. Storing my old armor in my storage ring, I pulled out the letter addressed to me and read.


  Dear world walker Eric,


  It has been a long time since one of your kind has graced the depths of my dungeon. Nearly 200 years. I am writing to inform you that I have stayed true to the accords set forth by your predecessors. All laws and agreements have been upheld by my part of the deal struck. I am looking forward to watching you progress through the halls of the legion. I have quarantined the most heavily affected areas, do try and stay alive


  In regards to the creature, it is still in my possession and guarded by me. Until later…


  Sincerely,


  The legion.


  Ps: I will be watching and waiting. Do try and hurry. 


  ‘Hum, I wonder what that’s about….’


  Walking back to Oodson, I asked, “One last thing, I need a cloak. Preferably black, forest green, and silver.”


  “Let me check the back, Exalted lord Eric.”


  Coming back out with a roll of black leather, he handed it to me. 5 platinum coins later, I was the owner of.


  Obsidian troll cloak: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Unique. This cloak is made from the self-healing skin of the obsidian troll. Auto repairs self.


  the thing was a black trench coat, ‘ugh…I am going to have to get Sasha to embroider some vines or something on this, like hell if I am going to walk around like some noble edge Lord douchebag.’ I thought as I wrapped the coat around myself, it sizing to fit me perfectly. 


  Walking over to the Titans shield, feeling far better about my armor situation, I asked, “So how do I look?”


  “Well, by the tits of Alleystra, you managed to make that almost look fearsome… Exalted Lord Eric.” Titus answered. 


  “Really, it’s not bad, proper armor. You look quite heroic.” Clymiphae said. 


  “Ha… knowing what it looked like, to begin with… It’s much better. The cloak really brings it all together.” Lucius said, holding back his laugh with a wide smile on his face. 


  “Fine, well, are we going to do this or what?” I asked, smiling as I put scorn into my voice. 


  “Right, rest breaks over everyone, let’s go.”


  17:35.




  

    Chapter 30


    Winter Wonderland.


  


  The portal pulled me once more, dragging my body through space and into a higher frame rate of time. Biting, frigid air lashed at me as I stumbled onto the scenic overlook. And scenic overlook it was, the massive expanse of a dark landscape stretched farther than my eyes could see. The world was indistinguishable from the outside, the ceiling of the cavern having been Masterfully designed to look like the night sky. Thousands of stars glittered respectively in the night tableau. Three moons arched across the heavens, one of hazy silver light breaking around clouds, the other two giving off ghostly blue light. 


  Snow fell in the distance from clouds clinging to mountain tops. The buffeting of the wind provided a quiet symphony passing through the trees below. The evergreens, as close to what I could tell, would be better called ever purples, glistening in a wavy ocean of snow-covered hills. 


  “Holy fuck…”


  “Big, isn’t it,” Lucius said, walking up alongside me. 


  “That’s one way to understate it,” I said.


  “The legion really outdid itself on this level, a cold wonder-land-scape, Lord Eric,” Clymiphae said, the awe in her voice caressing my ear.


  “Shits…and tits, I think it gets colder every timesss we come here,” Branwen said, moving up to the ledge of the scenic overlook. She was wrapping a thick fur-lined cloak around her already-coated body. “I hate the cold.”


  “It truly is a wonder, amazing what you can do with three thousand plus years,” Titus said, fitting a warm-looking beany on his head before placing his helmet back on. 


  I noticed none of my party had their weapons out. Chariklia was the only one who did not look overly bothered by the cold. “How big is this level?” I asked.


  “1600 kilometers, give or take some, from here to the far end of the valleys past the mid-mountain range,” Titus said, pointing out the mountain range in the middle of the massive floor. “And about 800 kilometers from one side of the valley to the other.”


  “What the fuck, seriously?”


  “You didn’t even ask me the height; the ceiling of this cavern is just about 50 kilometers.”


  “Whaaaat,” I said, forgetting to speak a little. “It is its own little world.”


  “Yeah…man, that look never gets old,” Lucius said, smiling as he watched the changing emotion on my face. 


  “The pamphlet doesn’t do it any credit.”  


  “Well, that’s intentional. Sets the mood for new Exalted Mages, reminds them there are bigger monsters on Forduna than them, and that they’re inside of one.” Titus said. 


  “How are we even supposed to clear the level?”


  “Well, we could rush through. That might take us a half-day to a full day to find the giant chief. But escorting you, it can take days to find the camp.”


  “Days?”


  “Long days, slogging through snow and fighting all manner of monsters. See, just like the last level that intoxicated adventurers, this level freezes them. One must survive the beasts of the forests and the weather long enough to find the chief. Then be whole enough to fight him and win.” Titus said, smiling from behind the light wool scarf he wrapped around his neck.


  “So, you’re telling me we won’t have this done by dinner?”


  “Na…no way in hell, but I didn’t want to ruin the awesomeness for you,” Lucius said, clapping me on the shoulder. 


  I pulled one of the warm blood potions from my ring. “Might want to save those for when we’re in the forest, Lord Eric. If you can manage?” Titus said, stopping me before I could drink.


  The steady breeze was cold, and I would have already been dead if not for the boost in body that my new armor gave me. “I can wait,” I answered, moving my onesie hood and helmet up over my head. Closing the faceguard kept the stinging wind from my lips, but the freezing metal of the helmet would freeze to my face. 


  Opening it back up, I pulled from my storage ring a pair of Sasha and Milly’s panties. Lining the inside of my face guard with the lacy silk did wonders for my face. ‘Were they clean or dirty? Well, that I will never tell.’


  “Did you justs puts women’s underwear in your faceplates?” Branwen asked, looking at me with her head cocked.


  “Ummm…Maybe.”


  “Ha… whatever gets the job done right, Lord Eric,” Lucius said as he hid his smile behind a scarf.


  ‘Really going to have to get me one of those….’ “Right, Lucius,” I answered.


  “Forgoing any more panty inquiries, let’s start heading down. It’s a long walk to the bottom.” Titus said, getting everyone moving.


  Following Titus, we headed to the far-right-hand side of the scenic overlook. A wide set of stone stairs devoid of ice marked the beginning of our descent into the level. There were fewer black veins here but I spotted a half dozen. Thousands upon thousands of stairs zigzagged down the mountain face. The icy breeze steadily wore away at us as we bundled ourselves tight against the biting cold. We took each step one at a time, the frozen world seeking to reach past our shields of warmth and freeze our souls from our bodies. 


  Titus led the way, followed by Lucius and Chariklia. Clymiphae and I came next while Branwen took the rear. 


  “Centaurs hate stairs,” Clymiphae said.


  “Really… I guess so.” I said, looking at the awkward angle of her body and could only guess at how uncomfortable it was.


  “Yes, it’s why those three are in the lead, and Branwen is behind us, Lord Eric, to catch me if I fall.” her eyes darted ever so slightly to me as she spoke.


  “Welllll…neaverrr fear Clymiphae I’m not just here for looksss,” I said, the chill of the dungeon level beginning to creep through my armor to me as I shivered.


  “You’d help me, Lord?”


  “Yeaaa,” I said with a shiver. 


  The winding back and forth went on for what felt like forever. Halfway down, I could feel the frost collecting on my edge lord coat. My fingertips, which stuck out from holes I cut in the tips of my onesie, had long ago found their way inside my pockets. Gripping tightly to force blood to the end of my digits.


  “Are you well, Lord Ericss?” Branwen asked, coming closer to Clymiphae and me. 


  “Oh, justttt dandy…all sunshine and rainbowsss for me. How about you, Lucius?” I yelled forward.


  “It’s colder than the frozen tits of Sippsie in winter. But us legion men won’t be turned back by weather.” Lucius said, sounding way too warm. 


  ‘Damn it, Branwen and I are the only ones cold…fuck Clymiphae’s actually got steam coming off her. fuck I just want her to sit on me now…that sounds warm…oh fuck, what was warmth again.’ I thought as I stared way too long at Clymiphae, causing her eyes to light with a smile. 


  “How are you, Branwen?”


  “Me, I’m fine’ss. I just wear extra clothes because I like to keep my kitty nice and warm.” She said with a laughing purr. 


  “Why am I so cold? My body stat is 105 with my armor.” I said, managing to keep the shiver from my voice.


  Slowing slightly, Titus responded, “It’s the way of enchantments that deal with stats, though your skin, bone, and sinew are heightened to that level. The more subtle things, like regulation temperature, poison, and disease resistance, are not affected as much. Those are probably closer to 40.” 


  “Have to get you an enchantment meant to keep you warm or regulate body temperature, Lord Eric,” Clymiphae added. 


  “Good to know.” ‘I’m going to have to get me one of those…fuck if I hadn’t sold my cloud wool, I could have probably just jumped off the cliff.’ I thought after answering Clymiphae.


  Hours later, we finally made it to the bottom of the stairs. The stones had not been icy, having been kept clear by the dungeon itself. The landing opened onto a snowy landscape, with high snow drifts outlining a trail of sorts. The forest of ever-purples began some distance through the snow maze. The trees were easily hundreds of meters high, and if not for their diffuse needle pattern, no light would fall on the frozen world below their massive bows.


  “Lucius, Chariklia check the cave.” Titus ordered. 


  With swift movements, the two set off for the cliff face we had just descended from. I watched as the two disappeared into the rock face.  


  A few moments later, Lucius stuck his head out and yelled, “All clear, boss.”


  “Good, let’s get inside and get warm,” Titus said.


  We moved into the small cave opening. The tunnel had two sharp right-angled turns before opening into a room. The 15-meter room was just big enough that we could comfortably move in it. In the center, there was a premade fire pit. Clymiphae walked over to it, and Lucius began to unload wood from one of her saddlebags. 


  “Let’s get something over the opening,” Titus said.


  Branwen moved and pulled a thick blanket from the saddlebags and hung it from a small ledge over the cave opening. Held down with rocks, the slight breeze that had found its way into the room subsided to nothing. 


  Firewood was stacked in the pit, and Lucius knelt, beginning to strike flint and steel. Moving over to him, I said, “Let me.” With a flick of Mana, I used the Candle flame spell to send a small jet of fire onto the wood. With a marry crackle, the wood began to burn a soft white and orange. 


  The heat rolled off the fire in great, pleasant waves, and the cave heated quickly.


  “Whitewood, from level 12 of the dungeon. Burns slow and converts most of its energy to ambient heat, though it never goes above a warm summer day in temperature.” Titus explained.


  Sitting on benches around the fire, the Titans Sheild took their coats, scarves, and other warm apparel off. I took a moment to check the time. 


  18:06.


  “So, what is this place? Why would the dungeon help us by making this?” I asked. 


  “Oh, that, well you see, Lord Eric, if you’re freezing to death, you can’t leave the dungeon. So new Exalted Mages must make it down the stairs. First, many barely make it here. This allows them to get warm, so they have the chance to leave.” Lucius answered. 


  “The dungeon really does try and help train us?” 


  “Somewhat…a few still freeze to death on the way down,” Titus said.


  “So, what’s next?” I asked, unfastening my helmet and breastplate letting them slide off me. Sitting without a shirt on, letting the heat of the fire quickly permeate my body.


  “That depends on you, Lord Eric. I doubt we’ll find the Giant Chief. When was the last time we were on this level?” Titus asked the group.


  “Five months ago?” Lucius answered questioningly.


  “Six and a few weeks. It was that Baron’s son, the one who died a few runs later with a different A-ranked group.” Chariklia said.


  “No way he’s in the same spot. It could be anywhere by now. How long would you like to stay, Lord Eric?” Titus asked.


  “Want, days…But I did tell my acting wives I would go to dinner with them. Best not piss them off, say 19:00 to 19:30 imperial time.”


  “Wise choice, Lord Eric, disappointing wives, by Alleystra is never good. So that gives us 10 to 12 hours in the dungeon. Humm… Dinner, you say. We could hunt the Gelida Arietes. It is a delicacy?” Titus asked the group.


  “The alpha?” Branwen asked from her spot, sitting between Titus’s legs.


  “No, he roams the far end of the level usually. But there is always a herd by the lake.” Lucius said.


  “It should take us six hours to reach. We could find some snowberries and Calidi mushrooms along the way for Lord Eric.” Clymiphae added. 


  “Those do pair nicely together,” Chariklia added in a hungry voice.


  “What’s so special about them?” I asked.


  “The Arietes is wonderful. Even when cooked, it is ice cold with a mixed flavor of fruits. It also adds cold resistance to the body, so what you don’t eat for dinner can be made into jerky. Mixed with a snowberry glaze, it doubles the effect if prepared right.” Branwen added, licking her lips. 


  “It’s good. It cost 25 silvers a kilo as well,” Lucius said hungrily. 


  “That sounds delicious to me.”


  “Right, it’s a plan. Remember, we can only kill three of them; we don’t want to attract the Grazer guardian.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The Arietes is the food for the hunters on this level. If you kill too many, the dungeon sends a guardian to hunt you. Even if you leave the next time you come in, it will appear to hunt you. You have to kill it before it will stop. Same with the Glacies Lepus, ice-horned little shits.” Lucius said.  


  The crackle of the fire had warmed the cave, a soft summer heat billowing from the flames. With a nod, everyone began to get up. Re-dawning our armor and warm clothes, we made ready to leave. Heading back out of the cave, I checked my watch. 


  18:09


  Once more, in the low blue light reflected by the snow, I followed behind Clymiphae. 


  “Clymiphae upfront, you remember what to watch out for. Branwen watched her back. Lord Eric next to me, Lucius and Chariklia on the sides.” Titus said, giving us our marching order. 


  Looking at Titus, I raised my eyebrows in question. “Centaurs are more stable on the ground. While there are not exactly traps on this level, in spots, there are frozen-over holes of water with thin ice on the top. Fall into one, and you have minutes until you freeze to death.” Titus explained from next to me. 


  “That…sounds unpleasant,” I said as we followed the frozen snowdrifts on both sides of us into the dim light of the forest. 


  The group had all pulled their weapons out, shields and spears; these were of the short variety. More maneuverable while still giving some reach. Steam rose from Clymiphae’s flanks, finding its way through the small joints of her armor. 


  Branwen moved up and to the right side of us, walking lightly on the snow berms that were higher than our heads. However, as we found ourselves deeper into the forest, the amount of snow dropped off quickly. 


  “Watch out for the tree wells also, Lord Eric. The snow is soft under them, and it’s like trying to climb out of a sandpit,” Lucius advised from next to me. 


  Nodding my head to him, I did not speak, knowing my voice would be too muffled from my silky face protection for him to hear me unless I yelled. The silence of our journey was only broken by the soft crunch of ice and snow. The trees and snow absorbed most of the sound, and a yell would only travel a few meters before the quiet of the world devoured it.


  Steaming breath bloomed from our mouths when Clymiphae suddenly stopped. “Ice hole in the middle of the path.” She said, thrusting her spear out and cracking the thin sheet of ice. 


  She moved around the edge, breaking it as she went. Moving in her hoof prints, we followed carefully. The 60-centimeter hole was barely big enough to fall into, but one wrong step would easily send a leg plunging into the water and soaking the body up to the waist. The water was black, and I had the feeling it was deep enough to engulf a person. 


  “CLYMEEE…” Branwen yelled as a massive thing of blue and purple fur fell on her from high above in the trees.


  Its massive bulk landing on her drove her to the ground and onto her side. In a furry of rending claws, the thing tore into Clymiphae. 


  “AHHH.” She wailed out as Titus, without hesitation, rushed forward with blinding speed. He struck the creature with his tower shield. His spear was gouging a rent along one of its legs. 


  The hit sent the monster flying into a berm of snow. Branwen sored over its head, releasing a trio of knives down at it, embedding themselves along its back.  


  With my newfound speed, I tore from the ground, a swirl of snow exploding from around my feet; sword drawn and shield attached to my left hand, I slammed into the 3-and-a-half meter creature. Driving my long sword forward, it struck the chest of the beast, glancing off from the bone of its rib cage, opening a gash along its chest. 


  Swatting at me with its hind paws, the force was taken on my shield but sent me hurling back into the other snowdrift ass first. Momentarily stuck, I watched as the spears of Lucius and Chariklia found a new home in the creature. Plunging deep into the chest cavity of the blue and purple fur. 


  Landing atop its head, Branwen’s short sword plunged through the black eyes of the beast. Ending its fight forever.


  You have helped kill:


  Carleum tigris: 500xp.


  “Clymeee…” Branwen hissed, lunging from atop its head landing next to the mewling centaur.


  Wrenching myself from my folded, stuck position in the snow, I ran to Clymiphae. Her front legs were mauled, the light chain mail that protected her having done little to stop the claws of the beast. Bright red blood flowed freely onto the snow, sullying the ground around her. Her belly by her back legs had deep claw marks where some of her chainmail had failed as well. A length of intestines protruding from the broken links of chainmail. 


  “Get a healing potion into her,” Titus commanded as Chariklia pulled a bright red vial from her bag, feeding it to Clymiphae as she cradled her head.


  “That’s only going to buy us time. We must close her abdomen.” Branwen said by her flanks.


  “Move, let me see,” I said, kneeling in front of the exposed intestine. 


  Channeling my Mana, a soft gold light spilled from my fingertips as I used the spells focused healing and analyze body, dumping 10.5 mana per second into the task. Finding the torn intestine, I pushed it back into her. I attached it to the membrane that held everything in place. Sealing torn arteries and veins from which her life flowed. My sense followed the potion as it blossomed in her stomach, quickly spreading to every part of her body. It was Forcing more blood to be made and mixing with my magic to close her wounds. 


  The gashes on her legs closed, and after 15 seconds, 157.5 mana, she was stable. I watched as the system showed me her health.


  Clymiphae:


  69 percent.


  73 percent.


  78 percent.


  86 percent.


  88 percent.


  The healing from myself and the potion stabilized her at 88 percent. The others of the group shot knowing glances at each other, seen only in my peripheral vision; I paid them no mind. 


  “She’s going to need to rest for a few days before she’s back to 100 percent,” Titus said.  


  “Yes, but I’m better now. I can continue. Thank you, Lord Eric.” Clymiphae said, the pain and discomfort leaving her slightly as she rested her head in Chariklia’s lap.


  “No problem. Can’t have one of the teams dying on me.” I said without thinking. 


  “Can you stand?” Lucius asked, offering his hands to help her up. 


  “Yes, I think so.” She said, taking the help as she shakily got to her hoofs. “Give me just a minute, and I’ll be ready to go.” 


  “Right, well, let’s skin this thing,” Titus said, giving Clymiphae some space to recover. 


  “What the hell was a Carleum tigris doing this close to the forest edge?” Titus wondered when I moved up next to him.


  “Don’t know, boss, you know this level it’s way more free form than some of the others. Maybe it just got lost?” Lucius said, taking out a knife and beginning to rip open the beast. 


  I let the two skin the creature and take its body apart. The claws were removed along with the large tusks in its mouth. Chariklia and Branwen helped Clymiphae reorganize herself and fix her armor as best they could while the two worked.


  Me, I stood around like a jackass with his thumb up his ass. I did keep a lookout, though, but I doubted with this thing around, any other monsters would be close by.


  When the pelt and parts were added into Clymiphae’s saddlebags, we fell back into our positions. Continuing on through the forest, this time looking up far more often than we had been.


  “Thank you for healing her, Lord Eric,” Titus said as we moved. 


  “No problem, I like her. She’s had my back. And you would do the same for me.” 


  “True, our most expensive healing items we save for the Exalted ones. How is your Mana, Lord?”


  “I will recover shortly. No need to worry. I have mana potions and pills as well.” 


  “I see,” Titus said, his suspicion hidden behind his wool scarf. 


  18:15.


  We moved towards the base of the central mountain range. On the portal side of the valley, there was a lake halfway into the forest. The frozen snow barely hid the ground as we moved deeper. The cold, however, sunk into me. After the adrenaline had worn off and a light coating of sweat began to freeze to me, my joints stiff from the cold, I drank a potion. 


  Warm-blooded: duration 30 minutes. 


  The heat from the potion permeated my body like a good whisky, and I felt any hint of the frozen air dissipate from my body. ‘That’s nice…levels not so bad with this.’ I thought.


  Three more frozen holes were found by Clymiphae and avoided. The largest being 14 meters in size and well concealed by the light coating of snow. 


  Passing patches of blue-silver light, we found snowberry bushes, and the bright purple berries were collected and given to me. A cluster of mushrooms was found as well, the deep red color alien in the light, making them appear almost black. 


  Another potion later, with some time in between. The howls came. “Arrrroooow.” Echoed from all sides, bouncing around the trees. 


  “Shit form up…Around Lord Eric, Branwen guard his side.” Titus hollered. 


  Clymiphae, Titus, Lucius, and Chariklia formed a circle around me while Branwen stood at my back.


  “Do your best, Lord Eric. We can hold them.” Branwen said. 


  Loping through the trees, five great shadows circled us. The dark fur of the wolves blended them with the low light. Pearl’s white teeth and fangs bared at our group. Promises of death whispered by their rumbling growl.


  In unison, the wolves attacked. Charging the line of shields as one. The front paws of the beasts staggered on the tower shields of Titus. The screech of claws on metal filled the small clearing. The sharp click of teeth-biting air emanated from the great drooling wolves. 


  “Two on me.” cried Lucius, letting us know where the fifth had chosen to attack. 


  The short spears of the group tore the flesh of our enemy. Not wanting to be left out, I found my chance to strike. The fifth wolf to my right had the side of its body exposed to me as it thrashed its head back and forth with Lucius’s shield in his mouth. Raising my hand, I loosed a plasma beam at the side of the wolf, not wanting to risk any more accidental injuries. The lance of fire flashed out and punched a hole through its heart. Fighting for a few more seconds, not realizing it was already dead, it fell to the ground in a crumpled mess.


  The second wolf on Lucius had been pierced through just above its hind legs. Leaping forward, I sunk my sword into its flailing head, bisecting part of its lower jaw. Turning back, Clymiphae had risen on her hind legs, bringing the full weight of her front right hoof onto the back of her wolf, breaking it against the ground. 


  Branwen had moved with a short sword and cleaved the legs of Chariklia’s wolf. Moving to the downed creatures, I delivered the killing blow. Titus was beating the wolf with his spear using it more like a staff, keeping the wolf subdued on the ground. Walking up to it, all the fight had been bashed out of it; I drove my sword through its eye.


  You have helped kill Great Wolf: 22000XP. 8000XP. 4000XP. 2000XP. 5000XP.


  You have leveled. Level 32.


  You have leveled. Level 33.


  With the last squelch of blood, the clearing around the massive trees fell silent again. “Right, let’s skin them and get moving,” Titus instructed. 


  The group moved with knives with practiced efficiency, removing the fur from the wolves. Clymiphae and I stood guard as the others worked.


  “Are you feeling better?” I asked.


  “Yes, Lord Eric, thanks to you,” Clymiphae said, standing close to me. She watched over my shoulder as I did the same for her. Our bodies were close enough that her heat washed over my face through my eye slit. Her dark blue eyes landed on me with warm affection.


  The skins loaded; we fell into formation. The trail weaved ever deeper toward our destination. Ears open, we walked. Watching for any other ambushes or signs of beasts. 


  After some time of walking, the trickle of a stream filtered through the trees. Coming from around a group of ever-purples, a small flowing stream bisected our path. 


  “How is the water not frozen?” I asked.


  “Normal water would freeze in a second. This, though, is laced with Mana. It will freeze anything in moments if you submerge it.” Titus answered as I knelt by the water. Sticking just the tip of my finger in, I pulled it away quickly. The water hissed and burned like liquid nitrogen or something.


  “It’s deadly to most, and if you collect and take it out, it remains cold forever. Good to have the ice water for the fire levels of the dungeon or hot summer days to chill drinks.” Lucius said as he carefully lowered a silver etched jug into the water. 


  Moving on from the river, our walk through the snow became harder. When the trees thinned, there was more illumination, but the snow would deepen, and we, at times, had to follow single file behind Clymiphae, walking in the wake she made in the snow. I had drunk another potion as well. I was spacing them out until I nearly felt frozen solid before drinking another one.


  Around the crest of a bend atop a small hill, we saw them. Placing her fingers to her lips, Clymiphae pointed. Down the hill, walking slowly at a sedate pace, were giant hairy beasts with tusks. Close to mammoths from Earth, but the hair they had was white, and their tusks were dark black voids of light. Their size was easily five times as tall as me and six times as long.


  “They don’t attack unless provoked. It’s hard for us to even kill one. When they’re in a herd, almost impossible.” Branwen whispered next to me.  


  “Best leave them be,” Titus said.


  Watching the graceful, slumbering pace of the massive creatures filled me with a sense of awe. As their bone-white hair swayed with their steps, they looked truly majestic. Then one stopped, knelt slightly, and took a massive crap. 


  “So much for majestic….” I said softly.


  “Their shit is worth 50 copper a gram,” Lucius said matter of factly.


  “Really?”


  “Oh yeah, great fertilizer for plants, and it’s the best if your growing herbs that like the cold. Naturally, it adjusts to the optimum cold temperature for the plant. Plenty of adventurers come here and just follow them, collecting their shit. Once you find a herd, you’re safe. None of the other creatures will attack when the Nix Phantus are close.”


  “Know this from personal experience?”


  “Hey, whatever gets the job done, it’s some easy coin,” Lucius said, laughing.


  Moving on along the top of the hill or view of the mountains obscured by the towering trees, our path led back down into the forest. Another potion later, and a chittering hiss broke us from our cold, meditative walk.


  “Fucking Sciucurs. Swords out.” Titus ordered. 


  Gliding down from the treetops, arms splayed with webbing between them, mouths open, rows of fanged teeth came, fucking squirrels. Dozens of the bastards drifted down, no bigger than ones from back on Earth. 


  Sending my shield flying around me, we began a sword dance of death. Spinning to avoid the smallmouths, I leaped in the air, bounding from the trees. Titus moved his sword in arching patterns of death. Clymiphae danced around two long swords in her hand as she cleaved the flying rodents in two. 


  My shield would fly out and strike the gliding creatures, arresting its movement in the air and allowing my blade to follow and tear the animal in two. Pushing graceful dodge to its limit, I became a fast blur along with the rest of my party.


  You have killed: Sciucurs. 50XP. Times 16. 


  With the last of the small monsters killed, I flipped to the far end of my field of combat. Landing with unnatural grace, I went to make a bow.


  Then the ground gave out from me, and I fell. As I was swallowed by the hole, the rush of icy water hit me like Truck Kun from an anime. 


  My muscles locked up, and the air was ejected from my lungs. My sword hand gripped the edge of the opening. In a second, though, I lost all ability to control my body. My heat was swept from me like so many old cobwebs. Blackness filled my vision, though I was still awake.


  “…got…him…”


  “Fuck…”


  “Tent…now.”


  “Stay…”


  “Off…”


  “Get…fire…”


  “Potion…”


  “Ring…bonded…”


  The voices swirled through my head, and I could not make anything out for sure. My mind was blank, and putting two thoughts together was close to impossible.,


  “Naked…with…”


  “Warm…”


  I think I was pulled from my onesie. I was warming up. Fuck so cold. So cold. Two hot bodies were pressed on both sides of me.


  “Get him to drink this.”


  A vial was pressed to my lips. I drank the liquid that was given to me. Seconds passed then I felt the rush of warmth flood my body. Arms held me from behind as I lay naked under blankets. I was trying to curl up on myself but was blocked by another holding my front. ‘Gods, I hope it’s not Titus or Lucius….’  I thought as I opened my eyes. My head-clearing.


  The soft strands of Clymiphae’s hair fell across my face. And the petite liquid fire behind me could only be Branwen. Warmth poured from them, and I felt much better. I actually felt a little too good as I began to poke Clymiphae. 


  “He’s better now,” Branwen said, getting out from behind me.


  “Thought we lost you for a second, Lord Eric,” Clymiphae whispered in my ear.


  Shivering all over, I said, “fuck, I still feel cold.”


  “At least shrinkage won’t be a problem,” Clymiphae said with a chuckle.


  I sat up out of the embrace of my centaur heater and pooled one edge of a blanket around myself. Branwen had finished slipping into her leotard and was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the large teepee. The same white wood from earlier was burning in the center.


  “Should we step out for a moment and give you two the tent?” Lucius smirked.


  “Umm…” looking at Clymiphae, I did not want to hurt her feelings, “Rain check?” 


  “Raincheck, what’s that?” Titus asked.


  “Means maybe another time.”


  “Odd,” Titus said, settling Branwen between his legs.


  “Really, thank you, though.”


  “One of the best and worst landings I’ve seen.” Chariklia chuckled.


  “Yeah, really thought you nailed it, then whoosh,” Lucius added. 


  Clymiphae had wrapped her chest in her bindings once more. Her slightly sweaty hair fell around her shoulders and face. She smiled warmly at me when she saw me staring. 


  Clothes were scattered around the tent, bags, and armor lay haphazardly on the furs that lined the floor. Still sitting close to Clymiphae, her legs folded, I moved between them and leaned back on her. Her arms were draped across my shoulders in a half hug. 


  “So, what now, gear back up and head out?” I asked, watching as the group found comfortable positions to lounge in. 


  “Nope, the frost storm hit just after I pulled you from the water. Will be a few hours till it clears.” Titus answered.


  “Frost storm?” 


  “Yeah, so cold it can kill even us if we’re caught unprepared in it,” Chariklia said. 


  “Fuck. Guess we wait.” I said as I leaned over to my onesie and pulled out my watch.


  18:45


  Eyeing each of the group, Titus began, “So, Lord Eric, are you enjoying your first time in a dungeon.”


  “It’s breathtaking and quite intoxicating.” I chuckled. 


  “And where in the Empire are you from?”


  “A Small-Town past Laga’vast.” 


  “Laga’vast, you say.”


  “Yeah,” I said, knowing where this conversation was heading.


  “I’ll be straight with you, Lord Eric. You don’t act like many nobles. You weren’t disgusted by Clymiphae; you didn’t even hit her when you came to. The discomforts of the dungeon seem trivial to you. Then there’s that spell you used on the wolf, never seen that….” Titus said, trailing off as he raised an eyebrow at me. 


  “Well, I like…umm…the exotic. Plus, I treat my slaves well. Better work from them that way. The spell that was just a little fireball stretched out.” I lied lamely.


  “You joke with me, a legionary. Didn’t even scold me for touching you.” Lucius added his head in Chariklia’s lap. 


  “Even healing a common legion pack animal like Clymiphae,” Branwen said.


  “Well…can’t go losing all our stuff, can we.” 


  “Overly generous with the dungeon loot also,” Chariklia said, ticking another finger up in her hand. 


  “Well…”


  “Oh, stop it…He knows we know…Don’t you, Lord Eric?” Clymiphae said from behind me. She gave me a reassuring squeeze.


  “Know what?” I asked.


  “You’re not a noble of the empire, not even a citizen. While I don’t think you’re a spy, they are trained to blend in better. You also lack some basic knowledge everyone has about Forduna.” Titus said.


  “Well, bad education. How’s a country town boy like me supposed to know all that.”


  “The citizenry school all free children go to?” Titus said, smirking.


  “Ummm…well shit…does this mean we try and kill each other to keep our secrets?” 


  “Though I think some of us might live, I don’t think you are as weak as you’re letting on.”


  “True.”


  “So, since we are asking for you to trust us, it’s only fair. We trust you. Branwen and I are in love….” Titus said, watching for my reaction intently.


  “Told you, not even a flicker of revulsion,” Branwen said. 


  “What if I told you the same is true for Chariklia and me?” Lucius asked.


  “Ummm…good for you….”


  “It is one thing for a slave to love their Master. It is encouraged by God Roxclou’s laws. But for a Master to love a slave, it’s, well, just not done.” Clymiphae said from behind me.


  “What if I told you I wasn’t ready to tell you everything…but yes, I am new to the Empire.”


  “That…That is good enough for now. Here, take this.” Titus said, flipping me a coin a little smaller than my palm. “That is our guild token. You can use it to request us at any time. If you register it with the guild when we get out, it will show that we exclusively agreed to work with you. Frees us from having to take new mages in and lets you call us to serve any time.”


  “Thank you,” I said before I could stop myself.


  “Nobility does not thank their lesser; we are expected to serve,” Titus said. 


  The atmosphere in the tent wasn’t tense or peaceful; it was accepting that there was more for each of us to learn about the other. ‘Gods, Clymiphae was so comfortable I just wanted to fall asleep right here…fuck it, I’m taking a nap.’  I thought as I leaned farther back into the soft chest of Clymiphae. She seemed not to mind as she reclined with me.


  I don’t think I was the only one who took a nap. 


  Waking to the sound of Titus’s gruff voice saying, “Storms over, we better move.” Everyone got up from their spots and put back on their armor. Dressed once more, we left the tent. The others quickly unburied the snow from around it and rolled it, and the floor furs up. 


  The landscape had a fresh painting of white, making the clear artificial sky and moons glow brightly. Back in formation, we followed behind the wake of Clymiphae, trudging through knee-deep snow. 


  The trees cleared more, and the howl of wolves in the far distance faintly found their way to our group. The clearings became more frequent until we found ourselves along the edge of a massive lake. It was shaped closer to a teardrop than a circle or oval. The frigid waters were the same as those of the creek from earlier. 


  “You can fish in this spot, how the silver long fin survives the cold, I don’t know, but it’s another delicacy. The limit is 12 fish per party member. They sell for 20 silvers a kilo.” Lucius added his knowledge of ways to make money from the dungeon became ever more valuable to me. 


  “I’ll have to buy a pole.”


  “Yeah, left mine back at our house. Pity, love the silver longfin; Chariklia makes the best spicy fish wraps.”


  Moving along the left bank of the lake, we followed unmarked paths to places herds of the Gelida Arietes were known to wonder. Drifts of snow and ice mixed with sand as we moved from beach fronts and back into the woods. The trees here were not as massive as those deeper in the forest, but that meant they were more like ordinary-sized purple-needled trees.


  Clymiphae stopped suddenly and lowered to the ground alongside a tree. She flashed her hand six times, 30 up ahead. We all huddled close as Titus spoke, “Lord Eric, would you like to kill one or have us do it? They are much tougher than they look.” He asked.


  “You go ahead. I’m too cold to think of a way to kill them.” 


  “Right. Branwen and Chariklia on me, wie’l each take one. We’ll move in once the herd scatters.”


  Lucius, Clymiphae, and I watched as the three took positions on the outside of the herd. They were some peculiar amalgamation of deer, antelope, and gazelles. They towered over the landscape, their height rivaling that of a grown man and then some. Their coat had a delicate hue of frost blue, and as they moved, mist cascaded from their bodies, resembling the swirling smoke of dry ice, gracefully trailing from their hooves and along the ground. Instead of typical antlers, they sported formidable, horn-like structures. Some had four to eight horns of varying lengths; each horn, though, was clear as glass. The rest of the group looked minuscule compared to the alpha, who was twice their size.


  “Never kill the alpha. Sends the herd into a frenzy, then you have to kill the herd and the guardian if you kill two more of them.”


  “Got it, what’s coming off them?”


  “That’s one of their defenses. Stand next to it, and it will freeze you solid in seconds. Predators can’t bite them for long before they must let go or have their face shatter.”


  “Does it stay active after they’re dead?”


  “No, dissipates quickly once they’re killed.”


  “And the antlers? Horns?”


  “Ah, those are worth a tidy sum of gold. The nobility have them cleaned and decorated into stirring sticks. They put them in drinks to keep them icy cold. It can also be added to an enchantment to activate the natural ice beam. Great for the lava levels of the dungeon. Though they usually only have one to three charges.”  


  Just then, the three launched their attacks. Branwen fired an arrow that tore through the air faster than a bullet. Chariklia launched a throwing ax that cracked the air as it broke the sound barrier. Titus threw a knife, but instead of it spinning, it flew straight faster than my eye could follow. 


  All three projectiles landed on their marks perfectly. They were embedding themselves in the heads of the Arietes. As the sound wave washed over the herd, they froze in place for a bare second then bolted into the cover of the forest. 


  “Well, shit, not half bad,” Lucius said as we walked over to Titus from our simi hidden position. 


  “Clean kills everyone; let’s go get Lord Eric his dinner,” Titus said with a smile.


  We all moved over to the dead bodies of the Arietes. I was surprised that from the power of the shots, their heads had not been blown off completely. The ax rested halfway into the skull of one while Titus’s knife was stopped at the hilt. Only Branwen’s arrow seemed to pass through the whole skull from left to right.  


  Moving over the bodies, Titans Sheild removed the guts, setting the three livers aside and the hearts. They disposed of the rest. 


  “Right, since you all killed them, why don’t you take two,” I said.


  “Umm…Lord Eric, we insist that you take two and the livers and hearts. One carcass with the horns would be at the bounds of generosity for a noble, even after saving their life.” Titus said while the others just smiled and shook their heads.


  “Also, might I suggest that you not party with anyone else unless you are willing to be ten times crueler than you have been,” Titus said, raising his eyebrows at me as he spoke.


  “That probably be best, wouldn’t it.”


  “Yes.” He finished as the rest of the work was completed. I stored the two full carcasses and organs in my ring. The others quartered the animal and slid it into a saddlebag on Clymiphae.


  “Right. The next time you want to go to the dungeon, just write the time and meeting location on the back. We’ll be there.” Titus said.


  “How many can come in the dungeon at a time?”


  “As many as you want, a full legion if you wanted. Why?” 


  “I have to take the tests with my wives, figured they might like to join.” 


  “We would be honored to accompany your Exalted wives; may I know who the Esteemed Ladies are?” Titus said, sounding as polite as possible.


  “Ashley Wintershore, and Rachel Albillac.” 


  Wincing slightly, Titus said, “So you’re the lucky Exalted Lord who received the spot with the Exalted Lady Ashley Wintershore and Exalted Lady Rachel Albillac.” He finished putting extra emphasis on their titles. 


  “Yeah, hope they like the food,” I said. 


  “Well, until next time, Lord Eric.”


  “Sounds like a plan. Clymiphae, Lucius, Branwen, and Chariklia, thank you very much. I can’t wait to work with you in the future.” I said as I moved and shook each of their hands but gave Clymiphae a hug instead. 


  “Leave dungeon now,” I said in what I hoped was a polite tone, knowing the dungeon was sentient, after all, changed how I would treat it. 


  In a flash, I was once more pulled through space and back into normal time.




  

    Chapter 31


    The Titans Shield - Two.


  


  “So, what do we think?” Titus asked.


  “I think we shouldsss gets out of this fucking cold, love,” Branwen said.


  “I second that,” Lucius added.


  “Fine, level 12 rest area?” Titus asked.


  “Much better,” Clymiphae said.


  The wash of snow around the Titans shield was momentarily illuminated in a flash of white light as the group was teleported by the dungeon. 


  Warm spring sun fell on the cloaked group as they appeared on the soft grass around a small pond. A light, cool breeze whispered across the landscape. 


  “Ahhh…This is better.” Branwen said while she removed her cold-weather gear. Stretching her confined muscles as she peeled away her leotard.


  The rest of the party followed her example, and soon, cloaks and armor fell to the wayside. Bare chests and shorts replaced steel and leather. Light-flowing skirts wrapped around the legs of Branwen and Chariklia. Clymiphae’s armor and saddlebags were placed on the benches as the group found spots on the grass to sit.


  The white trees dotted the area around the pond. With fruit trees planted farther back around a small cabin. The sky was made to look clear and blue; the few lazy white clouds in the sky perfectly covered the sun to provide just the right amount of shade at the right time.


  “So, Lord Eric?” Titus asked again while resting his head on Branwen’s stomach.


  “Well, there is more going on there than I can figure out,” Lucius said, lying on his side.


  Coming over and folding her legs, Clymiphae crossed her arms and rested her upper half on a bench. “He is odd but kind.”


  “We’ve decided then, we’ll help him?” Titus asked. 


  “Yeah, if I didn’t know better, I would think he’s from another world or one of the other continents,” Lucius spoke while Chariklia placed her head next to his. 


  “I like him, where he’s from….” Branwen purred, trailing off.


  “I don’t know about another continent. I don’t even think there are humans on them. Do you think he’ll help with the free territory?” Titus said.


  “He doesn’t seem like he would be opposed to it, but he has plans of his own about the enslaved peoples,” Chariklia said, winding her fingers through the grass in front of her. 


  “I wonder what Lady Rachel thinks of him?” Clymiphae asked. 


  “Oh, I think she has figured out more about him than even he knows.” Branwen laughed.


  “And lady Ashley?” Lucius said. 


  “Hump…As long as he doesn’t hurt a Kitsune, he’s fine.” Titus said, shaking his head. 


  “Right, and the dukes?” Clymiphae asked with slight concern.


  “That…Albillac will no doubt be gathering intelligence on him as we speak. He is always well informed.” Lucius said, rolling onto his back.


  “Wintershore?” Branwen purred at Titus.


  “He’s more of an unknown. He always wanted Ashley to grace one of the Prince’s beds. And Prince Leonard the third took a liking to her when she was younger.” Titus explained.  


  “You know she doesn’t stand for ill-treated slaves, though,” Lucius said.


  “Yes, but she may not have much choice in the matter when it comes to her father. Even though Prince Palebreaker is harsh with his slaves, his treatment falls within the bounds of acceptable behavior.” Titus said.


  “Ha…just barely.” Chariklia snorted.


  “Any idea what that spell was Lord Eric used?”


  “That beam tore right through the wolf. I didn’t even feel the heat as it passed by me.” Lucius answered.


  “New magic?” Clymiphae asked.


  “Maybe, we will have to see…right enough of that; let’s relax. We’ll be going back in with him soon enough, I think,” Titus said as the rest of the group set aside their thoughts for now. They basked in the pleasures provided by the rest area of the twelfth level of the dungeon.




  

    Chapter 32


    Venison.


  


  Stepping from the portal, I felt the exhaustion from the day take hold of me. The assault of noise momentarily overwhelmed me, having come from the nearly silent dungeon level. Moving past the guards, I turned to the adventures guild counter and moved to a waiting attendant.


  Shaw was not at the counter, so I walked over to a new slave. The elf girl had long golden hair braided with simple cloth flowers woven into it. Her eyes were light hazel and glowed with unnatural light. Her ears swept back to points at the end of her head. The attendant uniform she wore hung gracefully along her body. 


  “How may I be of service, Exalted Lord? I am Tenra.”


  “Exalted Lord Eric Grayson, I need to register this,” I said, pulling the guild party coin from my ring.


  “Of course, Exalted Lord Grayson.” She said, fetching my book and making a notation in it. “The Titans’ Shield will be reserved for you. As long as you go into the dungeon once a week, their private contract with you will stand.”


  “Very well,” I said, taking the coin back and heading for the stairs.


  Walking up the wide stairway to the main atrium level of the college, I removed my cloak, placing it in my ring. Taking my silky face protection, I placed that in my ring for next time. 


  Sweaty and surprisingly sore, I rode the elevator to my apartment level. Walking down the lush hallway to my door, I checked my watch before going in.


  19:28.


  Walking into the entryway, I was greeted by a wonderful garden smell with a soft mix of spices. The sound of idle chatter filled the small corridor as I walked inside, the voices coming to a stop as I entered the kitchen and sitting room.


  “Lord Husband, welcome… What are you wearing?” Ashley said, her joyful tone shifting to bewilderment.


  “Oh, this…It’s the new armor I got. I went into the dungeon.” 


  “It’s very unusual,” Rachel said from her costmary chair.


  “Poo…I wanted to go with you for your first time…Ah, well… Did you have fun? Did you get a good party? What level did you make it to?” Ashley pouted, then rapidly fired her questions. 


  “Ha…let me change, then I’ll tell you all about it. Brought dinner also. Sasha.” I said as I went to the door to my room. Sasha got up from where she had been sitting, getting her tails brushed by Ashley. 


  The two of us moved into my room, and I shut the door behind us. With a sigh, I asked, “Did you have a good day, Sasha?” 


  “It was wonderful, Eric. Lady Ashley and I spent a good part of it pleasuring each other. She is quite wonderful.” Sasha answered as she moved in front of me and helped me remove my onesie. 


  “Did you want to?” 


  “Want had little to do with it, though I did not mind and enjoyed myself and her quite a lot. I did not think you would mind; was I wrong?” 


  “No, no…As long as you had fun and did not mind, you can say no to anyone but me, right?”


  “Technically, yes, though I would need to have a good reason to say no to your acting wives. It was fun. I missed you, though.”


  With my armor, a lumpy mess on the floor, I pulled Sasha to me and kissed her. Draping her arms around my neck, our hot exhalations mixed across our joined lips. 


  Breaking our kiss, Sasha rested her head on my chest, “You seemed upset earlier today?”


  “I was the class. The empire. It was all a bit much. It’s why I went to the dungeon. Strength wins many arguments.”


  “It does, and though there is much pain and sorrow, not all the citizens are bad. Many are even beginning to change their thinking.” 


  “Will it be fast enough?”


  “The fact it is happening at all after so long is a good sign.” 


  “I suppose. Would you come into the dungeon with me?”


  “I will go wherever you are, even into the dungeon. I did not like you leaving me behind today. What if something happened to you?” 


  “What if something happened to you, another greedy drunk lord.” 


  “Better that than to worry about you all day,” Sasha said, cupping my face and kissing me again. 


  “It won’t happen again; I think you’ll like the group I was with.” 


  “Well, let’s get you dressed, and you can tell us all about it. You said you brought dinner.” 


  “Yeah, Gelida Arietes,” I said as Sasha went with me to the bathroom. She quickly washed me while I stood in the tub. The clean spell would have been faster, but the personal touch she gave and the water provided a unique sort of clean feeling. 


  Putting on a loose pair of pants and a baggy shirt, I followed behind Sasha. The airy sundress she wore ended mid-thigh. 


  Stepping into the sitting room, I walked over to the counter that separated part of the kitchen from the rest of the room. Luckily, it was clear, and as I pulled the Arietes out, I said, “First dinner.”


  A soft gush of cold air billowed from the carcass. The chilling emanations had lightened substantially, but the creature’s defensive aura was still partially active from the fresh kill. 


  “Oh…Yea…That’s an Arietes wonderful. I have never gotten to cook one before!” Strafa squealed as she got up from a cushion on the floor. 


  “I figured you would like it; I also got these as well,” I said, pulling from my ring the snowberries and the Calidi mushroom. I mounded them on another counter. 


  Running over, Strafa began going over the body. “Master Eric, could you do me a favor and bring this into the food preparation room?” Strafa asked with big, hungry eyes. 


  “Absolutely,” I said, bringing the body back into my ring and following Strafa through the second door in the kitchen. It led to a back room with a large table and shelves lining all the walls. Herbs hung from the ceiling, and wheels of cheese coated in wax were stacked. Milk jugs and sacks of flour, bundles of tubers, onions, and crates of eggs filled the space. 


  “Just here on the table. I will start dinner immediately. Would you like me to prepare it as jerky also?”


  “Yes, but if there is a way to keep some of the meat for later dinner, that would be good as well.”


  “I will keep the best cuts for meals; the rest I turn to jerky. You got plenty of berries and mushrooms as well.”


  “Good, make some for everyone, including yourself and the others of the house. I like to have my slaves eat the same things I do.” 


  “We were made aware, and the mistresses do much the same, so it is not much of a change for us.”


  “I will leave you to it,” I said, running my hand over her lower back and kissing her lightly. Her cheeks blushed as she returned the kiss, lacing her fingers in one of my hands and gripping softly before setting to her task. 


  Walking back out into the kitchen, I went to the sitting room and flopped onto the couch next to Ashley and Faith. Placing my head in the elf’s lap, I let my feet arch over the end of the armrest of the sofa. 


  Hovering her face over mine, Ashley asked, “So, which party did you get? Were they any good?” 


  As Faith stroked my hair, I answered, “The Titans Shield. They really had their shit together.”


  “The Titans shield?” Rachel asked, looking up from her book.


  “Yeap.” 


  “I think they were the perfect group for you to go with,” Rachel said, tapping her lips.


  “Oh…enough of that. Tell us how it went?” Ashley asked.


  While Strafa busied herself in the kitchen, the sounds of sizzling pans, mashing of berries, and grinding of herbs served as a backdrop for my story. 


  Soon, the table in the dining nook was set, and Ashley, Rachel, and I sat for a wonderful dinner. Strafa had outdone herself in the preparation. The meat was wonderfully cooked, if not odd to eat. The frigid cold of the animal was a peculiar contrast to the tender melting of the glazed stakes. The snowberries added a caramelized crisp edge to the mouth-watering steak. At the same time, the mushrooms blended with the cool fruit in a delightful spicy addition.


  “Gods, I am so tired,” I said. 


  “Dungeon lag gets the best of every adventure. At least it is night while you’re tired. Imagine getting home having just slept in the dungeon. Ugh… it’s why sleeping potions are so important.” Ashley commiserated with me. 


  “I asked The Titans Shield if you could come next time?” I said as a question. 


  “Both Rachel and I have only been to the second level. Got to the cave at the bottom but left. Ugh…It’s horrible.” Ashley said with a disgusted look on her face.


  “For an ice mage, don’t you think it’s weird you don’t like the cold?” 


  “No, perfectly reasonable. It’s because I know how horrid the stuff is.” 


  “So that’s a no.”


  “No…I mean, yes…I would love to go if it’s with you. You could keep me warm after all.” Ashley said with a smile.


  “I would look forward to seeing you in any type of physical action,” Rachel said over her fork. 


  “Well, it is settled then. Do you take the girls in?” I said, looking over at Allie, Faith, Brie, Strafa, Milly, and Sasha.


  “Brie and Allie can come; I want them nice and high-level,” Ashley said. 


  “Strafa doesn’t have the stomach for violence, so I won’t make her, but Faith might. How about you, Eric?” Rachel asked.


  “Sasha will come. I’ll have to talk to Milly and see.” 


  “It’s good of you to ask,” Rachel said, smiling down at her plate.


  “Oh, yes…I would never have one of my lovely Kitsune do something as dangerous as going into a dungeon unless they wanted to. What if they got hurt and I had made them…That would be…well…awful.” Ashley said, looking profoundly disturbed by the notion. 


  “I am going to go get some sleep. I got a class tomorrow, and we have to go house shopping Ashley.”


  “I was hoping…but truly…I know it’s not my house until we are properly wed, but the fact I will be an acting wife of my own manor house in the capitol. It’s a dream…it’s…I’m just so excited, eeee!” Ashley said, lightly stomping her feet up and down on the floor with an excited, girlish squeal.


  “What class will you attend tomorrow?” Rachel asked.


  “Fire magic, I guess.”


  “Well, I go to fire on Tamuss then enchanting, you can come with me.”


  “Coming with you sounds delightful.”


  “Ah…well yes, that too, both?” Rachel said with a stuttered blush. 


  “Well, I am off to bed. See you in the morning.”


  “Remember what I said if you wake up, just hop right into me…my bed, I mean,” Ashley said, stretching her arms suggestively.


  “I’ll keep it in mind,” I said. Though I was tired and sore, it was not as severe as I thought it would be. 


  “Sasha, Milly, you can join me whenever you want. No need to rush.” I said, moving from Ashley to Rachel and kissing them. Walking from the table, I went into my room.


  Lightly closing the door behind me, I let my clothes fall to the floor and climbed into bed. 


  I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow.




  

    Chapter 33


    Fire Class and a home amongst the stars.


  


  ‘Holy shit, the body stat is amazing.’  I thought as I woke from a peaceful night of sleep. ‘All that’s needed is a notification saying well-rested…best sleep ever.’


  Sasha was curled into a cute ball under my right arm along my right side. Her soft breath was gently caressing my chest. Milly was curled on my left side, her plump round ass pressed firmly into me. The sheets and blankets formed a warm haven from the slight chill of the room. The peaceful heat radiated from my two beautiful slaves, a warm balm that held me better than any chains could. 


  Slowly, I moved from between the two with great reluctance. Sliding out with my unnatural grace provided by the system. Pulling Sasha and Milly closer together, I made sure they were comfortably intertwined with each other before I tucked their nearly naked forms in under the blankets. 


  Throwing on a pair of shorts and a robe hanging by the door to my room, I left quietly, shutting the door behind me. The lights of the apartment were nearly off, and the first ghosts of twilight graced the sky. 


  “Good morning, Rachel,” I said as I walked into the kitchen.


  “Mmm…Good morning, Eric.” Rachel said, her loosely braided black hair spilling around her shoulders. She brought a mug of Cossa to her lips. 


  “I told Strafa not to worry about getting up early to make Cossa for us. She was up so late getting the meat prepared to make jerky out of for you.” 


  “That was kind of her.”


  “She was disappointed she might not get to help you wake up this morning.”


  “Luckily, you’re dutifully awake.”


  “That may or may not have been my plan all along,” Rachel added, moving a mug to me as well. Her silky shorts rolled up just past her upper thigh. The airy robe she wore billowed slightly behind her when she moved closer to me. 


  Her blue eyes were full of an easy delight to have me all to herself in the morning. The soft pink of her lips parted in a small smile. Tentatively, she leaned in and softly kissed my lower lip. Setting my mug aside, the hot cossa was forgotten for the warm tongue tapping its tip against my lips. Sliding my hands around the petite waist, I drew Rachel closer to me. Holding her in my arms while she wrapped both legs around me, climbing onto me and diving deeper between the exhalations of our kiss. The rich earth flavor of cossa consumed us as we consumed each other. 


  The tickle of hot flesh pressed through the silk of our shorts. Drifting backward as the press of Rachel’s body became more insistent, I sank onto the sofa with her. Whispered between our fervent explorations, a soft question was asked, “Do you… really not… have slavery where you’re from?”  


  Breaking from our kiss, Rachels’s face a nose length away, I answered, “Mostly, there are still millions enslaved, though it is outlawed.”


  “Truly…And if I wanted to raise slaves to servants, you would be fine with this?”


  “Yes…Why do you think I would answer differently?” 


  “One can never be too careful when talking about such radical ideas.” She whispered, the words barely caressing my ear.


  Gliding her hands from behind my neck, she ran them up to my chest, over my shoulders, and down my arms, taking my robe with them. With a wide smile, she leaned into my lips once more. My hands drifted to the tone curve of her soft ass, pulling her against me. Letting her robe fall to the floor, she brought a dark tan erect nipple to my lips. Sucking on her offering, I teased each nipple with teeth and tongue. 


  “Mmm…Eri…Oh…” Rachel stuttered, breath catching when her grinding hips moved my rigid member into a perfect position. Rocking between the folds of her pussy; the silk barriers between us became sticky from her wet sex. 


  Unlacing her fingers from mine, she moved aside the obstacles to the inferno of her dripping tunnel. Her delicate hand forced the damp silk up my leg and to the side of her dew-covered petals. Running her delicate tongue over her right palm, she coated it in her own lubrication before covering my cock in it. 


  Gripping my shaft, running my wet head through the folds of her pussy to her nub, she sank herself onto me. Each pull of my hands brought me deeper into her, the rocking of her hips allowing her to fit more of me inside her. Her hardcore became a gentle barrier for the tip of my shaft. 


  Clinching walls slickening our movements made way for whimpering moans to sweetly fall into the waiting hunger of our kiss. Our panting, breath-giving joined hope of plunging deeper into the spaces of our combined skin. My hands were covered by silk; gripped flesh was drawn apart in an attempt to dive my cock deeper, letting more hungry warmth surround me. 


  Quivering muscles pulsated, trying to absorb more of my hard cock. Forcing it ever inward. Seed spilling in great waves sent Rachels’s ass collapsing onto me. Holding me tightly with her legs clamped around my waist. The convulsing of her stomach forced her pearl hard into the skin between us. Each clenching arch of her back was rhythmically followed by the shuttering pulsations of her pussy.


  Cheek buried in my neck, I followed her convulsing movements with my own, allowing every shutter to send more of me into her. 


  Sex soaking between us, we stayed embraced. We were resting our heads on each other’s necks, moving only to taste the sweat and skin under our tongues. Light spilled into the room while we held each other, silent, wet tears falling from my shoulder to follow river paths made by our melded bodies.


  We were brought out of our embrace by the sound of a steaming kettle and the gentle rattle of mugs being brought over on a tray by Faith. She set the fresh pot of cossa on the table before heading back to the kitchen, where Strafa was just beginning her morning routine of making breakfast.


  Kissing Rachel, I said, “We should get ready, shouldn’t we.”


  “We could just stay like this all morning?” 


  “That sounds nice to me.”


  “Yes, it does…but you’re going to come with me to the fire magic class? I go on Tamuss, also to enchanting.”


  “That’s what I figured I would do. You don’t mind, do you?”


  “No! Not at all! This is exciting. Ashley never comes…Well, she can’t really do fire magic, so I guess…But you can, and we can spend the morning together.” Rachel said as she slowly separated us. 


  Pouring herself and me a mug, we sat back and drank. Faith moved in a happy pink delight, picking up our clothes and smiling brightly. Her elven face was bringing cheery happiness to the room in the morning. 


  “Ugh…again, another morning.” Ashley moaned, coming from her room. Brie and Allie followed behind her. The fluttering of her robe revealed what she had been sleeping in. 


  Brie’s three red tails and golden tips were flashing behind her like fire as she said, “Good morning, Master Eric.”


  Allie, following in stride, brown tail and twitching ears, said, “Master Eric, good morning.” Her voice was cheery in contrast to Ashley’s.


  “Good morning, Brie and Allie. Ashley, beautiful as always. Did you do something new with your hair?” 


  “Don’t even start with me, remember we’re buying a house today… wouldn’t want me to fall in love with some shack or something, would you?”


  “Fair enough…” I said, handing her a cup of her essential morning beverage. 


  Locking eyes with Rachel for a moment, we exchanged smiles before I headed back to my room to get ready.


  Walking to my bathroom, the room billowed steam, and soft laughter could be heard over the sound of the falling shower. Sliding into the shower, Sasha and Milly greeted me under the running water. Bubbles and giggles were the prescribed treatment for cleaning my body, mind, and soul. 


  Dressed in the black slacks and vest of the college, my chosen preferred attire for classes, I went to find breakfast. Seating myself at the table with a rejuvenated Ashley and studiously dressed Rachel, I ate. Allie brought me a plate filled with a selection of Strafa’s handy work. The Vegetables were crisp and refreshing, blended with spicey eggs and slices of the Arietes from the night before. 


  Digging in with the wash of hot cossa, the customary knock at the door came, and Brie brought three of the morning Imperial Tribunes to the table. 


  Imperial Tribune: September 14, 3212 T.E. Tamuss (Tue).


  Scattered kingdoms at war!


  Imperial sources have confirmed that the armies of the fertile valleys are on the move. Citizens of Eastern Dawn have expressed concerns over these current internal hostilities. Though no Scattered kingdom army has ever tried to foolishly breach the Saltum pass and breach the fortifications made by our glorious Empire, the first and second legions stand ready to defend. As Aquilifer Oppius Corraidhin of the sixth cohort, the first file said, “The stronghold at Saltum has stood for a thousand years. Even if the fools try and take a bite out of the Empire, they’ll find our flesh is made of steel.” Reassuring, as always, the safety of the citizens of Eastern Dawn. Exalted Viscount Morcant Gaius, Tribunus of the second legion at the winter coast Eastern stronghold, under the command of Duke Wintershore, said, “Though our main priority is keeping the Free Isle scum from the coast along the winter shore, the second legion stands ready to defend from the north as well, should the kingdoms think they can invade.” Imperial sources believe this conflict will have no impact on the Empire. Long live Emperor Amulius Tagin and the glorious Empire. 


  -Join the imperial legion, become a hero to all citizens- six gold coin signing bonus-. One gold coin a month-


  -A Parade of Roxclou has been declared for September 17. Come and see the honor-less vanquished of the fallen house Allenoic as she is led through the streets to be sold to pay for the crimes of Viscount Allenoic-


  A knock sounded at the door, and Allie moved from her place at the kitchen counter to answer it. A human man in full college livery walked from the hallway, followed by Allie. His fitted black coat and pressed pants cut sharp lines as he stopped at the joined space of the kitchen, sitting room, and dining area. 


  “Good morning, Exalted Lord Grayson, Exalted Lady Albillac, and Exalted Lady Wintershore. I was sent by the college administration to deliver a polite reminder that all Exalted mages must visit the Halls of Roxclou weekly instead of the standard once-per-month visit.” The man said, bending in a half bow. 


  “…Yes, yes…Very well,” I said, not having any idea about what he was talking about.


  “Wonderful Exalted Lord, may you have a pleasant day.” Bowing once more to the three of us, he spun crisply, the tails of his coat pirouetting behind him as he left. 


  Turning to Ashley and Rachel, I asked, “So, what’s that about?” As the door to our apartment closed. 


  Setting their forks down and looking at each other, Rachel started, “It’s, well…The talk of the breeding halls was not just for show. Exalted male mages must lay with one of the Beast kin held in the pins of Roxclou once a week or donate blood.”


  Tugging on the sleeves of her fitted black jacket, white lace flecked with gold spilling from around her neck, Ashely said, “Exalted Ladies must donate blood once a week for the ritual of impregnation.”


  “I see, and this ritual?” 


  “The blood is used to fertilize a female, resulting in pregnancy,” Rachel added, her food now lying forgotten. 


  “There is no way around this?”


  “I am afraid not. The halls of Roxclou at the college usually only have third or fourth-generation Beast kin, though, sometimes second, but they are nearly complete in their transition to Demi-humans. Primes, first and second generations, are managed by the temples of Roxclou. For the common nobles and citizens to use.” Ashley said with a dejected, hopeful look. 


  “It’s…you must, Eric. Every time you lie with one, though they are made extra fertile, pregnancy is not guaranteed. The blood, though, that never fails unless there is a miss carriage.” Rachel said, her arms crossed over the vest she wore on top of her short-sleeved dress. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and a pair of sapphire blue glasses dangled from her neck.


  “Can I buy the beast kin from the college?”


  “Yes…however, if you buy one of the breeders, they must become pregnant within two months. Also, if you visit the halls and after three months no pregnancy is attributed to you, you will have to give blood for the ritual.” Rachel answered.


  “What about the offspring?”


  “If they are from a purchased slave, they are your property, born in the halls, they are sold by the Empire and college to a slave house,” Ashley said, twirling her fork in her food.


  Glancing over at the happy bustle of the household eating, I thought to myself, ‘I can’t…I mean, I could…there has got to be a way? Could I…yes, that would work…I wonder?” 


  “Do the children of bought beast kin have to be from me?” 


  “Well, no…I guess it is assumed. If you bought them, they would be yours or from your household?”


  “Would they check?”


  “No, as long as they are progressing from their beast kin form to one of a Demi-human. Why?”


  “Just some thoughts for later. What time is fire magic?” 


  “10:00,” Rachel said.


  The same soft knocking came from the balcony door as from yesterday. Sasha moved to the door and let Thera inside.


  “Good morning, Master Eric, Mistress Ashley, Mistress Rachel.”


  “Good morning, Thera. How are you?”


  “Wonderful, Master, thank you for asking.”


  “And things aboard ship?” 


  “Quite well taken care of, Master. Timmothy wanted me to inform you that he will be waiting with a carriage at noon out front of the eastern entrance to the tower.”


  “Excellent, Ashley. You’ll be ready?”


  “Yes, I am looking forward to it. Who would you like to bring with us?” 


  “I will take Sasha.” 


  “Might I take Milly; this will be a genial introduction to the city and nobles. I think it would be good for her.” Ashley asked with a fun smile.


  “That’s a promising idea. Milly?”


  “Whatever Master wishes, but I would love to see the city with you and mistress Ashely,” Milly said excitedly. 


  “Wonderful, it is settled then. Thera, will the carriage be big enough?” 


  “I imagine so. Timmothy retained a luxury carriage service, used by many of the nobles and Exalted ones while they are at college.”


  “Very good, and how are Alma and Iolanthe doing?”


  “Much better, Master, though they are restless, and their fear gets the best of them sometimes.” 


  “Could they handle coming in the carriage?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Hum, well, tell Timmothy to bring them if he thinks it’s a good idea. Tell him to tell Alma and Iolanthe we are house shopping, and I want to see how they would look in the Master bedrooms. Have them dressed appropriately if they are coming, but nothing too outlandish.” 


  “Understood, Master. Is that all?” The blue-haired fairy queen finished with a curtsy while hovering in midair. She wore a much too small skirt, hidden only by the tails of her open corset court coat. 


  “Yes. And beautiful as always, Thera. Have a good rest of your day, and tell the others we should have a home soon for them to tend to. And places for all of your soul plants and trees.”


  “They will all be so happy! Bye, Master!” Thera said, a flutter of black and gold as she sped from the apartment.


  “Sasha, I was wondering if you could work your magic on my new cloak?” 


  “The black one, Master Eric?”


  “Yes.”


  “Absolutely. Is there anything you want on it?”


  “Just the silver and green plants you are getting so good at making.”


  “I will get to work on it right away.” 


  “Milly, did you think about coming?” 


  “It sounds exciting…I don’t know how much help I will be, but I will do my best!” 


  “That’s all anyone can ask. So, we’re agreed we’ll head in after class tomorrow?” I asked the table.


  “Oh, sounds fun,” Ashley said, smiling.


  “Should be enlightening. Noon tomorrow that works with my schedule.”


  After receiving assent from everyone, I got up and grabbed one of Rachel’s quills left on an end table. Pulling the Titans’ shield guild coin out, I wrote the time and place on the back. After a few seconds, the ink sunk into the coin. Replaced a few moments later by the words, we will see you then.


  “9:47. Time to go, I think Rachel?” I said while I took a few more bites of food.


  “Oh, yes…Let me… just… grab my bag.” Rachel said around a mouth full of food as she went and got her supplies.


  Linking arms in the hallway, we went side by side to the elevator. Standing with the attendant, we arrived on one of the first layer floors of the college. Stepping into a milling crowd of students, the black mass sparkled with hints of gold. Guided by Rachel’s arm, she led me down the marble tile and past large wood doors.


  Reaching a door with a flame carved into it, we walked through. The smaller amphitheater with one and two-person sofas arched around a small stage and lectern. On one side of the stage was a table with a display of transparent glass domes with nothing in them. 


  Winding our way through, we took a comfortable love seat near the back left of the class. I noted we had a direct view of the display. Settling ourselves in the seat, Rachel took a parchment notebook out of her bag, a flame embossed on the front. Setting it on the movable writing desk, she snuggled closer to me, holding my hand in her lap.


  When the rest of the students found their places, there were perhaps one hundred students or so in the room. An older woman walked out from a back door at the rear of the stage. She organized some papers on the lectern and made some adjustments to the glass bell domes. 


  “Good morning, Exalted Lords and Ladies. Let us all rise for the Imperial devotion.” She said. 


  Everyone stood, including me, and spoke the words. The flag of the Empire was displayed proudly on the upper back wall of the stage. 


  “Eternally devoted, we stand with the Emperor, forever the Exalted, noble mages defend. Under Ack we obey; by Alleystra we thrive; by Sippsie we are pleased; and by Roxclou we are served.”


  “Very good. You may be seated.” The older woman said. The black of her dress was tight against her body, the long sleeves surrendering no flesh as they flowed to cover her neck completely. Her blond hair was pulled back in a tight bun, just like Rachel’s. 


  Sharp eyes addressed the class, “Fire magic, as we know, is the affinity that can vary most wildly in mana use. As with the smallest flicker of Mana used to light a candle. Heating small portions of the candle wick to start a flame.” She said while moving over to a candle set next to one of the glass domes. With a wave of her hand, smoke drifted up, and a small flame appeared.


  “Or to the complete burn of mana to create a flame construct whose life is measured by the amount of mana placed in it,” she said, focusing on the palm of her hand as a small bird took shape. The Mana was quickly coalescing and bursting into flame before taking flight. The small fiery bird flew from her hand over the heads of the students, swooshing and spinning, before dissipating in a trail of sparks.


  “The three components of fire are heat, of course, something for that heat to consume, and air. To demonstrate, this candle is consuming the wick and wax, the air from the room breathes life into it, and the heat from the consumption produces a continuation of the flame. Take one away, and…” she said, moving the dome over the candle, and in a few seconds, the flame went out.


  “So, we see, as fire mages, we must decide which components to replace with mana in our castings.” With a wave of her hand, the flame on the candle came back to life, though the glass enclosure was still around it. 


  “By replacing the need for air with that of Mana, the fire can continue to burn. However, this substitution significantly increases the cost of the flame. And instead of a sole cast, it becomes a channeled spell.” After a few seconds, the candle flame went out again. 


  “By replacing all the components of fuel, air, and heat with mana, the cost of mana is six-fold.” With another focused look, a blue flame appeared floating in the far-right glass dome.


  Letting the flame die, she said, “heat is the most common substitution followed by fuel; as if you ever find yourself in a place without air, well, then you’re already most likely dead.” 


  She went on to explain the importance of what types of focus to have while selecting what to burn. She even suggested carrying flammable liquids in potion bottles to throw and ignite. Rachel studiously took notes next to me, all while her foot rubbed up and down my leg. 


  The instructor even noted that there were types of air that would have explosive effects when added to the smallest spell. She, of course, was talking about hydrogen, and she made clear that the spell form should only be formed to burn this type of air when close to an enemy and not before the flame spell was cast. 


  The scratch of Rachel’s quill played a melodic rhythm for the hour we were in the class. I was half paying attention to the demonstrations and more focused, trailing my hand up and down Rachel’s thigh. I was not the only one slightly bored, while others on the love seats were far more engaged than me, many of the girl’s heads bobbing up and down, clearly servicing their assigned husbands in the middle of class.


  “Thank you all for your attendance, and your presence has been noted by the room. Next week, I will go over flame shaping and ways to substitute Mana for other materials.” The teacher ended and walked back into what I guessed was her office. 


  “Instructor Tamara is quite nuanced in her teaching. Too bad most don’t pay enough attention to learn anything.” Rachel said. 


  “I did notice a few were enthusiastically distracted.”


  “Oh, yes, that…some of the acting wives can’t even do fire magic, and they just come to entertain their husbands. Others well, they do like putting on a show.”


  “And you don’t?”


  “No…I mean, if you want, then of course, yes!” 


  “No, no, I preferred our more subtle distraction.”


  “Yes, me too… It did make taking notes a lot more fun and ambidextrous.” Rachel said while lacing her fingers in mine while we waited for the class to exit. 


  “So, you go to enchanting next?”


  “Mmm hum.”


  “What’s that like?” 


  “You’ll have to come and see. But it’s roomier, and there is space to work and move around in. It’s also more private.”


  “Oh, that sounds fun.” 


  “We can make it interesting. But let’s head back up. You have to go house shopping today.” Rachel said, the sway of her dress leading my eyes as her extended backward hand pulled me through the class. 


  Hands laced together, Rachel rode the elevator with me back to our apartment floor. Leaving the elevator with a light kiss, I let Rachel head to her enchanting class and headed onto my adventure with Ashley. 


  Spices and cooking meat drifted through the apartment. The undertones of floral scents were weighed down by the heady smells. The bright light of afternoon spilled into the open living area as Strafa went about her tasks. The thunk of a knife at work and the happy humming of a mindless tune drifted from Strafa’s kitchen kingdom. 


  “Smells wonderful, Strafa.”


  “Master! I didn’t hear you come in. How was your class?” Strafa said, bunny ears flopping and puffy tail peeking out above short shorts. 


  “Good, interesting. What are you making?” I asked while the bunny girl set her knife down and walked over to me. The Crop tank top she wore sporting a few spice stains already.


  “I am drying and baking the meat you brought, so you can take some tomorrow for the dungeon…Welcome home, Master.” She said with a pause before tossing her arms around me and pressing her lips to mine for a kiss. 


  Cooking spices filled my mouth along with her soft tongue. Squeezing her tightly, I lifted her from the ground, feet dangling as she greeted me. Back on the floor once more, I said, “You are working so hard. Thank you, I’ll have to do something for you.”


  “Humm…how about instead of for you do it to me,” Strafa said with a twinkling smile, turning back to slicing.


  “I think that could be arranged,” I said, walking around the counter. 


  “Welcome home, Master Eric!” Faith said, the happy canter washing over me like summertime bubbles. The pink hair of the elf was pulled back in a ponytail, bouncing as merrily as she was right into my arms.


  “Mmm…you taste like Strafa.” Faith said, unhooking her legs from around my back, her short skirt falling into place once more. 


  “It’s delicious, I love a little bit of bunny on the lips,” she added playfully.


  “Come on, I will help you get dressed; Mistress Ashley will be cross if you’re late,” Faith said, tugging my hand towards my room. Shooting a smile at Sasha, who was working on my coat at a desk in the corner of the living area, I was led through my door. 


  With the speed and grace that only an elf could muster, my buttons were undone, and my shoes were unlaced. Burying her face in my chest and sniffing me deeply, Faith pronounced, “No need to shower, good, now what to wear?”


  Throwing open my wardrobe, she began pulling out items of clothing, hanging them from chairs, and laying them on the bed. Pants, socks, and shirts were lane out. With an expert eye, Faith held clothes up to me until she found the combination only Ashley and she would find appropriate was selected.


  Sliding me into my clothes, I now wore black pants, a fitted white shirt, and an emerald-green tunic with silver embroidered trim. Sitting on the bed, I let Faith kneel in front of me and put on my boots. When she was done, she crossed her arms over my knees and rested her head on my lap. 


  “Thank you, Faith, that was efficient.”


  “Mmm…humm…Had to be; couldn’t have us getting distracted.”


  “Not even a little bit?”


  “Nothing little bits about it. You have got a big day with Mistress Ashley.”


  “Oh…What a bother, but I do suppose you’re right.”


  “Mmm…I suppose I am.” Faith said while rubbing her head all over my crotch before standing up. Reaching out my arms, I let her drag my lazy form from the bed. 


  Grabbing my weird, gooey belt, I looped it around myself, attaching my sword as well. The belt changed colors and blended seamlessly into the outfit.


  “How’s it coming along, Sasha?” I asked, walking from my room. Faith was right behind me. 


  “Almost done, Master Eric,” Sasha said with a pleased smile from her work area. 


  Heading over to one of the lounge chairs, I sat, placing my sword in my storage ring. Checking my watch, the time was 11:45. ‘I’ll have to get some things for the dungeon tomorrow as well, I can’t have Milly or Sasha freezing. I wonder if I will have time to make some enchantments…Might be able to pick up some supplies for that as well.’ I thought to myself, thinking about what the dungeon would be like with more people in it. 


  Ashley spilled from her room, a swirl of deep blue. Her auburn hair fell unrestrained, a cascading wave of dark fire over the top of her short cape. Her gloved hands were hidden in light blue, white lace ringing her wrist where the long sleeves of her topcoat hid her skin from view. Looped through her fingers, a delicate gold chain dangled. From behind her modestly flared skirts came Milly.


  With halting steps, Milly walked into full view. Chestnut hair pulled back in a long braid allowed for the small snow-white horns on her head to peek out. Her eyes focused on the floor as I looked her over. Black shoes, with black and white stockings, covered her legs past her knees. The same black and white pattern spotted her short shorts. From the back, I could see the swaying swish of a cow tail that I knew she did not possess. Her chest was wrapped in a tube top of the same print, and a large gold cowbell had been attached to her gold collar.


  “So, what do you think, Husband?” Ashley asked a wonderful twinkle in her eyes.


  “Oh, it’s utterly amazing.” 


  “Really?” Ashley asked.


  “Quite beautiful, Milly. Do you like it?”


  “Yes! Mistress Ashley got the outfit for me. I never thought I would wear something so wonderfully made.” Milly said excitedly, the flick of her tail speeding up.


  Getting up, I moved around her, “Where is the tail attached to?” I saw the new appendage coming from a small hole in her shorts.


  “Umm…” Milly said with a blush,


  “Oh, it’s a plug. It has a small enchantment on it to make it move.” Ashley said with a happy smile. 


  “I see…” I said, running my hand over Milly and along her tail.


  “Eee… Oh…I can feel that…That’s nice.” Milly said with a small shutter when I gave the plug a slight tug.


  “Shall we go? We don’t want to be late. Lots to do. Sasha, is it ready?” Ashley asked while securing her sun hat and ensuring Milly’s chain was loose enough.


  “Yes, Mistress, just finished,” Sasha said, getting up and letting my coat unfurl. It was now no longer just black; it had swirls of green vines and silver leaves on it. 


  “I guess we had better,” I answered, taking the coat from Sasha and giving her a kiss. 


  “Have fun, Master. I am looking forward to the dungeon tomorrow,” Sasha said, releasing her arms from around my waist.


  Arm in arm, we headed through the college. With Milly following behind us, the surreptitious glances of the students followed us to the eastern entrance to the mage tower. Down the steps of the college, waiting on the cobblestone that surrounded the base of the college tower, were a half dozen rickshaws and about the same number of carriages. Waiting patiently by the side door of one was Timmothy. He was finally dressed in a completely black Butler suit, and his aged elven face lent itself to an air of regal formality. 


  Four centaurs pulled the carriage, their upper halves covered in nice-looking workwear. Two males and two females pulled the 4.5-meter-long carriage body, while the whole thing was over 6 meters in length. Black lacquered wood outlined tinted crystal windows obscuring the inside. Silver lanterns hung from the front and rear and finally made folding metal steps led to the side door. It was closer to a limousine than a carriage, although the 2-meter-high wagon wheels did dispel the illusion some. 


  “Good afternoon, Exalted Lord Grayson and Exalted Lady Wintershore,” Timmothy said with a formal bow. 


  “Very good, Timmothy, right on time, just as I like. Are we ready then?”


  “Yes, Master, it should take three-quarters of an hour to reach the first house,” Timmothy said while he opened the door to the carriage. 


  Holding Ashley’s hand, I let her climb in and followed. The rear and front of the cabin had plush black leather seating. The floor was lined not with a carpet but with some kind of black and gold fur. It was surprisingly soft. Alma and Iolanthe were kneeling on the floor as I got in. Iolanthe’s two soft lilac tails spilled around her knees, making her look like she was sitting on a purple cloud. Almas’s sheer white halter dress hung just above her knees and matched Iolanthe’s. 


  Taking my spot at the rear of the carriage, Ashley passed Milly’s gold leash over to me, letting her settle in next to me. Eyeing me for approval, Ashley cast a glance at the two kitsune. They had stayed as serine-looking as possible. I nodded to her. 


  “Alma, Iolanthe, come and sit with me,” Ashely said in a soft, soothing voice. 


  “Yes, Mistress Ashley.” They answered together after looking at me and receiving a nod as well. 


  The two crawled seductively to Ashley before placing themselves on each side of her, draping their arms over her shoulders and settling their heads on each side of her in the crook of her neck. Ashley held each of their proffered hands in her lap, stroking them lightly. 


  Timmothy climbed onto the back of the carriage, and with a slight jerk, we were moving. The ride was smooth, and the cobblestone of the tower sent barely any vibrations through the shocks into the body of the transport. 


  “So, what do you know about the houses in the noble district?” I asked. Looking out the window, I was amazed by the clarity of the windows, and it was hard to remember no one could see inside. 


  “My father, the Duke, has one of the estates here in the capital, though I have only been a few times. The area is massive, as each of the estates sits on exactly 10 acres (0.045 square kilometers) of land. The manors and grounds are another way for the nobles to display their wealth and compete with each other.” Ashley said. 


  “That’s a lot of land. How many are there?” 


  “Oh, I have no idea. But my guess would be thousands. As the two classes of nobles, the exalted mages and common nobility can both own them. It’s one of the few playful ways they can compete with each other.” Ashley said between her petting of Alma and Iolanthe.


  “How much does something like that cost Mistress Ashley?” Milly asked, transfixed by the buildings passing and the menagerie of people on the college east high street. 


  “That all depends. The standard tax on all the plots of land is one mithril coin a year. That gives you the right to build and use the land. Don’t pay the tax, and the Empire takes everything regardless of improvements.”


  “So then, after the taxes, it is just based on what is built?” I asked as I leaned over and laid my legs on Milly’s lap. 


  “Yes. Most will have manors built, slave houses, and gardens. Some grow herbs and even magical trees. Animals are generally frowned upon unless they are rare or specialty kinds. No common cows or pigs, Ack forbid.” Ashley answered as we moved through the outer college wall gate and into the noble’s district.


  The change was gradual, but the area around the wall was filled with small shops and taverns. Temples of the Goddess Sippsie were commonly placed. Two and three-story stone buildings with colorful stones and banners flapping in the wind. Priestesses tended to parishioners in the front of the buildings, serving beers and food. They Danced on stages or tables for the display and pleasure of all. The clothes they did have on hid little and elicited much. Both men and women kissed the Priestesses or had them on their laps.


  “Are Sippsie’s Priestesses slaves?” 


  “By the goddess, no, most are common citizens or nobles. The Slaves of Roxclou tend to the slave duties for the other temples, but they are forbidden to take coin for the goddess.” Ashley said wanly. “I thought I would be a priestess when I was younger, honoring the goddess with my body…But Father, and then college…And now you…I am glad I met you. It is better this way. I’m still jealous Rachel got to spend two years with her mother at a temple, though.”


  “What? Her mother is a Sippsie priestess?” I asked, watching the ornate gates and sculpted trees and bushes pass by. 


  “Yes, a high priestess, in fact. The Duke fathered her while making a donation to the high Priestess in Dimond City. All children born in such a way are given full family rights. Her father raised her, then when she was old enough, she went to her mother until we came to the college.” 


  “So are the temples brothels?”


  “Brothel, what is that?”


  “A place where people trade sex for money? Like a restaurant, but instead of food, it’s sex.”


  “Well, yes then, the Holy Sippsie temples are brothels, I suppose. You donate coins to the goddess and the holy fluids of God Ack, which the Priestess collects and consumes for the goddess.” Ashley said, thinking seriously.


  “Well, Holy temple brothels, okay then,” I thought, ‘Looks like Rachel might have had a more interesting past than her bookish appearance lets on….’ 


  The carriage followed the main thoroughfares of the noble district, streets designed to have two wagons travel on each side of the road. Side roads ran deeper into the plots of land. Fences of rod iron with great decorative gates lined the street. While others were made of wood, some finely polished, others in clear states of disrepair.


  Traveling along East College High Street, we approached the far eastern gate to the city. Turning south along east out wall road, another twenty minutes passed before the carriage turned into the ruins of a once-great estate. The gates hung limply with a chain holding them closed. Waiting in front of the gates was a rickshaw, an older man, and a young slave attendant. 


  Speaking to Timmothy, the slave girl opened the gate. A pitted and unkempt road led us deeper into the grounds. Weeds and overhanging trees marred our path. In the center of the grounds, we looped in front of the half-burned-out husk of a mansion. The circle courtyard fountain was green with stagnant water, and the gravel was grown over with clumps of grass.


  Stepping from the carriage, I lent a hand to Ashely, “Is this the first one, Timmothy?” I asked. 


  “Yes, Master Grayson, this was the residents of the once noble house of La Cecil. The house has been empty for the past two years. The price is quite good at four mithril. One for current taxes and three for past taxes. Though, as you can see, it will take substantial work to get it ready to live in.” Timmothy said, following me up to the charred front doors.


  ‘The whole thing would have to come down…I guess this is the fixer-upper option….’ I thought as I turned to Ashley. 


  Eye’s meeting, she gave a hesitant smile, “It is cheap, but it will take a month of work through the construction guilds to get something close to ready.”


  “Well, we are not going inside. Let’s put this on the last option for now if nothing else suits us?” 


  “That would be best, I think…Come, Alma, Iolanthe.” Ashley said, heading back to the carriage.


  Timmothy spoke to the man, and he nodded, heading back to his rickshaw. I climbed back into the plush interior and settled once more on Milly.


  Heading out from the decrepit estate, we turned once more onto East Outer Wall Road and headed to the next major intersection. Turning right, the centaurs pulled us along the street past the joining intersections of Exalted Way, Emperor Drive, and Temple Street. Almost another forty minutes later, the same rickshaw was waiting by a stone gate. 


  The gate was done in what I could only closely call an Art Deco style. The hideous mosaic of tiles did little except dizzy the eye. The stone drive was a mismatch of colors and shapes. ‘There is no way this is going to be good.’ I thought as the path led to a triangle mansion courtyard. 


  Stepping out, I took one look at the house as Timmothy approached. The thing was a mismatch of shapes, and the carnival colors did nothing to blend the stacks of cubes, hexagons, and off-kilter triangles together. Timmothy walked up beside me.


  “What by all the gods is that?” I asked.


  “Ah, I was not sure if you would be a fan of the art collector Lord Crussol Evreux. It is a notable sought-after property, and the bidding between the nobles has reached a price of thirteen mithril.”


  “That high…”


  “He is a prominent art dealer, and his house is the envy of many,” Ashley said to my left side.


  “Well, I would rather build a house from the ground up than buy this abomination, but I suppose art is subjective.” 


  “I believe we both subjectively agree this is not to our tastes,” Ashley added.


  “Yes, I am getting a headache from just looking at it.” 


  “Very well then, the next house. The mistress of the home is in and is expecting us.” Timmothy said to me while he shook his head at the man in the rickshaw.


  Climbing back in the carriage once more, I was treated to the view of the passing estates. Once, on Emperor Drive, the main road that led to the gates of the imperial palace, we turned down a side street. The second plot of land from the main road was the estate we were going to. 


  A well-kempt fence ran to the middle, with brick columns and rod iron in between. Tasteful flowering vines grew along the fence and provided a soft blue and yellow burst of color as one looked deeper into the grounds. Reaching the middle of the property, there was a servant on horseback waiting. I watched as they talked to the man in the rickshaw and led us onto the estate. 


  Dappled shade covered the slight incline of the path. The outer section of the grounds was a well-maintained section of forest. Breaking from the trees after a few minutes led to open gardens and the front of the manor house. Finely crushed gravel was lain on the front drive and around one side of the house. I could only just see the outlines of the outbuildings; their shapes were broken by trees and flowering bushes. 


  The front of the home was not immaculate; ivy grew on the north side of the building, and the telling signs of age slowly crept throughout the area. The front of the building had double doors that awaited the entrance of guests. Sets of three tall windows lined each side of the door, matching the ones on the two stories above the first. Gabled roofs and angles hid windows and chimneys. To each side of the center, houses were rounded towers, some levels enclosed by windows, while others offered covered patios. The cylinder towers rose above the main house, conical roofs pointing to the heavens.


  Side wings of the manor grew from the corner towers, hinting at the internal size. The roof was done in black tiles, not unlike the Spanish-style red clay shingles from Back on Earth. While not painted terracotta red, the clean brown trim and dark green allowed the places where white was displayed to vibrantly stand out. 


  Getting from the carriage, I absently held my hand for Ashley to climb out. She was smiling broadly and gazing lovingly at the home. Meeting each other’s eyes, we both just smiled. The air was filled with the smell of cut grass and loamy soil. The crunching of gravel broke the daze I found myself in.


  “I can see this is far more to your tastes, Master Grayson,” Timmothy said, walking up next to us.


  “Yes, I think it is.”


  Walking closer to the doors of the estate, a servant stepped out, “Exalted Lord Eric Grayson and Exalted Lady Ashley Wintershore, welcome to the Cezmen De Montfort manor. I am head steward, Ashland; welcome.”


  “Thank you, Ashland; Baroness Montfort is expecting us?” 


  “Yes, she is most honored to show her home to the Exalted ones,” Ashland said with another bow.


  Walking forward with Ashley on my left arm, her trailing Milly’s leash behind her with Alma and Iolanthe walking behind Milly, we entered. “The Baroness is having tea prepared in the east room. I will guide you to her if it pleases, Exalted Ones.” 


  “Yes, very well,” I said, following into the main greeting hall. The room drew the eye to the center, where two curved staircases snaked along the side to the second floor. White marble veined with black tiled the floor, guiding the eye up words. The ceiling was a deep blue, almost black, and the night sky had been replicated meticulously. The moon and planets of this alien solar system hung gracefully amidst the backdrop of stars. The light spilling in through the windows allowed for only the brightest of the celestial bodies to be seen. 


  “It is quite the entrance spectacle at night during balls,” Ashland said, leading us to the right. Through double doors, we walked into an entertainment parlor or a large room I would have guessed would have been used for such. As of now, there was no furniture save for a table by a carved marble fireplace. 


  Through two more rooms, we walked, each devoid of furniture and paintings. However, they still held their previous splendor. At a single door, Ashland knocked, waited a moment then opened the door.


  “My Lady Montfort, may I introduce the Exalted Lord Eric Grayson and Exalted Lady Ashley Wintershore,” Ashland said as we entered the room. 


  Sitting in a high wing-backed chair in front of a round table was an aged woman. Gray hair neatly pulled back in a bun, ornamentations of cut gemstones holding it in place. A kindly wrinkled face smiled from atop a shawl of rich emerald green. 


  “Do forgive me, Exalted Lord and Lady, if I cannot stand and bow appropriately.” Baroness Montfort said, a sweet crackle in her voice.


  “Think nothing of it, Baroness. May we sit?” I asked, nodding politely to her breach of formality.


  “Of course, come, let us have tea and speak.” 


  Allowing a serving slave to pull our chairs out, Ashley and I sat across from the Baroness. “This is a wonderful home.” I began.


  “It has been good to the Montfort’s for a long time. Did you enjoy the entryway?” Baroness Montfort said as the slight click of her teacup on her saucer punctuated the tremble in her hand.


  “It was just as beautiful as I have heard my father describe,” Ashley said.


  “Ah yes, The Exalted Duke did attend, twice in fact, when he was younger, our solstice galas…Wonderful times.” 


  “I would have loved to see one,” Ashley said, sipping her tea that had just been poured by a slave girl.


  “Maybe you might get the chance. I would hate to see the work of three generations of the Exalted Barons Montfort gone to waste.”


  “That would be tragic,” I said with misleading familiarity.


  “The Montfort’s were enchanters, right.” Ashley said, pausing, then quickly adding, “Oh, I am so sorry, forgive me….”


  “It is quite alright, dear. The pains of the past, though not forgotten, are not as sharp as they once were.”


  “Where are you moving to?” I asked, segueing the conversation.


  “Out to our…my, country Barony. The capitol holds too many memories and too much political maneuvering for my liking now.” The Baroness said. “Come, let Ashland show you the house and grounds. Then we can talk more.” 


  Getting up, both Ashley and I nodded, “A wonderful idea.” 


  Following Ashland, he led us through the different parts of the house. The main dining room sat empty but ready for a large table. A ballroom, polished wood floor inlaid with planets and stars, with chandeliers that complemented the star theme. 


  “What was that about her family?” I asked as we walked through the main kitchen, with Large counters, stoves, and a cooled pantry.


  “The Montfort’s were enchanters; they had a son and two daughters. The son was in the legion, and he died from a void beast attack along with the daughters. Each died while carrying their children. The Exalted Baron died shortly after or at the same time is unclear, leaving the Baroness, the circumstances of their death is somewhat a mystery.”


  “Oh, shit…”


  “Yes, they were a well-liked family. The great grandfather Montfort is the one who built this house. He was the first enchanter in the family and loved to watch the night sky, supposedly.” Ashley said as we walked through guest rooms and headed for the second floor. 


  Offices attached to the manor library and rooms for reading and looking over the grounds abounded. “The Master suites are on the third floor; each has a bathing room complete with enchanted hot and cold water.”


  The rooms had all been cleared save for the occasional table or chair. White plain curtains hung over the windows. Carved woodwork was brought to the forefront by the absent vacant feel. The Master suites were large with three rooms in each, one a bathing room, a bed-chamber, and a sitting living area. 


  Reaching the east Master room, I said, “Alma, Iolanthe. Walk around the room. I want to see you in it.” ‘Have to give them something to be reassured about.’ I thought after saying. I watched them sway around the rooms, going through doors or leaning seductively against the walls and door frames. They really were trying hard to impress me.


  “Enough, wait by the door. You two will fit wonderfully in the room.” I said, watching a relieved and happy smile cross their faces. ‘Whatever helps, I suppose….’


  “Ashland, tell me, does the manor have a place for enchanting work?”


  “Yes, though it is not in the manor proper. The workshop is in the closest outbuilding. Would you like to see it?” 


  “No, that will be fine. What enchantments does the house have?”


  “There are more than most. All the water is magical, with both hot and cold taps. The roof has a repair and water-repellent enchantment. There are enchantments to ring for servants in all the rooms. And the roads and paths around the grounds are kept clear and repaired by one as well.” Ashland answered.


  “And the ceiling?”


  “Ah yes, there are many enchantments to mimic the motion of the stars and give off light. In the southwest tower, there is as well a view…a…scope… Used by the great Exalted Elder Montfort. It has enchantments as well, but I am afraid I do not know what they do.” Ashland answered as I absently rubbed Alma’s back.


  “Ashley, are we agreed?” 


  “Oh, most assuredly, it is a wonderful find.”


  “Ashland, I believe we can return to the Baroness.”


  “Very well, Exalted Lord Grayson, right this way.” 


  I was following behind Ashland through the main hallways and down wide flights of stairs. The house was far too large to see all at once. Once more, in the east tearoom, Ashland led us to the table, seats proffered to us by the waiting slave attendants.


  Shawl wrapped tightly around her, the Baroness said, “Did you like what you saw of the house?”


  “It’s wonderful, everything I could hope for in a home,” Ashley said.


  “I do enjoy it, Baroness Montfort,” I said, letting Ashley express the excitement I felt for the both of us. 


  “Thank you, Exalted Lord Grayson, you are very kind to say so. You remind me of my late husband some.” The Baroness said, sitting herself up and focusing more. “Now, shall we discuss the price?”


  “That would be agreeable to me. What did you have in mind?”


  “Horrible time of year to sell a house, and with Lord Crussol Evreux having his house up for sale at the same time as well. 7 mithril, I think would be appropriate.”


  Looking at Ashley, I said, “Dear Baroness, that does seem low.” 


  “Yes, well, I know it is shy by a few coins, but market and time dictate price. I do not want to wait until the spring season to sell and get more.”


  “What if I offered 12 mithril if you left everything here as well.”


  “No, no…That is much too high, Exalted Lord Grayson. I would feel I had robbed you at that price. Even with the furnishings and bound house slaves, that price is much too high. 8 mithril.” 


  ‘This was odd…we were haggling in reverse….’ I thought. “9 Mithril and I will go no lower. As well, you will leave me all the enchanting equipment, keeping only what has sentimental value.” 


  “That…That is agreeable. Henry did love his tools, though I know he would want them used and not packed away. I will give you everything but his favorite devouring fountain pen.”


  “That is agreeable. You said there were house slaves. How many?” 


  “There are 12 currently, some with children.”


  Looking at Ashley, she explained, “Quite unusual…It was a favored practice in the past. But as slaves did not increase the value notably, it fell from favor. They serve the house and owner but cannot be sold off as they are contracted to the house, and then the Master of the house, they become part of the home.”


  “Very well then.”


  “Ashland, the deed, please.” The Baroness said as Ashland produced a large parchment with names and crests stamped on it. The Baroness signed her name next to a crest that had been stamped previously. I carefully folded the parchment after Ashland handed me the deed. 


  “Now, all that’s left is to register payment with the bank, then the assessors with the temple of Alleystra,” Ashley said with a wide smile. 


  “When I have received confirmation, I will be on my way to my country estate late tomorrow morning, if that is acceptable to you, Exalted Lord Grayson?” 


  “Yes, that is fine. I suppose we should head to the bank and then the temple. It was a pleasure, Baroness Montfort; I hope the country life does you well.”


  “Thank you, Exalted Lord Grayson. I hope you find as much happiness in this house as we did.” 


  Being led back to the front of the mansion, we entered the carriage once more. Timmothy spoke to the man in the rickshaw again, garnering me a small bow before he departed. Deed secured in hand, we headed to the closest Imperial bank. 


  “What was the man in the rickshaw about?” I asked Ashley while we traveled. 


  “Oh, that is just a property facilitator. They are required to be present by law but are mostly unneeded by the nobles. They help if a price cannot be agreed upon or if there is a dispute of some kind. They mostly work for the common citizens.” Ashley answered while she nestled into Milly.


  “Ah, I see. Alma, Iolanthe, you did very well today. I am most happy with you.” 


  “Truly, Master, thank you. Will Iolanthe receive a candle flame reward?” Iolanthe said with her head in my lap as I stroked her hair. 


  Thinking, I said to her, “No, I have things to do. However, when you and Alma are back in our room aboard the ship, you may pleasure each other. But no permanent marks or harm. In fact, you may start by kissing each other if you would like? But only that, until you are back in our room. I want it to smell like the two of you when I visit next.” I said.


  “I would love to please Iolanthe if it pleases Master,” Alma said, moving from my side. 


  “Iolanthe loves Alma. She is so good with her tongue, fingers, and fire.” 


  “No fire, Iolanthe,” I said as they began to kiss each other, holding each other on the floor of the wagon.


  “Iolanthe will be pleased without the burning. The tummy fire from Alma will be enough, Master.”


  With the two kitsune distracted by each other, I could focus my thoughts now on what else I had to get done; it was just after 16:30. I would register payment with the bank, then register the manor at the temple of Alleystra, and then Ashley and I could do some shopping for the dungeon run tomorrow.


  Leaving the kitsune entwined on the floor of the wagon passionately kissing, both Ashley and I went into the bank. The grandiose setting was almost the same as the other banks I had been in. The slave attendant retrieved a book with my name on it and went about confirming the transfer of funds. When she was done, I was handed a less elaborate title to the house with a confirmed receipt and stamp on it. 


  With Alma and Iolanthe still occupied with each other on the floor, we headed to the main registrar temple operated by the priestesses of Alleystra. The carriage began to be filled with the heady scent of the kitsune, and a blushing smile crept onto Ashley’s face. I knew she was beginning to get hot and bothered, but I enjoyed watching her squirm some.


  The main temple district was located where the harbor wall and the outer college wall met. Transitioning to the area was apparent as the forested and garden estates of the nobles stopped abruptly, and massive temples took their place. Columns and marble, from white to midnight black, made the area glisten. Statues of lesser worshiped Gods and goddesses stood proudly in front of their temples. 


  “Oh, that is the main temple to Sippsie. The festivals there are energetic and fun.” Ashley said with a blush. 


  “Are they? Been too many of them?” 


  “Just a couple, when I was younger and could not fully enjoy them, but I would love to go with you on the winter solstice. It can be quite festive and cozy.” Ashley said, biting her lower lip.  


  Passing the main temple courtyard, the space was adorned with statues of the goddess in numerous positions with the God Ack. Candles burned, and incense smoke wafted in the air. Priestesses were worshiping in front of the various statues, emulating their positions. 


  The carriage stopped by the front doors to a more official-looking building. It lacked the festive air the others had but was well organized so traffic could drop and pick up their passengers easily. Leaving Alma and Iolanthe still tenderly kissing on the floor of the carriage, Ashley, Milly, and I went inside.


  Great wood doors were opened by partial demi-humans in full uniforms of the Temple of Roxclou. The main room had a circular desk at which many attendant priestesses helped answer questions or guide nobles to their desired destinations. Walking to a free priestess, her dress matching everyone else. It was a light blue with darker blue trim accents. The back of the full dress, tailored to her form, was closed to the stiff caller that kept her head upright. The front was cut in a deep V shape, running from her caller’s bones to below her pelvic area. The V cut was held closed by delicate crossing ribbons running all the way up to the collar tied as a bowtie. 


  “Exalted Lord Grayson and Exalted Lady Wintershore, how wonderful to see you! The bank sent a runner informing us of your exciting purchase! The Superior mother, Priestess Mesilla, is awaiting you. I will guide you to her.” The young woman said excited, happy energy flowing off from her that made me happy and relaxed. 


  Sashaying from out of the desk area, as another priestess took her place, the young woman happily beckoned us forward. Following through the main floor, polished wood and hallways leading in unknown directions passed.


  Turning down a hallway, efficiently spaced and sensibly lit, we came to the door of an office. Knocking politely, the voice of a woman came out. “Come in.”


  “Exalted Lady Ashley, so good to see you again, dear, and what a wonderfully handsome husband you have with you. Exalted Lord Grayson.” She finished with a perfectly demure bow of her head, eyelashes fluttering in humble submission.


  “Priestess Mesilla, I did not know you were here?” Ashley said, rushing and taking her hand in her own. They kissed each other lightly on the lips.


  “I was transferred here about a month ago.” 


  “That is a great promotion. I am so happy for you. Eric, she was the Priestess who taught me in Wintershore about how to be a good wife! Come Mesilla, meet my husband, Eric.” Ashley said, pulling her over to me and placing her hands in mine. 


  “It is an honor to meet the Exalted Lady Ashley’s, Exalted lord husband. Is there anything I can do for you? Any burden you may have, I will gladly shoulder for you? Any need you have, I will see it fulfilled.” Mesilla said, the rich brown of her hair falling over her shoulders as she pressed into my chest. 


  Her chest was barely held in by the ribbons of her priestess robes. She smelled of flowers, the sweet scent washing over me. My cock pulsed at her nearness, and a flicker of a smile crossed her face. Ashely came up behind her, pressing us together harder. The second Priestess shut and locked the door then came up behind me. 


  “There might be something we could do.” ‘A little break won’t be bad…Right?’ I thought. 


  Letting my coat fall to the floor and releasing my belt, Mesilla dropped to her knees, pulling my pants with her. Both she and Ashley hungrily gazed at my half-erect member. 


  Mesilla took my head in her mouth, rolling her tongue around the tip. The second Priestess ran her hands under my shirt and tunic, pulling them off over my head. The silk of her dress pressed into my back as her hands roamed over my stomach and chest. 


  “She is such a good teacher….” Ashely said from around the side of my cock. 


  The two alternated from diving down my length to kissing each other from around the sides of my member. I rested back into the sensation, the second Priestess supporting my weight. She kissed my neck affectionately as Ashley and Mesilla swallowed me. While they tended to my hard cock Ashley had untied Mesilla’s dress. Letting the ribbon loosen and allowing the dress to fall to the floor. 


  Working with mouth and hands, Ashley’s dress was taken off and given to Milly to hold. Wet spots were forming from her nipples on her top. 


  “Come, Eric, I want to see as you take her,” Ashley said, pulling Mesilla up by the hair. 


  She moved her over to the table in front of the sofa and bent her over it. Taking her fingers from her mouth, she slid them into the bent-over Priestess. 


  “Yes, Lord Eric, the wives of Alleystra are always wet for the chosen of god Ack.” Mesilla moans out as Ashley slowly moves two fingers in and out of her proffered pussy. 


  Moving behind her, I gripped the slight curve of her hips; Ashley gripped my cock. Taking one last long suck of my erect cock, she guided me to the opening of her mentor’s pussy. Leaning in, I slid fully into her, the folds of her pussy wet with juices. The heat of her tunnel surrounded me as I buried myself in her. Slowly, I pulled back to her entrance and dove in once more, increasing my speed.


  Ashley’s face was pressed to her ass, eyes transfixed by my plunging cock. “I…I… want to taste her,” Ashely said breathily, looking at me, opening her mouth wide, and sticking out her tongue. With no reason to deny her, I withdrew my nectar-soaked cock; sliding it along Ashley’s tongue and into her waiting throat. 


  She pulled with her mouth taking the juice from around my dick, and swallowed deeply. Lapping at Mesilla’s hole and the head of my cock, she guided me back into her. Milly had Ashley’s Dress in one hand, and the other was between her legs, under her shorts as she watched. The second Priestess held my back as I plunged into her Priestess.  


  “In… me… oh goddess yes…tower….” Mesilla said, mumbling to Ashley and me.


  Pushing me lightly back from her, Ashley took the trembling Priestess and laid her on her back on the sofa. Climbing on top of her, Ashley folded her legs up, pressing her Pussy firmly on top of the soaked Priestess’s. Grinding on her, the two were stacked in front of me. Their heavy breaths escaped from between their joined lips. 


  Resting my knees on the couch, I positioned my cock between their grinding pearls. Thrusting in amongst their leaking sexes, I held the second Priestess and kissed her. Finding one hole, then another, I dove over and over between the offered heat. Deep intakes of breath elicited moans as tight rosebuds unfurled for my girth. Slick nectar-coated caves hosted my hardened cock; the openings were never left unattended by the massaging hands of the second Priestess. Lubricating everything with her dipping fingers. 


  My balls twitched as I came closer to emptying as the Priestess next to me said, “Fill your wife’s pussy or ass. Give her all your seed, Exalted Lord.”


  “Fill me, husband…fill me….”


  Pulling from the clenching walls of Mesilla’s ass, I buried myself in Ashley’s pussy. Letting my cum flow out, I pressed deeply into her, driving her hard into Mesilla. Sinking all my seed into her throbbing pussy.


  Laying over the top of Ashley, I felt the second Priestess come up from under me. Lapping at my balls and anything else she could suck or tongue. 


  Pulling out of Ashley, I fell onto the couch next to them. With glassy looks on their faces, Mesilla and Ashley set about cleaning my cock with their tongues. Joined by the third Priestess, I watched as they cleaned me, and Milly finished herself again under her shorts, which were soaked with her juices and leaking milk. 


  “Set that down and come here, Milly,” I said, letting the three work on me. Milly sat next to me, and I sucked on each of her offered nipples. 


  ‘Sex and a snack sounds good to me….’ 


  Clothes back on and hair rearranged Ashely, and I sat across from Mesilla’s desk. A happy flush filled everyone’s face as the paperwork was notarized and finalized. 


  “I am so glad you got the Estate you wanted; I hope you love it,” Mesilla said, handing me my copy of the deed. 


  “I can’t wait to have it furnished and livable,” I said.


  “Oh yes, and we will have a grand welcoming ball as well,” Ashley said, holding my hand. 


  “I am so happy for you, Ashley. Let me know if you are going to officiate your marriage. I would love to be there.”


  “I will, and I think this will be a permanent match with Rachel, Eric, and me,” Ashley said, beaming.


  With lingering kisses, we left the office, shown to the front door by the helpful Priestess. Back in the carriage, we found Alma and Iolanthe still interlocked, grinding and kissing each other’s neck. They were lost in each other and seemed to be enjoying themselves immensely.


  “We did it! we got a house!” Ashley said with a happy squeak. 


  “We did. Now, all we have to do is get some things for tomorrow’s dungeon run, and we can go home and relax. Did you need anything? I have to get some warm gear for Sasha and Milly?” 


  “No, I have something for the cold…freezing level…UGHHH.” Ashley sighed. 


  “Are Allie and Brie going to come as well?” 


  “Oh yes, but they have weapons, armor, and simple warming enchantments. The enchantments are on their panties. Imperial tailoring does a wonderful job.” Ashley said offhand. 


  “That’s where I was thinking of heading next.” I said, leaning out the window and shouting to Timmothy, “To Imperial Tailoring.” 


  “Right away, Master Grayson.” He Said as he directed the centaurs pulling the carriage.


  Entering the shop, I was greeted by the same pale demon-looking demi-human. He assisted me in finding the best enchanted warming underwear for Sasha and Milly. I also got some for everyone, just in case, including myself. A few platinum pennies later, I had all of the enchanted warming panties and underwear I could need. They also regulated thermal body temperature within a reasonable range. 


  I also got a piece of cloth that could attach to the inside of my faceguard and would regulate temperature and filter out some poisons, gases, and the like. 


  I then had Timmothy take me to an enchanting supplier. I was going to have to get a few things. I did not need much with my skills and magical affinities, but seeing how things were normally done would allow me to blend in better. 


  “Timmothy, I need to buy some enchanting supplies,” I said as I climbed back into the carriage.


  “Right away, Lord.” Came his reply as he closed the door.


  Radisson Enchanting was the store I entered. Ashley had decided to wait in the carriage with the others. The tinkle of a bell let the shop attendant know I had come in. Rows of shelves held fine paper and parchment. Hardened clay tablets with soft faces were stacked near the walls. Metal discs of every type and size sat in baskets or were stacked like dinner plates. Tools and small potion vials arranged neatly and clearly labeled could be seen. 


  “Good evening, Exalted Lord. How may I, Allen, Serve you.” The male elf attendant said. Fine black hair accentuates the angles of his face and slightly pointed ears.


  “I need supplies for enchanting at the college.”


  “Wonderful, a new enchanter, we have just the thing. We have a basic, standard, and advanced supply and tool kit for the Exalted ones at the college.”


  “That should be what I need. The standard one.”


  “Very well, Exalted Lord, right this way, they are in the back.”


  Standing at the counter for a moment, Allen came back with a large leather bag. Reminiscent of old doctor bags from Earth, but twice the size. Ringing me up, I paid the hefty price of two mithril for the supply kit, with reassurances that the bag had everything I could need for most enchanting. 


  With the light beginning to fade, I climbed back in the carriage, having stowed my supplies in my ring. I was going to see about what was in it later, but from a quick glance, there were; engraving tools, quills, parchments, tablets, metal disks, mithril, gold, and silver ink. There were stones and even the standard three enchanting texts they used at the college to teach.  


  Leaving the carriage, I said, “Alma and Iolanthe have fun tonight in our room.”


  “Iolanthe is so hot I am burning for Alma’s touch.”


  “I can’t wait to please her and her me, Master. We will fill our room with our scent.” Alma said between their soft kisses. 


  “Good. Timmothy, take them to the boat, then return the carriage.”


  “Very well, Master Grayson. I will send Thera in the morning to see if you require anything.”


  “Wonderful, have a good night, Timmothy,” I said, locking arms with Ashley as we headed back into the college. A much wetter Milly followed behind us. 


  Through the lobby and up the elevator to the second layer of the tower, we entered our apartment once more. Strafa had outdone herself as the place positively reeked of the wonderful spices and cooked meat she had been making. Back in the comfort of my new home, I checked my watch.


  20:30.


  “Your back! Mistress, Master!” came the cheerful voice of Strafa as we walked past the kitchen.  


  “It smells wonderful, Strafa. Have you been cooking all day?” I asked.


  “For you, Master, always. I will be done with everything later tonight.” Strafa said. Her short shorts and tank top were thoroughly stained with spices and their cooking goodness. 


  “How did the estate hunt go?” Rachel said from where she was working at the dining table. She had papers lying about, and Allie was behind her, rubbing her shoulders.


  “WE GOT ONE! IT’S THE BEST! EEEEE!” Ashley gushed out, running up to Rachel and hugging her and Allie. She tried bouncing, but the chair made that a too awkward motion.


  “Really! That’s great. I didn’t think you would find one so fast. Now I want to see.” Rachel said, slightly surprised.


  “I told you, secrete Sippsie challenge. We are totally in a blessed marriage. We even had sex with my old mentor, Mesilla, today while doing the paperwork. EEEEE!” 


  “Really. The priestess of Alleystra?”


  “Really, though now she is a mother superior priestess.”


  “That’s wonderful! I can’t wait to see it.” Rachel said, getting up from her chair and kissing me and welcoming me home with Ashley’s happy embrace around the two of us. 


  The rest of the night, we talked about the house while we all ate in the sitting room together. Ashley was much too excited to sleep until we all piled on her bed. Legs crossing each other, arms buried, the nine of us piled on each other. Having saved a spot for the hard-working bunny, I pulled her close to me when she joined us after finishing in the kitchen.


  I fell asleep to the twitching of soft ears and tails. The smell of spices pressed firmly into me.




  

    Chapter 34


    Alchemy.


  


  Waking in a pile was a new experience for me. Soft fur brushed my leg as it was draped over someone. My head had found a comfy spot on a smooth thigh, breathing in the delicate scent of…Elf? Strafa’s bushy tail was pressed firmly into me. The darkness of the room was almost absolute, a soft orange glow just barely illuminating the door handle.


  Lifting myself slowly from the bed, I watched in the dark as my vacancy was filled in by sleeping forms. Just as so much sand merges into place. The soft spill of light fled the room once more as I closed the door. 


  “Good morning, husband,” Rachel said, still with messy hair. Disheveled morning clothes hung loosely as she poured steaming water into the cossa pot. 


  “Good morning, wife. Rachel. How was your night?” 


  “Oh, Brie’s butt is wonderfully soft to sleep on, but Ashley was handsy all night…She is so excited.” A smile broke her teeth’s hold on her lips.


  “So, then it was you squirming by my hand then.” 


  “Probably…Cossa? It’s ready.”


  “Yes, please,” I said. Exchanging a soft kiss before we took our mugs to the table. 


  Rachel’s spot still had all of her notes and work out from the night before. “What are you working on?”


  “This, oh, just some binding enchantments for our dungeon run. The ones I had previously made from clay discs, and while the clay delivered more power, they were far too fragile and broke. So, now I am trying to transfer the same enchantments to silver discs. Though the stabilization formation mechanism is not working as I thought it would.”


  Leaning over her chair, I said, “Let me see here…” The designed circuitry for the Mana was suitable, along with the effect indicator. I quickly placed the five skill points I had into enchanting and felt the journeyman level unlock. “It’s the scripting flow, I think… It’s still conducting like it’s in clay, not silver. Might try a smaller engraved pathway?” 


  “What…Yes…I did everything else in a 0.6, but the linkages are in 0.8…with the conductive linkages bigger, it’s destabilizing the flow…how did you?” Rachel said, pulling papers to her and taking notes quickly.


  “It just popped out at me. When are you going to make them?”


  “Humm…I am skipping my other classes today and going to the workshop.” She said, finishing her notes, “If you want me, we should be fast. I should get ready and go so I have enough time to finish.”


  “Mmm…tempting, but you should finish these. I would hate for them to be the difference between life and death.” 


  “Your right…unfortunately,” Rachel said, bending over the table and arching her hips up as she collected her things. 


  “That’s not fair….”


  “Lucky the table will be here tomorrow morning then.” She said, sticking out her tongue slightly. “You know what class you’re going to?” she asked, heading to her room. 


  “Alchemy figured I would look into that.”


  “Ugh…never had the knack for it. It’s a precise art. The lab?”


  “No, just the lecture. I might do the lab next week.”


  “I’m going to get ready….” Rachel said with another kiss, leaving me in the brightening apartment. 


  I went to my room and got ready. Coming out of the shower and having dressed, I found the cossa pot on the table in front of the sofa. With another mug securely in hand, I went onto the balcony and sat. Light streamed across the statues, and Sippsie looked to have moved fractionally.’ 9 mithril after the house. That should be plenty to buy Sarah, but just in case… The dungeon, I could run it alone… That might draw too much attention, though….’ I thought as I sipped my cossa.


  ‘I might be able to trust the Titans’ shield group… Rachel and Ashley are definitely very liberal for the Empire… Can I show my power around them… Rachel suspects, I think…? The slave bindings, I need more information on that… become a popular hero, then use the fame to change the perception of slaves… The temples, and propaganda… I don’t think the Gods and Goddesses like what is going on… Why don’t they change it…”? 


  Faith came out onto the balcony quietly, breaking my focus for a second. Her short skirt bounced merrily as she filled my cup again. Without a word, she left me to sip and think.


  ‘Free lands, so slaves aren’t everywhere…The Montforts were odd, with only one wife… Mesilla was fun… I wonder how Clymiphae is doing? Will have to see about them all. There is more to do here than try and drift by unnoticed.’


  Breakfast had been laid out on the table, and Ashley was already eating. I had been thinking for longer than I had realized. The Imperial Tribune was sitting next to my plate. The other girls were at their spots along with the counter stools.


  Sitting across from Ashley, I said, “Anything good this morning?” 


  “See for yourself, we’re mentioned.” She said, trying to read, eat, and talk all at once. 


  Picking up the paper and some food, I read. 


  Imperial Tribune: September 15, 3212 T.E. Midness (Wednesday). 


  Montfort estate sold!


  Reports were just received about the sale of the Montfort Estate to the newly Exalted Lord Eric Grayson. The mysterious Exalted Lord arrived at the college on Lastnuss last week in a splendid sailing vessel. Gaining entry to the college, he was paired with the noted Exalted ladies Ashley Wintershore and Rachel Albillac. Their acting husband has now acquired the fabled manor, and hopes of seeing more star galas are once more a prospect for the voracious nobles. We look forward to what the Exalted Lord Grayson will do with the estate and for his acquisition ball. May the splendors and blessings of Alleystra bless the Exalted Lord and ladies in their new home.


  “Well, I guess my anonymity is out of the bag.”


  “It’s not so bad. Every noble estate sale makes it into the social. There will be some interest in you, but it’s not like it was a scandal. So, there’s that.” Ashely said.


  “I suppose I will just have to take your word for it. But I am from another world?”


  “That’s not a crime, and if anything, being a world walker will afford you a certain amount of respect in the Empire. It was founded by them, after all, and there have been others.”


  “It is bound to come out at some point. So excited for the dungeon?” 


  “No, and yes. It should be fun with you and Rachel. We do need to train as well for the exams. What class are you going to today?” 


  “Alchemy, just the lecture.”


  “Oh, I can’t stand Alchemy… But I could come and distract you if you want?”


  “Enticing, but I should try and focus at least once on the class. To see if I am any good at it.” 


  “I suppose. See you at eleven?”


  “Yeah…shit, we should head out. Elevator?” 


  “Mmm… Sounds good.”


  Moving from the table, we linked arms in the hallway. Riding first to Ashley’s floor, we quickly kissed before I got back in. The alchemy room was on the topmost level of the second layer of the tower. The hallway was emptier than I had seen before. The wide corridor had a few doors along its length. Heavy wood and brass glowed in the flicker of the mage lights. The pungent smell of herbs, spices, and earth hung in the air. 


  Reaching the classroom, the only door left open in the hallway, I took my seat. Unlike the other classes, this one was smaller, and the seating was closer to the central table. There were only about a dozen students, and of them, only one was a female. Their demeanor was more focused, and the distracted attitude I had seen in the other classes was nowhere to be seen.


  Paper shuffling over the sound of the back classroom door opening added to the still formality. An older man walked up to the central table. Long wisps of white hair hung around his shoulders, silhouetting the bald spot on the top of his head. He wore the throw-over black robe, brown and yellow patches staining his vest. Potbelly extended as he arranged his items on the table. 


  “Today’s class, we will be going over mana density and affinity correlation with respect to carrier bases. First, let us stand for the imperial devotion.” 


  “Eternally devoted, we stand with the Emperor, forever the Exalted noble mages defend. Under Ack, we obey. By Alleystra, we thrive; by Sippsie, we are pleased; and by Roxclou, we are served.” Everyone in the class said before taking our seats once more.


  “Very good, everyone. Now, the most fundamental aspect of synthesis is diffusion. When the correlated elements mix from accepted materials, the carrier base evenly distributes the free elements within the mixture. Sahndra, what are the three most common carrier bases?”


  “Professor, they would be… Mana neutralized clear water, Calcium-borass cylindrite, and hepatic oil.”


  “Good Sahndra. These three common carrier bases are the most important to alchemists due impart to their relationship with the law of two, with the other 42 carrier substrates. As noted by our former alchemist brethren, they are best at stabilizing the drawn-out properties of materials, but with that stabilization, no amalgam will surpass the three-star alchemy standard. Their efficacy, however, allows for greater quantities to be produced. Why now we must ask ourselves, does this matter so much with affinity?” 


  Most of the students were taking notes or looked to be reviewing notes from this same lecturer previously.


  “Alchemy is closely related to enchanting, in fact. Much as the material used to carry an enchantment can affect the overall power of the sigil graphs. So, too, does the carrier substrate for the natural formation found within alchemical ingredients. Through their own internal process, discovered by the alchemist Higgs, Mana is stabilized into reactionary enchantment forms. When the Mana interacts with a carrier, it allows for the natural architecture of the mana form to grow, thus infusing the amalgamation. Why, James, is alchemy more art than science?”


  “Easy, because no two ingredients, however, grown or collected, are the same. So, each potion, pill, or powder must be improvised to some degree.”


  “Yes, which is why tracing the affinity aspect of the ingredients is paramount. As fireweed, though, will have common effects, the strength of those effects could vary wildly between the two kinds of plants. Therefore, diffusion surface areas are critical; for a more stable transition of properties, smaller overall surface areas must be used. While greater surface areas will cause more complete integration, the speed of the reaction can run away from the alchemist quickly if not careful.”


  The potbelly teacher went on to display the different efficacies of the solutions. Showing how herbs, natural stones, and even beast parts could react widely from the three carrier bases. The water was self-evident, though it did shimmer like light was reflecting off from it. Calciumborass cylindrite was liquid-like chalk, and the hepatic oil was a viscous liquid.


  He proceeded to demonstrate making what I would know as a weak acid, but he called flame water. The apparent difference in strength came from the carrier base. When the flame water was made with fire-infused mana water, the strength of the mixture was nearly triple that of the clear mana water. However, the quantities were about the same ratio, with the clear mana water giving three times the volume. 


  The other two had much the same effect, though the more common bases did allow for a longer shelf life of the mixtures. 


  “For those of you going to the lab next, I will be having you do the same thing I just demonstrated. Are there any questions?”


  After a few seconds of silence, he said, “Very well, it was good of you to join us, Exalted Lord Grayson. I hope to see you in my class regularly. Class dismissed.”


  Slightly surprised at the direct observation; I should not have been surprised. I knew the classes tracked the attendance of students somehow, and the teacher must get an update. As the class was so small, a new face would quickly stand out. 


  Walking to the front of the class, I was joined by the only woman in the class. “Thank you, professor?”


  “Exalted lord Bitumen Hammond, are you going to the lab?”


  “No, I have other engagements. But I will attend next week.”


  “Understandable. This is Exalted Lady Sandra, one of the most promising Alcamy students in quite some time.”


  “A pleasure, Lord Grayson. You seemed intently focused on the lecture.”


  “It was fascinating. As I am interested in enchanting as well, but the correlations are striking.”


  “Yes, it is a fun topic of research. Lady Rachel is your acting wife. She is quite the gifted enchanter; we work in the shop together sometimes.”


  “I will tell her you said hello then. I am off to the dungeon; I hope to see you soon.”


  “How exciting. Good luck.” Sandra said as I walked out the door.


  Entering the apartment once more, I found everyone in the midst of getting ready. Armor and clothes hung everywhere, and everyone was in a half-state of dress. “Before I forget, I got you these,” I said, pulling the enchanted panties from my ring.


  Placing them on the counter, Sasha, Milly, Brie, and Allie came over and went through them. Taking the ones that they most liked, although there was only a tiny difference between them. 


  “Thank you so much, Master!” echoed from each of the girls as they took off with what they had been wearing and changed into the proffered items. Right in front of me, living in this new world had its joys.


  Ashley came from her room, sitting on the sofa, “So what do you think of my armor?” she said. It could be generously called armor, though looking like it would do the job of protection, the armor gave off more of a schoolgirl vibe. A segmented breastplate that hugged her form fell to an armored skirt. The metal shone in happy oranges and pinks, and the thigh-high stockings under her grieves dissuaded any notion of the outfit not being sexy as well.


  “Looks wonderful, a bit distracting if I am being honest.”


  “As long as it is just a bit, I want to give you something to look at during the boring trudge through the snow to keep you warm.”


  “Won’t you get cold?”


  Wiggling one of her fingers, she said, “Enchanted body temperature regulation ring.” 


  “I see,” I said as Rachel came through the apartment door. 


  “Finished them. I’ll be ready in a second.” She said, running off to her room. 


  “Milly, I wanted to ask Chariklia about armor for you since you’re similar,” I told the plainly dressed boviness as I put my armor on. 


  When the seven of us were fully dressed, we headed to one of the larger elevators. Food, water, and other items were packed away in rings or smaller spatial bags. Silent, nervous energy buzzed around the group as we headed to the lower floor of the college. 




  

    Chapter 35


    Dungeon Date.


  


  It was notably quieter in the dungeon lobby. Two adventuring Guild attendants were standing behind their counter. Oodson’s large frame and one eye carefully cataloged a selection of knives before he stepped through the back door to the adventurers Guild quartermaster’s storage area.


  11:50


  The Titans shield group was sitting at a large booth alcove, and there was only one other adventuring team in the foyer. Titus, Lucius, Branwen, Chariklia, and Clymiphae all got up when they saw my group walk in. Fully kitted in their respective armor, Clymiphae gave me a warm smile. 


  “I see most of you are ready, Exalted Lord Grayson. A Pleasure Exalted Lady Ashley and Rachel. Will the boviness be going unarmored?” 


  “Wouldn’t dream of it. I wanted your opinion, Chariklia, on armor for her since you two are similar.” I asked.


  “Humm… may I talk to her alone, Exalted Lord?”


  “Of course… Milly.” I said, indicating she should follow the powerful form of the ox woman. 


  “How would you like to handle the dungeon today, Exalted Lord?” Titus asked.


  “I think we can power through the first level, and I want to try and finish the second level. I have some ideas but will wait to discuss them.”


  “Very well, I thought as much. We prepared for a longer campaign, so all should be well.”


  Moving over to Oodson, I said, “I am going to need some armor for my boviness and a weapon. Also, the sober-up potions and a few warming ones as well.”


  “Let me get them Ready, Exalted Lord Grayson. Congratulations on your house.”


  “Thank you, Oodson,” I said as he went and got the potions ready. When he came back out with the items, Milly and Chariklia walked over to me. 


  “By my best estimate, Exalted Lord, Milly will make a fine hammer wielder. I would suggest getting a beginning hammer as she is low level, but that will change quickly in the dungeon. It may be wise to have her level completely on the first floor and then exit before we head to the second.”


  “That was my thoughts as well, and armor?”


  “As she is a milk producer, the body stat, strength, and speed should be her focus. Shield and hammer to start, but a two-handed hammer later on. As she will be an up-front fighter for you, heavy armor for her.” 


  “Got anything that fits the bill, Oodson?” 


  “I have a few things in the back, price?”


  “Platinum is fine, as she will be with me for tests.”  


  “Very well…” Oodson said, heading off to gather the items.


  21 platinum coins later, Milly was mostly outfitted. The dungeon gear that was sold did not offer a complete set of armor for the price, but what I got for her would work for a while. 


  A simple kite shield from the fourth floor and a one-handed war hammer that an adventure had parted ways with. The mismatched armor that I had acquired for Millie was a complete full breastplate, pauldrons, and arm guards. I was lucky enough to acquire an open-faced helmet as well that had cutouts for her small horns. Greaves accompanied boots and a heavy leather segmented skirt with iron plates fused onto the top, protecting her upper thighs and knees.


  The rest of the group had gone and retrieved the party tags from the dungeon pillars, and when we were finished, Milly went and retrieved her dungeon chain. 


  “Are we all ready?” I asked. 


  “As ready as we can be, Lord Grayson,” Titus answered as we moved through the portal. 


  12:00


  “Sober potions, everyone,” Titus said as we entered the start of the cave-like area for the first level. Everyone pulled the potions out and drank.


  “Those are nasty….” Brie said, her red tails squirming in the air as she finished her drink.


  “I know, I hate to make you drink them… we’ll be done here quickly, though.” Ashley said, coming up behind her two Kitsune and rubbing their backs. 


  Allie’s face firmed at the touch, not wanting to disappoint her mistress. Shield in one hand, arming sword in the other. Brie got her two arming swords out, dual-wielding being her preferred style of combat. 


  “Branwen, take the lead, Clymiphae, guard the rear. Eyes up, everyone, let’s go.” Titus directed. 


  We moved through the tunnel easily enough; none of the traps had changed from the day before. We quickly disarmed the gas traps and made it over the pit. I had opted to just incinerate the plants on the ledge, Knowing that Sasha and Milly might have problems with the plants at their current level. 


  Arboretum snakes fell and slithered out, trying to sink their venomous fangs into us. The speed and dexterity of the Titans shield proved to be far too high for the intoxicating biters. Each snake caught was given to Sasha, Milly, Brie, or Allie to kill. I was allowing them to gain experience quickly and prepare them for the second floor. 


  “Let me try these,” Rachel said, coming to the front when the first of the lamia was spotted. Her armor looked like thousands of tiny scales and plates over her body. The armor moved with her in perfect tandem, each part having an enchantment on it. Her helmet would shift from an open face to a full face whenever any combat was started. A physical shield and a magical one would spiral out from her arm, and the number of magical gadgets she had was incredible. 


  Newly-made silver discs tumbled in the air and struck the forth-coming lamia. A sizzling pop and hiss accompanied by flickers of blue lightning arched across the bodies, completely immobilizing the lamia. 


  “Good, they work. I think for the Queen, three of them will hold her down for 30 seconds or so.”


  “Good, that should be plenty of time for the Kitsune and boviness to kill her or get close,” Titus said as Milly smashed the head of one, and the swords of Sasha, Brie, and Allie punched through the throats of the others. 


  We all kept an eye open and watched the backs of the lower-level members of our party as they slaughtered the lamia that crossed our path. 


  Coming to the first path guardian, the five lamias that were there were dismembered and killed. The tree flailed in protest, “Lord Eric, do you want to kill it?” Lucius asked.


  “No, let me try this.” Casting a paralysis spell, causing the tree to freeze in place. “Go ahead, Brie, Allie, Sasha, and Milly. I can hold it for a time.”


  The four moved quickly and began hacking at the trunk of the oversized tree. When it was carved through and had fallen on its side, I let the spell go. Rachel was staring at me with her head cocked. 


  “Impressive lord Eric, quite a bit of plant magic. Do you need to rest?” Titus asked as Ashley fawned over Brie, Allie, and Sasha. Cooing over the small splinters they had gotten. She was treating them like life-threatening injuries.


  “I will rest on the way and take a mana pill if I have to.” 


  “Of course.”


  The next pathway guardian was guarded by a total of seven lamias. The use of Rachel’s discs, Sasha’s shadow tendrils, and, with the help of the others, they were quickly subdued. Pulling a small light blue pill from my ring, I popped it in my mouth and felt the overflow of Mana pour into my body. Directing the same paralysis spell, I froze the tree and, unknown to the others, most of the rest of the creatures in the surrounding area. Insects and other plants also fell under the spell, allowing for the buildup of Mana to be quickly used.


  The four quickly got to work, slashing with their swords and smashing the tree with the hammer. It fell after just a few too many moments of work from the four. 


  “Should I look for the chest?” Chariklia asked.


  “No, we will just take the one with the Queen. We’ll probably find the hidden ones on the second level. That’s the goal, after all.” Titus said, the gruff stubble of his beard scratching as he used the haft of his spear to rub at his face. 


  Grabbing vines futilely tried to trip our party up as we headed towards the Queen. I noticed Rachel’s armor would shift, and razor blades would spiral out of her ankles, slicing through the vines. 


  “Interesting armor?” I asked, walking up beside her. 


  “Oh…this, just something I have been working on since I fell in love with enchanting two years ago. Quite the paralysis spell you have. My armor could sense the magnitude of it.” She said, giving me a knowing smile. 


  “Well, you know….”


  “It’s okay. The armor is reactive, and I can also control it with thoughts. It’s very mana-intensive to use, though. That’s why I don’t cast many spells. I feed it with my own mana pool.”


  “Can it take any shape?”


  “No, but close. The plates and scales are held together by a reactive field enchantment that merges with a scanning enchantment. It’s not perfect, but most things are detected. Wait till you see some of the weapons I have built into it.” 


  “That armor, I swear…She has spent more time working on it than on me.” Ashley said, sticking out her tongue. 


  “Really, well, let me know if you need a mana pill or something. I have plenty of them.” 


  “I have some, but thank you.” 


  “Queen, up ahead, we’ll take out the smaller lamia. Rachel, can you immobilize the Queen?” Titus asked.


  “Yes, it should be easy.”


  I felt bad for the lamia queen, as she stood no chance against us. The nine lamias around her were dead in seconds as she charged in. only to be stopped in a convulsing pile of flesh, allowing for Sasha, Brie, Allie, and Milly to quickly go to work on her. 


  Not keeping my eye out for any surprises that did not come, the four finished off the Queen. 


  “Mistress, I’m level 28,” Brie said excitedly, running up and kissing Ashley on the cheek.


  “I’m level 27,” Allie said happily, rubbing her face on Ashley’s hand. 


  “Aww…I am so happy for you. Excellent work.” Ashley said, pulling them both in for a hug. 


  “I made it to level 28 as well, Eric,” Sasha whispered into my ear, the leather of her armor pressed firmly into me. 


  “22…is that okay?” Milly said hesitantly.


  “Wonderful, Milly, all the way from level 8. Don’t worry, I want you at a high level. I won’t reset you.” I said, taking her hand in mine and reassuring her with a smile. 


  “Found the chests,” Branwen said. Lucius went over and helped her bring it out to the group.


  Opening it, I found the level two tags for everyone who had not had one. The other items were odd, however. They had definitely been made with members of the group in mind.  


  Items.


  Amphora of the cow. Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: uncommon. The container will only hold milk from one of the bovine species. The milk will stay fresh forever, and the volume is unlimited.  


  Brush. Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Unique. Perfectly crafted brushed to provide the best luster for tails and hair. Quantity 3.


  Sharpening stone. Quality: exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. Enchanted sharpening stone. It will expertly hone the edge of any blade, remove rust, and repair small amounts of damage. Quantity 4.


  Hammer sling. Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: unique. Adjustable sling to hold a war hammer of any size. Provides even weight distribution across the body of the wearer. 


  Mana distortion ring. Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: personalized. Customized for Eric Grayson, this ring distorts the mana flow from mana use. Making it nearly impossible to discern the mana use or type.


  “The dungeon made these; it usually only does that on the higher levels. Never heard of it doing that on the first level before.” Lucius said, looking slightly confused.


  “Best give them to their intended. The dungeon might get mad otherwise.” Titus said, glancing at me.


  “Right, I said, passing out the items.” Sasha, Brie, and Allie got the brushes and the sharpening stones. Milly got the hammer holder and the milk jug, though I put it in my ring for her. I took the mana distortion ring and placed it on a finger. 


  “Best, head out and get some leveling potions. That way, you four can allocate your points, and we can head to the second floor.”


  “I want to leave the dungeon.” Was echoed as I was pulled back into normal time. Stepping from the portal, the seven of us walked towards Oodson. The Titan’s Shield came out a few seconds later. 
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  TITAN'S SHEILD


  “Did you pick anything up from him?” Titus asked.


  “That spell, the second one he used on the tree. Had an area of close to 180 meters.” Branwen answered.


  “Your fucking kidding me, for that amount of time too?” Lucius asked.


  “I’ve only heard about the ninth’s special units doing magic like that,” Chariklia said.


  “Well, he’s not normal. Clymiphae?”


  “He treated his slaves nice, and I think Sasha, the four-tailed Kitsune, called him by his first name. Only his first name.”


  “I say we trust him; Rachel is comfortable with him, and after she helped the last time, I trust her,” Lucius said.


  “Yes, but let’s try and find out what he is hiding first if we can.” 


  “Good idea, love,” Titus said.


  “Well, I like him. That boviness is smitten with him, and he was happy she got such a high level.” Chariklia said, brushing her hair from around her horns.


  “Alright, let’s go then.”
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  ERIC GRAYSON


  “Oodson, I need some leveling potions.” 


  “How many?”


  “Four, I need to get my slaves up to level.”


  “It is always a good idea to have a few guards for the tests,” Oodson said, coming back with four potions, each three platinum coins. Taking them, we headed over to a booth and sat.


  Handing the potions out, Sasha, Milly, Brie, and Allie began to level. The potions provided the nutrients and innate energy needed to undergo multiple levelings. Chariklia had told Milly the best options for her, and she followed her advice. Sasha was already on the path to fight from range, and the two other Kitsune were close-quarters fighters for Ashely. 


  Individual Statistical Analyses 


  Name: Milly


  Race: Boviness


  Level: 22


  Health: 100%


  Mana capacity: 100.


  Mana regeneration: .1 mana per minute.


  Attributes: 4 per level. 0/56 


  Strength: 10 (36)


  Body: 32 (42)


  Speed: 10 (30)


  Dexterity: 20


  Mana capacity: 10


  Mana regeneration: 10


  Charisma: 10


  “How do the levels feel, Milly?”


  “Great Master, I’m ready to smash some monsters for you,” Milly said, wiggling in her armor as she flexed her fists.


  “I think she could hold her own now on the second level,” Chariklia said from the group that had circled around us.


  “The levels will help; Sasha, how are you feeling?”


  “Powerful Master, and very hot….” Sasha said, arching her back and flickering her white and blue tails. 


  “Does everyone have warming gear?” Titus asked.


  A chorus of “yes’s” came from the group.


  “Right, along with completing the second floor, this is mainly a training mission for the guards of the Exalted ones. As such, we will pair up. Allie, you will be with Clymiphae. Milly you’re with Chariklia. Sasha, Branwen will show you some things about being a ranger. Lucius take Brie and help her with fighting with two swords around a shield to give proper support. Exalted Lord Eric, you are with me. Exalted Lady Rachel and Ashley, you will be together as you are most familiar with the dungeon. Any questions?”


  Shaking our heads, we checked over our gear and headed back to the portal opening. Second-floor tags clipped to our dungeon chains.


  12:40  


  Stuttering and skipping through time ended abruptly with the bite of frigid wind. As with falling while running, that initial speed up before the sudden stop as one slides across the ground was how being dragged into a higher time frame felt. ‘Never going to get used to that.’ I thought.


  “Sippsie’s tits; it’s cold,” Ashley said, pulling out a cloak and slipping her arms into it. 


  “Internal heating along with an enchanted ring, I’m good,” Rachel said, stretching her arms out exaggeratedly. 


  The flurry of snow was light on the overlook, but the dark clouds hid most of the level from view. The muffled sound of the group coming to stand by me was drowned out by the wind.


  “Alright, you know your positions. I want the high levels on the cliff edge and watch for wind gusts. Don’t want to get blown off. Lord Eric, we will lead.” Titus shouted over the low rumble of the storm. 


  Everyone paired off, and we began the descent down the stairs to the bottom of the floor. 


  “Got your panties handy, lordsss Eric,” Branwen said from behind us.


  “Not this time. Got something a little more useful,” I said, pulling the piece of enchanted cloth out and lining my face plate covering with it.


  The joking was put aside, along with most attempts at conversation, as the blizzard drowned everything out. Visibility was only a few meters ahead with the swirls of snow. Luckily, the path stayed clear no matter how much snow fell.


  When we reached the bottom, having taken much longer than the last time, Chariklia and Milly went to check the cave with Lucius and Brie waiting by the opening. The all-clear was given. 


  The Whitewood logs out and crackling, spilling heat into the cave once more. The twelve of us sat around the fire. 


  “Best to wait out the storm here; won’t be able to do much,” Lucius said, taking his place beside Chariklia.


  “Agreed.” Titus echoed.


  “I never thought this level would be so cold,” Brie added from inside the coat Ashley had made her wear.


  “That’s the thing with enchantments, as you very well may know, lady Rachel, they’re never perfect,” Titus said between a mouth full of jerky.


  “That reminds me, don’t want Strafa’s cooking to go to waste,” I said, pulling out the jerky she had so diligently made for us.


  Passing around a cloth pouch, I ate. 


  Arietes jerky. Quality: well made. This jerky provides an added defense against the cold. Allowing the body to adapt to cold climates and fights off heat exhaustion. Duration: 6 hrs.


  Everyone ate a good amount of the food in order to get the full benefits from the jerky. “It’s always a good idea to supplement even with warming enchantments. They can fail, or be overtaxed, or just not cover some aspect.”


  “How so?” I asked.


  “Oh, like those panties might keep you warm, but if it gets cold enough, you can still get frostbite from extreme temperatures. Or if you’re in the cold too long, the cold might just build up, and before you know it, BAM, dead.”


  “How’s the mana drain on your armor in this?” 


  “Good, my warming ring works in conjunction with it, so there is barely any mana drain from the cold. Now, if I fell in an ice pool, I might only have minutes before all my Mana ran out.” 


  “Right, don’t fall in again.” 


  “We checked with the guild, and it looks like the giant chief is somewhere on the far end of the valley in one of the central mountain spine locations,” Titus said.


  “How long to get there?” 


  “On foot, it can take weeks. Luckily, we brought these,” Titus answered as he motioned to Clymiphae.


  “Oh, skis,” I said as the long pieces of wood were brought out of a long bag. Just under 3 meters long and 13 centimeters wide, the smooth bottoms had cut grooves, and the tips curled up into points.


  “Lucius, if you would,” Titus said, laying a pair out. “These take some getting used to, but they will speed up our journey considerably. They have a simple fusion enchantment on them here.” He said, indicating a spot on the center of the skis, “turn your toe at a ninety-degree angle pointing out, press down, and then rotate back.” As he said the last, we watched Lucius lock the ski onto the ball of his boot.


  “We’ll practice getting in and out of them fast as fighting with them on can be hard, but once you get the hang of it, they are easy to get in and out of.”


  11 pairs of skis were passed out, and we all began to practice getting in and out of them. I had been cross-country skiing a few times when I was younger, and they operated much the same. The cut out on the bottom helped prevent backward sliding, and though the edges did not have metal blades, the wood was sharp enough to act in much the same way.


  “Is there any faster way to travel on this floor?” I asked the group.


  “Some Exalted lords will have their slaves bring a snow wagon and have them pull it. It’s not much faster and hard to maneuver in the woods. Though in the open areas, it is more useful and faster. Most of the slaves die from attacks, however.” Lucius answered, trailing off slightly at the end. 


  “Well, don’t want that to happen, skis it is then.”


  “Skis? You mean the long walkers?”


  “Yes. Yes, the long walkers.” I lamely covered. ‘I am going to have to at least tell them I am a world walker… Shit, they probably already know.’


  After a half-hour of practicing getting in and out of the skis, we all settled back down around the fire. The storm was on its final legs, or at least I hoped as much. Gear was checked, and weapons needlessly sharpened. 


  “Storms breaking. We can head out,” Chariklia said, coming back through the leather hanging over the cave opening. 


  “Right, the giant chief is somewhere on the far end of the level. That means their main camp could be in the central mountains, the ice falls, or one of the outer mountain range strongholds. Will try for the first ice river bridge today, though we may have to make camp before that.” Titus directed.


  The soft sounds of the crunching of snow sliding underneath the skis followed our group. The three moons hung resplendent in the sky, casting their ghostly glow over the landscape. The deep, rich, ever-purple trees slowly began to grow, towering above us. Distant howling echoes carried on the wind from an unknown distance away.


  We followed in single file behind Clymiphae, letting her sensitive feel of the ground find the ice water holes. Hidden under snow, we glided easily across most of them, berms of snow creating small canons we drifted through. Our pace quickly found its stride as everyone got used to the skis. Falls decreased and soon were absent. The wind had died down with the end of the storm, but the clear air brought its own danger of plummeting temperatures.


  Branwen and Sasha moved lightly along the tops of the berms and through the trees. They would stop often, and short snippets of advice and conversation drifted down to us. Most of the group stayed quiet, shields ready. Spears and swords held fast for any foe that would find a reason to intrude on our melodic glide.


  “Spiderwebs up ahead,” Branwen whispered down to Titus and me. Her voice was carrying a soft brush of air near my ear.


  “Find the nest or see how many there are. Might have to go around.” Titus whispered back to the Cat-kin hanging from a branch by a hooked leg. She nodded, and soon, she and Sasha left our sight.


  “Can we not take them?” I asked.


  “Yes, most of the time. But a large nest can have hundreds of them. Even the highest leveled adventures can be swarmed by them and overpowered. They resist magic as well, part of their cold adaptation. Physical attacks are the only thing that can truly harm them. Anything infused with Mana is diverted around them.” Titus said, circling his hand in the air, letting everybody know to group up. 


  We formed a lazy oval as we waited for Sasha and Branwen to return. 


  Dropping down the snowbank, Branwen said, “So I counted six full-grown adults, didn’t see an egg sack. So, I would guess between six and ten. Looks like a young nest.”


  “Good, we can handle that. How far ahead?”


  “Just ahead around two bends, good ambush spot, love.”


  “We’ll just have to inconvenience them some. Up on the berm, Clymiphae and Allie will walk into the ambush zone. Focus just on defending you two; let us kill them as they come.” 


  Setting out, Titus and I took the right-hand side of the berm. We would be supported by Sasha and Branwen from the trees. Lucius and Brie took the left side, along with Chariklia and Milly. We walked in a widening arch as we got closer to the grouping of trees. Thick spider webs coated in some sort of oil were strung between trees. 


  We were all just within view of Allie and Clymiphae as they walked into the narrow gap in the trees. No sound was made, no hiss or rustle of leaves, and had we not been watching the silent forms falling from the trees, they would have spelled our doom.


  Two huge forms dropped nearly on top of the centaur and Kitsune. Their shields were working to push the spiders in the air and off to each side. Legs curled around trees as gobs of webs were prepared to be ejected to subdue the perceived prey. Lucius and Brie leaped to the front shield, pinning one to a tree, while duel swords sunk deep into the hairy body of the eight-legged monster. 


  Arrows hissed in the air from above, Sasha’s arrows burying themselves halfway up the shaft. Branwen punched through the bodies completely before sinking into the ground or the unlucky spider behind it.  


  I found the back of a spider exposed and jumped on it. I was letting thestartled bucking movement drive my sword in and out of it repeatedly. Black blood coated my blade and pants. Titus bisected a spider with a single thrust of his spear, splitting the thing in two. 


  “SMASH YOUR FACE IN…” Came the cute roar of Milly as her hammer repeatedly worked on the eyes and head of one monster. 


  “Arrrr…Ahhhh…” Was whimpered out from Allie, her form completely covered by the spider, her shield the only barrier between her and the biting mandibles. 


  “Not…My…Kitsune…” Ashley screamed in a near-manic rage, forgetting to watch for other spiders as she launched a barrage of ice boulders at the spider, pinning Allie down. One, two, three chunks of ice hurled in the air and blasted the monster off from her. Caving in the side of the creature and leaving it nearly dead, its twitching limbs the only sign of life. 


  The sprays of black blood stopped. The thwack of wet flesh silenced, and the stillness of the forest settled once more. 


  “Sound off,” Titus yelled into the quiet. 


  “We’re good,” Lucius answered.


  “Safe,” Chariklia said for both her and Milly.


  “Not a drop on ussss, love,” Branwen said as Sasha and she came down from the trees.


  “Allie, are you hurt?” Ashley said, running to the side of Allie.


  “I am fine, Mistress, thank you.” She said as Ashley’s arms enveloped her.


  “You finish off that nasty spider, okay,” Ashley said, helping Allie to her feet. With a quick jab of her sword, the twitching spider was dead. 


  “I don’t feel anything else around us. I think that was it.” Rachel said, having watched the perimeter of the fight for any other monsters.


  Walking up to Clymiphae, I rested a hand on the small of her back, “Are you okay?”


  “Yes, Lord Eric, thank you. I am sorry I did not get the spider off from Allie in time.”


  “It’s alright. We do what we can.”


  “As you say, my Lord.” 


  You have killed a:


  Glacius Arana. Level 30. 9000 XP.


  “Let’s get the web sacks and venom glands not much else usable with these,” Titus instructed.


  “Line them up. I will handle it.” I said, motioning to the spiders. 


  The group got the bodies in a neat row, and I cast the butcher spell over the lot of them. Unseen blades tore through the flesh, and organs were separated. Soon, the Large sacks of oily strands of webbing were placed in Clymiphae’s saddlebags along with the venom sacks.


  “More magic…” Rachel said, eyeing Branwen. 


  “Easier.” 


  “That’s very thoughtful of you, Lord Eric,” Titus said, watching the woods. “Let’s get our Long walkers back on and head out. This day is not done.”


  Single file once more, following the guiding hoof prints of the blond centaur, we glided deeper into the forest. 


  13:05


  The small hills and downward slopes let us practice with our cross-country skis, or “Long walkers.” Though the moons on the dungeon ceiling moved, shifting the lightsome, the amount of light never changed. Only when a storm would cover the sky did the soft, shadowy light change to near-complete darkness.


  Ice pools were found and avoided. Faint steam rising from the body of Clymiphae guided us through the frozen level. The snow seemed to always be at a constant height, covering just below the knees of the centaur. We kept an eye out for any out-of-place monsters so as not to be surprised like last time. Nothing sprung from around the trees; no charging attacks or falling death. It almost would have been better to be attacked, relieving the building tension in the group.


  “This is why the forestsss has been emptier,” Branwen said as we all clustered on the top of a slight rise. Down in an open frozen meadow grazed a small herd of Nix Phantus, six in total. The mammoth creatures steadily moved between bushes, eating bright red berries, leaves, and twigs.


  “Should we follow them? It looks like they are headed to the bridge as well?” Chariklia asked from beside Lucius. Their cloaks were covering them, shells of frozen cloth keeping some of the cold out.


  “We could, but they move slowly. But if we beat them to the bridge, we’ll have to set up camp farther away if they are headed for it,” Titus added, pulling the scarf from around his mouth.


  “They are so majestic. But I am not going on a poop-collecting mission.” Ashely said, wrinkling her nose.


  “I would rather go past them and set up camp,” Rachel said from beside me, her black braid catching in the soft wind, strands of loose hair swirling.


  “Lord Eric?”


  “Can we kill them?”


  “Not likely, Lord, if we got one by itself, maybe we could all kill it. A heard though even a small one, no. Unless we ran them off a cliff, but there are none of those around us.”


  “We best pass by them then,” I said.


  Picking a path behind the herd, across the meadow, and up into the forest on the other side of the clearing, we moved. Making no motion toward the mammoths, the leader of the pack stopped its grazing and watched us wearily. Once in the cover of the trees, it continued with its endless dinner quest.


  13:18


  I was expecting more attacks, a wolf or two. Something, but nothing ever came, as I got my first look at the bridge that crossed the wide ice water river. From the hill we stood on, the open area in front of the river was alien. Most forests would grow right up the banks of a river; the place instead was almost desolate. 200 meters along the shore on each side of the river, almost nothing grew. A few tufts of dark bluegrass poked out from the white canvas.


  “Nearly there, will make camp just inside the tree line from the bridge. Just in case the Nix Phantus do make their way over to cross.” The voice of Titus came out muffled from behind his scarf. Mumbled yeses and nods of heads were the only replies given.


  Following the tree line, I watched the stone edifice of the bridge. It looked cracked with age, and frost clung to it, reflecting glimmers of the moonlight. Two massive foundation blocks sat in the flowing ice water, The current of the river breaking around them. Two massive arches merged into the piers, holding up the dark gray stone road. The railing was sized for the mammoths or giants that would use the bridge to cross the ice water.


  “Up here should be a good spot to set up camp,” Titus said, pointing to a spot sheltered on three sides by massive trees. The open field along the river was just visible through the tree line.


  Clymiphae moved into the spot, and the Titans shield went about setting up a large tent in the clearing. Only a few centimeters of snow covered the grass. Long poles were pulled from her bags, along with furs, to cover the ground.


  “A Tee Pee,” I said offhandedly when the cone was fully erected. Their massive hide fit and tied down, making our protective sleeping area.


  “A Tee Pee? You mean the cone hut?” Lucius asked.


  “Yes, that’s what I meant to say.” We all moved inside. A large fire pit was pulled out, and white wood was set ablaze, giving off gusts of warm air and the first orange light we had seen in hours.


  “Armor stays on, but let’s get comfortable. Odd phrases Lord Eric, Skies, now Tee pees….” Titus offered from where he was unrolling his bedroll.


  I looked at Rachel and Ashely; they both were arranging our sleeping area. They looked at each other and then offered me a nod. Sasha was stretching out on her roll and gave me a thoughtful nod as well.


  “How best to say this? I’m a world walker,” I spoke in the shuffle of readying the tent. The movement stilled, and the members of the Titans’ Shield looked at me and each other.


  “Explains a lot actually….” Chariklia mumbled after a second.


  “World walker? So, you just appeared on this planet?” Lucius asked, confused.


  “Sort of.”


  “You were born in another world?” Milly asked, transfixed by me.


  “Yeap.”


  “How were the beast kin’sss treated on your world?” Branwen asked.


  “Didn’t have any; humans were the only people on my planet.”


  “No beast kin….” Clymiphae trailed off.


  “Slavery?” Titus questioned. His eyes met mine in a deeply thoughtful expression.


  “Nope…Well, we have had slavery a few times. But currently, it is mostly outlawed on Earth. It still happens, but it’s not the norm. My country had lots of slaves, then a civil war to free them. Now, “freedom and liberty for all” is the main motto from where I am from.”


  “Freedom and liberty for all? So, the empire…you would change it. help the slaves?” Clymiphae asked, a catch in her voice.


  “Yes and no…from what I have seen, the empire is massive. And with magic? I just don’t know how to do it. I have some ideas; some lead to bloodshed and untold suffering, some are not fast enough, some may work, while others are a long shot at best.”


  “If there was an uncomplicated way, there are groups that would have done it by now,” Titus said.


  “Groups? Do they help?” I asked.


  “There is a network. The coffin road, they take slaves to the north where the empire’s magic has no hold over those enslaved.” Rachel answered.


  “They try and help the worst off…But with their slave compulsions, it’s hard.” Ashley said.


  “How is it hard? Why is it called the coffin road?”


  “Slaves can barely think of freedom, let alone act on it. In order to free them, the slaves have to be killed, Then revived and placed in a deep sleep until they are beyond the border. They ship them in coffins, more boxes, really. If they wake up, their impulse forces them to try and return to their Masters.” Titus responded.


  “Only a few can be saved this way, and not all make it,” Branwen added, her words sharp.


  “I had hoped there was something like this going on. With magic, though, it does make it harder. How long does the trip take?”


  “Months, mostly by land until the ice fang sea,” Chariklia said.


  “Gods, that’s a long time.”


  “Yeah, no way around it; ships are searched too often, and if we were ever found out. Well, a full hunt would be called, and the empire would turn itself inside out trying to find us.” Lucius sighed.


  “So, you all are a part of it?”


  “The Titans’ shield is, Lady Rachel and Ashley are not,” Titus said.


  “It’s not that we don’t want to, but we are too closely monitored. We help when we can.” Rachel said.


  “Outside of the empire, the slave binding doesn’t work. How does that happen?”


  “Rachel could best explain that,” Titus said, motioning with his hand.


  “Hum…Well, to best put it, the slaves are bound to every citizen within the territory of the empire, or every citizen feeds the slave compact. It’s why rank is so important and the exalted mages. Most of the Mana comes from them. The emperor is the first key, and down the line, it goes. Even if you killed all the exalted mages, each citizen could still hold a few slaves within the confines of the slave compact. Many would be free, but not all of the slaves.” Rachel explained, her armor having folded in on itself. Leaving her in thick shorts and a loose, short-sleeved shirt.


  “The territories of the empire are the real weakness; if one falls, all the slave compacts in the area would be relinquished. Besides the northern expansion, however, no territory has ever fallen, though.”


  “So there are not just a few people I could kill to free them…there goes that idea,” I said with a huff of air.


  “Not an easy thing, even a Civil war, as you said happened on your world would fix it. There are not enough supporters that would go that far. Lots of people don’t mind a few slaves escaping now and then but fighting the legions. Never.” Lucius added from his reclined position.


  “Not even all the slaves would want it; many cling to their positions and would actively work against such an uprising,” Titus said, laying his head on Branwen’s lap.


  “It’s a matter of perception, then,” I said.


  “That and what the Gods and Goddesses would do if we tried,” Titus added.


  “We really don’t know what they would do; it’s not like they give clear directions,” Ashley said, sounding studious for the first time.


  “We know that Roxclou and Ack both helped for the accords,” Rachel said.


  “Yes, but they have been heavily altered since then, besides Sippsie’s challenge, Roxclou’s path of the servant, Ack’s Royal blood decrees, and Alleystra’s book of the wife. We don’t really know,” Ashley stated.


  “Things to think about, Lord Eric,” Titus said.


  “Eric is just fine when we’re in the dungeon, now that you know.”


  “That would’ss be an honor’ss, Eric,” Branwen said, smiling at being able to use only my first name.


  “We should get some rest, and We still have a dungeon floor to finish,” Titus said. “I’ll take the first watch; Titan’s Shield will keep the watch. The rest of you get some sleep.”


  Taking off just a few pieces of armor, I settled in beside my acting wives. Allie, Brie, Milly, and Sasha folded themselves around us as well. Soon, the crackle of the white wood fire and warm heat had me falling into a deep and troubled sleep.


  Citrus and flowers tickled my nose. The soft itch of hair on my face brought my mind back to my body.


  “Three alphas outside…” the gruff voice of Lucius whispered in the warmth of the tent.


  “Sippsie’s asshole, you’re sure?” Titus responded.


  “Yeah, big enough, definitely.”


  “Best wake the others then. Time to get up.” Came the unmistakable voice of Titus.


  “I’m up,” I said, rolling side to side and waking the curled forms of Ashley and Rachel. Each had had their faces pressed firmly to me under each arm.


  “What is it, lovesss,” Branwen asked.


  “Three Alpha’s outside. They can’t get in, so they are waiting.”


  “Ugh… More sleep…” Ashley moaned loudly. 


  “Got a few things to kill; best get up.” 


  “Can’t you do it…” 


  “Don’t be a baby; we will make cossa after their deaths,” Rachel said, reaching over and pinching Ashley’s butt. 


  “Eee…Fine. I am going to kill those fuckers. Before cossa, they are asking for death.” Ashley said, a hint of icy rage wafting from her.


  “Armor on,” Titus commanded.


  Everyone got ready, strapping on their full gear and checking to make sure they were prepared for a fight. Milly still looked half asleep as she strapped her shield to her arm, though her tongue poked out between her lips in concentration.  


  We stood by the door and listened to Titus, “Right, Lucius, take the left side, I’ll be center, Chariklia, and Clymiphae to the right of me. Branwen, my love, I want you behind us but go high, make sure nothing is going to drop down on us. The rest of you come out behind us and take them down when you get the chance. We’ll hold them for as long as we can to let you get the kills.”


  We all nodded our understanding as we lined up in front of the tent flap. Untying the leather thongs that held the door closed, Titus counted down, “3, 2, 1….”


  They dashed out, each of the Titan’s Shield members taking their assigned place. I was the first of our group out into the dark cold. The low light was slightly disorienting for a second. 


  Branwen was up on the top of the teepee, and Sasha flung herself up after the Catkin as well. The woosh of arrows soon followed.


  Reverberating growls filled the air from the mouths of the wolves. Their bodies were easily half again as tall as mine. White fangs bore down on the shields of the group while heads tried to shake loose the blocking appendages. 


  “Just as We practice, Brie!” Lucius yelled over the rumble of the dark gray wolf attached to his shield. Brie was a fast blur of red tails, swords coming up from under Lucius to stab into the underside of the wolf. 


  Allie held one paw at bay on her shield, with Clymiphae blocking the rest of the stark white wolf. Her sword was darting out to rend the flesh of its leg and along the side of its body.


  Chariklia and Milly took hits on their shields; Chariklia’s spear was used for blocking as Milly’s newfound love of smashing was being demonstrated by the wet-sounding smacks of her hammer. The skull of the wolf was her target, but the neck or side of its body was just as good of a resting place for the head of her war hammer.


  I lunged in next to Titus, taking the moments of distraction provided to nick the exposed throat of the black wolf towering above us. Thrusting and slashing, blood found its way to the ground and on my armor. The steady rhythm of arrows firing, pin cushioning the wolf’s body, played a cadence to my cuts.


  The wolves once latched onto the shields, were single-minded in their attempts to dislodge the items. I lost track of what happened as Titus brought the head down in a crosshold with his shield and spear, laying the flayed head of the monster near my feet. Without hesitation, I plunged my sword tip into the eye of the beast, stilling it as the brain was destroyed.


  The crackling buzz of lighting filled the air as two stun disks were thrown by Rachel. Lucius and Chariklia’s wolves convulsed as blue lightning tore through their muscles. Allie, Brie, and Milly fell on their incapacitated foes. Whimpered cries whined from the dying wolves, the smack, smack of Milly’s hammer undulating the pitch of one.


  “Everyone good?” Titus asked.


  “Yes.” The group answered, sounding in better spirits.


  You have killed a:


  Lupus Alpha. Level 32. 9500 XP.


  You have leveled. Level 34. 100/40000.


  “I leveled again,” came the voice of Brie and Allie. 


  “I gained a level also, Master,” Milly said, walking up to me as Sasha dropped down to the ground with Branwen.  


  “Cossssssaaaa…” Ashley moaned out as she stomped back into the teepee. 


  “I’ll butcher the wolves. We can have them for breakfast.” I said as I moved to the bodies and began dismantling them with my spell. 


  Teeth, claws, hides, and meat secured in the saddlebags, we all sat around the warmth of the fire-eating. Hot black cossa washed down the wolf meat and jerky we all ate. Vegetables had been lightly grilled, and the meal was not the worst I had ever had, considering the circumstances.


  Walking from the tent in a much happier mood, Ashley and the rest of us got ready to head over the bridge. The poles and furs of the teepee were stored, and soon, a depression in the ground was the only mark of our passing. Long walkers on, we all headed for the open space before the bridge. 


  Standing in a line, we scanned the area, searching for anything that might chase us over the bridge. With determined nods, we all set off toward the oversized bridge. The moonlight let us clearly see our path as we approached. Without the shadows of the trees, it felt nearly like daylight to be able to see so far. 


  Skis came off as the gray stone came up under our feet. Noise felt wrong being so exposed, the cleared area letting any creature see the direction of our passing. I felt little walking over the bridge; the side rails were more than twice my height. The space between the railings was large enough that I could fit between them. 


  “Giants use this, don’t they?” I asked.


  “Yep, and this is the smallest of the bridges. The next two have guards most of the time as well.” Lucius answered, breaking the silence not as bothersome to him. 


  “How do we kill a giant?” 


  “HA…With a lot of dogging. Titus here is probably the only one who could block a direct attack on his shield from one.” Lucius chuckled.


  “I guess that works.” The click of boots gave way once more to the crunch of snow when we were across. 


  “We’re going to be moving faster from here on out. No more ice pools after the bridge, Clymiphae; you still have the even weight dispersal ability?”


  “Yes, sir.” She answered. 


  “Good, if anyone falls or can’t keep up, say something; you don’t want to get left behind on this level. You see that great tree up ahead, sticking out of the forest. That’s our meet-up point if you get separated. Just head to it, and we will find you.”


  I gazed out at the massive tree; it was easily ten times the size of the others in the forest in front of us. Shaded purple bows and needles made for the only visible landmark. Reattaching our long walkers, we moved, staying vigilant as we crossed the bare snow on the other side of the ice water river. 


  Our pace was a steady gliding jog, Clymiphae keeping up with our strides. Large shallow depressions in the snow were keeping her aloft on the crunchy fresh powder. Plunging back into the forest, we formed a half-oval. Titus led, with Rachel and me back a pace and to either side. Chariklia and Lucius were behind and to the sides of us, with Allie and Brie behind them on the inside. Milly and Ashley followed the two Kitsune as Branwen and Sasha danced in the trees to either side of the group. 


  14:12


  “Sciucurs,” Branwen yelled from our right as the dark shapes of the squirrels glided down from the trees.


  My shield arched around my back and punted the tiny creatures in the air, which Placed them at the perfect height for my long sword to cut them in two. Dozens fell from the trees, threatening to overwhelm us. Precise arrows skewered their bodies to trees. Jabbing spears and sword slashes halted the descending frozen venomous tree rats. 


  Blood mist froze in the air, the ghastly bisected bodies falling limply to the forest floor. One, two, five, then ten of the monsters fell to my blade alone. The rocketing forms of the freezing fur balls crashing into trees and each other are memorialized in splatters of blood with Milly’s baseball bat approach to the attack.


  “Ahh. My leg!” Shasha yelled from the left side as the last of the sequels died in the hurricane of our blades. I turned to my kitsune companion. One of the half-dead rodents hung from her upper left leg. 


  “Sasha, you’re alright; I have you,” I said, sliding on my knees to her side. Ripping the creature from her leg, its small fangs having just been able to pierce her armor and the top layer of her flesh. 


  “Ouch…It sort of… Burns Eric.” She said as I laid her on the ground. 


  “I need to see the damage to heal it,” I said, undoing her belt and sliding her pants off over the frozen wound. 


  She closed her eyes and turned her head to the side as the rest of the group secured the area. Ashley fell on her other side, stroking her hair and looking considerably more distraught than Sasha did. 


  Her quadricep was a discolored black; a 20-centimeter oval was completely discolored; the skin, muscle, and fatwas hard as a rock. I placed my hands around the frozen injury and activated my analyze body spell. Frozen ruptured cells and torn membranes became clear in my mind’s eye. The damage was nearly complete from the frost venom the Sciucurs had injected. Luckily, the depth of penetration was only a few centimeters deep. 


  Channeling my focused healing spell, I started on the outside edge of the damaged skin. Working from the outside in, I moved the coin-sized area of healing magic in a spiral, working towards the inside of the oval. 20 seconds later and 150 mana down, Sasha’s leg was completely healed. 


  “I didn’t know you could heal. So completely also.” Ashley questioned from where she was affectionately stroking Sasha’s hair. 


  “Useful thing to be able to do in a dungeon. Should we rest a bit, Eric?” Titus said as the rest of the group gathered around us.


  “No, I am fine. Sasha, how is the leg?”


  “Feels good as new Eric. Can I pull my pants up now? My ass is cold?” Sasha smirked at me.


  “Oh…yeah,” I said as I got up and helped her to her feet as well. Pants covering her once more.


  “Hate those things; theyss are so annoying,” Branwen said, adjusting her bow and arrows. 


  “Back to it, we’ll head for the giant camp, clear that out, then make camp.”


  Jogging through the trees, we headed at a slight angle from the massive tree we could see occasionally. Its high limbs glowed in the moonlight, forming a beacon that guided us. Hours passed in the stillness, the silence. The crunching of snow was the only soundtrack to our passing. After six hours had passed, the warming effect from the jerky began to wear off, and we stopped for lunch.


  14:42


  “Mana stones can only be found in dungeons?” I asked.


  “Yes and no. You can find them outside of dungeons; it is just the only place you can collect them. Inside of the dungeon.” Rachel said as she tore into a piece of jerky. 


  “Where can you get them?” I asked, looking at Titus.


  “Depends on the level. There are a few where you can mine them, but most are found in chests. On this level, for example, there will be a few small ones in chests if we’re lucky. But the real place to get them is at the giant temples.”


  “Giant Temples?”


  “Yes, there are three of them on this level. Hard to clear out. The giants on this level use a form of ice magic, the priests? Shamans? that are at the temple all use magic. Their altars and buildings have dozens of small and medium-sized mana stones, though.” Titus said as we slowly started moving again. 


  “Two more hours, and we should see the camp,” Lucius told Brie, who was still skiing alongside him.


  “Why haven’t there been more attacks?” I asked the bundled, rugged form of Titus next to me.


  “Remember, these beginning levels are all about enduring the elements. The fact we have had so many is more unordinary. We have been through this level multiple times where the only fight we have had was the giant chief.”


  “Ah, easy to forget.”


  “That it is.” 


  The hours passed, the heat from my body working the skis staving off the cold. Clouds began swirling overhead, and a snowstorm looked to be in our future.


  “There it is,” Titus said to the group. Through the trees, the leather huts, massive in size, stood out in contrast to the white landscape.


  “Shall I scout it out, love?” Branwen asked.


  “Yes, but Sasha stays here. We do not want to tip them off that we are here accidentally.” 


  Branwen glided down from the hill, her shape fading from view as an ability activated. The impressions of her skis disappeared as well. We waited, taking comfortable positions up against a few trees. The cold tried to creep in, but with all our enchantments and buffs from the food, it was held easily at bay. 


  Moonlight shifted as they followed unseen paths across the dungeon ceiling. Ashley and Rachel found spots on either side of me under a thick blanket Ashley had pulled from one of her bags. Milly and Sasha, along with Allie and Brie, all huddled together close to us as well. There was no cold felt by the group, but the dim light and stinging inhalation of the frigid air made everyone hold close to each other while the Titans shield stood guard. 


  15:00


  “I count only four giants. Three male and one female. Six tents, the extras are for food storage and crafting.” Branwen said as she materialized just on the outside edge of the party.


  “Good, not too many for our first fight with them. what types?” Titus asked, his bearded face red from the cold. 


  “One is a guard, two hunters, and the female is just a brood mate.” 


  “let’s get ready then,” Titus said as we all got up from the ground.


  Rearranging our armor and weapons, we all clustered together, preparing for the fight. From the size of the tents, I could tell this was not going to be easy. ‘I am going to have to let out more of my power probably… Considering what the Titans’ shield is involved in, I think it will be alright. I do have leverage on them if it comes down to it.’ I thought to myself as soft flurries of snow began to fall. I flexed my Mana internally, feeling the unending course of Mana pulsate through me. The ring would help, but fuck it, I was about to kill a giant. 


  Titus gave me an odd look as a predatory smile fell across my face as I closed the face guard of my armor.


  Skiing down the hill, we followed the path Branwen had taken. The open ice field exposed our group as we approached the camp. I took my skis off, and the rest of the party followed suit. The six massive tents, semi-permanent shelters, hid us from the watching eye of the only giant guard. 6 meters of hard flesh and corded muscle covered lightly in leathers and rings of chainmail. Its skin was light blue with areas of a light tan. Standing in front of a large fire, the head of the metal-banded club furrowed the ground. Thick braids of snow-blond hair spilled like a cape down its back. 


  Hidden in snow flurries, the backside of the guard was facing Titus and me. Looking at Titus, I received a nod as we approached from the rear of the crafting tent. 


  “I think it’s time I show you my other secret,” I said in a muffled voice as Titus’s eyes widened.


  I could have rolled out and put on a show for the group. Fighting the giants like normal but with their revelation about their participation in the coffin road, I knew I could trust the Titans’ shield. I needed to secure my power and form an unshakable group. One that could help me with my other goals. 


  I walked out leisurely from between the two tents that hid us. Sasha dropped her act as well and stepped out as the group fumbled with what to do. 


  “HEY!” I yelled at the guard. Its massive body whipped around faster than I thought possible. There was no hesitation, club rising in the air, knees bending to spring forward onto me. 


  I didn’t give it the chance to launch itself. Dumping Mana into my Flame whip spell, I lashed the coiled plasma of death at its legs. With a flick of my wrist, the supersonic end of the whip tore through the legs of the giant, just below the knees. 


  “ARG!!!…” A wordless howl left its mouth, its club falling to the ground. Screaming and shouts came from the far end of the tents as the three other giants tore from their shelters. One of the males and one female emerged from the same tent.


  The flame whip had cost me a paltry 50 mana to cast. The 2 seconds it took the other giants to run from their tents, I had already regained my Mana. Raising my hand, I focused Mass paralysis on the group of giants. 200 mana dropped from my mana pool instantly, and five Mana per second was drained from my recovery rate. With 23 mana per second, however, the powerful forms of the giants froze like the ice that covered the level. 


  “Sasha and Milly, I want you to kill one of the male hunters. Brie and Allie take the other. Ashley and Rachel kill the brood mate. I’ll finish the guard.” I said as I walked up to the frozen, legless body. My spell was so complete that blood did not even pump from where the legs had been burned through.


  “By the holy cock of Ack, what is this….” Lucius said as my wives and slaves moved to carry out their tasks. Milly and Sasha began hacking and smashing. Brie and Allie each cut the legs of one of the hunters, sending it to the ground. Ashley ripped icicles from the air and flung them into the frozen body while Rachel activated a blue cutting flame from her forearm on her suit and tore through the legs. 


  You have killed:


  Protector Glaies giant. 60000 XP.


  You have leveled. Level 35.


  The system informed me of how much the giant was worth as I withdrew my sword from the back of its neck. The deep purple blood of the giant coated my blade. 


  “By the ever-dripping cunt of Sippsie Eric, what was that?” Rachel yelled as she stomped away from the smoking skull of the female giant.


  The rest of the group formed around me expectantly, “Along with being a world walker, well, I got…oh, just look.” I said, sending my stat sheet to the group.


  They all looked at my affinities for a moment, and then Lucius said, “100 percent, that’s not possible.”


  “I guess it is for me.”


  “So, you have been holding back?” Titus asked.


  “Had to be sure I could trust you. Now that I know, I can. No point in it.”


  “This explains why you’re not on the ground; a twitching mana-drained mess,” Rachel said, crossing her arms over her chest.


  “So, will you all keep it a secret?”


  “By the gods, yes, if this got out…I don’t know what the emperor would do.” Titus answered.


  “I see why you didn’t tell us, but it does hurt my feelings a bit,” Ashley said, huffing out her answer. Waring with herself between elation and anger at my deception. 


  “I thought you just had higher affinities, like one of the legendary exalted mages from old. This, I don’t think there has ever been anyone like you. Though now that I think of it, I guess there are a few stories that are a whole lot more believable if people could have affinities close to that high.” Rachel explained, uncrossing her arms and tapping her lips as she thought out loud.


  “Well, this changes things in the dungeon, I guess. 23 mana a second? So much, I need to think about this. Let’s clear the camp and see if there is a chest.” Titus ordered.


  “You took a mana pill earlier, Eric, don’t do that now. It is extremely dangerous to have a mana overload in your system, not to mention it can become an addiction. Okay?” Rachel’s light blue eyes fixed me with a harsh stare, punctuating her seriousness. 


  “Thank you, Rachel. I didn’t know that. Explains why that felt so good.” The rest of the group went into the shelters and began to drag out the belongings of the giants.


  “No chest. Plenty of furs, though.” Chariklia said.


  “The crafting tent has a few Nix Phantus hides,” Branwen said, pulling out three of the massive shaggy furs.


  “Should we stay here tonight?” I asked Titus as the group bundled up the valuable items from the camp and stored them in Clymiphae’s saddlebags.


  “I thought we would have to have time to recover after the giant camp. However now… How are we all feeling?”


  “Good boss,” Lucius said.


  “I can keep going, love.”


  “Well, I am sick of long walking in this cold, but the sooner we get this done, the better,” Ashley added, torn between the warmth of a tent and the promise of her bed at the end of this.


  “If we could travel faster, that would help,” Titus said offhand.


  “Let me see; I might be able to come up with something. There are no more of those ice pools, right?” I asked.


  “Yeah, after the bridge, there are no more on the lower side of the mountains,” Lucius answered. The rest of the group finished with the furs and racks of meat from the food storage tent.


  “What’s the terrain like up head?”


  “Mostly open forest and snowfields. Unless we head to the outer edge or closer to the mountain spine.” Titus said.


  Jumping onto a log that was placed around the dwindling fire, I thought. ‘A snow machine would be good. Hell, a helicopter would be best. No way I could make one of those right now.’ “Rachel, do you have any enchanting mana crystals on you?” I yelled over to the group, who was finishing their work.


  “No, sorry, Eric. I have one from my armor you could use if you really need it. It’s small, though.” 


  “No, that’s alright.” 


  ‘Have to make something Clymiphae could ride in so she can keep up… A toboggan it is, then. Well, a big one.’ 


  “let’s head back to the tree line once we’re done packing up this place; I have an idea,” I yelled over the lightly falling snow.


  Skiing back to the edge of the forest, I found one of the ever-purple trees that was big enough for what I was going to do. “The dungeon doesn’t get mad if you attack the trees, right?” 


  “No, but they are nearly impossible to cut down. They heal extremely fast.” Titus answered.


  Reaching my Mana out, I tried to manipulate the plant first. Connected to the dungeon as it was, I was unable to get it to move. That left me with cutting.


  Using the basic cut spell, I carved a large block of wood from the tree. 6 meters long, 1.5 meters wide, and 1 meter thick, the chunk fell from the tree. The gaping hole in the tree bled a dark green sap for only a moment before it healed completely. If I sliced through the tree, I would have about a second to tip the thing over before it healed, a near impossibility if you have ever felled a tree before.


  Using cut, I hollowed out the center of the chunk of wood, rounding the front and leaving the back square and angular. I now had a flat-bottom sleigh; it would be a tight fit for all of us, but we could manage. Using the cut spell as I worked, I focused on making the outside as smooth as possible, especially the bottom. 


  From the front, I ran the mana input runes and linked them to two kinetic force-generating glyphs in the back. This would allow me to directly power the pushing force of the runes with my Mana. At the same time, it allowed me to turn left or right a small amount by directing my Mana to the right or left kinetic force thruster. 


  You have created an enchantment:


  Kinetic thruster. This enchantment, when supplied with personal Mana, will create a moderately efficient thrust. .1 error… .1 mana per 1 … formulating … 1 mana per second per .5 meter per second. 


  “It might be a little tight, but this should work,” I said as the group stood staring at the toboggan. 


  “You can’t power that for long…well, I guess you can. Explains why you could fix my enchanting notes.” Rachel said, looking confused. 


  Titus pulled out a map of the level and showed me where we were going. “We’ll head for the lower small mountain; there is a dungeon survival cave there.”


  “All aboard. Choo-choo…” I said, slightly excited to drive my new creation. 


  “What’s a choo-choo?” Ashely asked Rachel.


  “I have no idea.” Shrugging her shoulders, she just shook her head.


  I sat in the front, placing my hands on the mana input runes I had made. Clymiphae folded her legs in the center of the sleigh while Titus sat behind me. The rest piled into spots, and the sleigh was notably heavier. It did feel very stable, however.


  I began trickling my Mana into the enchantment. Feeling it flow through the sleigh and back to the thrusters. I was going slow so I could detect any flaws before I got us up to speed. 


  Moving slowly, the sleigh inched forward, a few centimeters at a time. With 2 mana per second flowing through the sleigh, we moved at roughly 3 kilometers an hour. Gradually increasing the mana flow, I made a few wide turns as we headed back toward the giant camp.


  6 mana, 11 kilometers an hour. We were moving at the speed of a slight jog now.


  12 mana, 21 kilometers an hour. The flow of air was noticeable now. 


  20 mana, 36 kilometers an hour. 22 mana had us moving close to 40 kilometers an hour. I kept the speed steady, adjusting the thrust to either side as we traveled into a more open area. We moved at double the pace we could have managed on the long walkers, and this took far less energy for the rest of the group. Weapons were still at the ready, and eyes scanned our path for anything that would try and attack us. 


  15:12


  Snow and more snow passed. The occasional tree or shrub. I veered the sleigh around small hills of snow and the one herd of Nix Phantus we saw. Titus would tap my shoulder and point when I was getting off course. The small mountain was growing closer as we glided along the ice.


  15:30


  There was a very distinct difference in the speed of our travel. Ice and hard snow allowed us to move at nearly double the rate while fresh drifts of powder slowed us to normal. I guessed friction still applied in this world.


  “Just up ahead,” Titus said, pointing to a grouping of rocks.


  I moved the sleigh to the cave opening, and Titus hopped off. He quickly stormed into the cave. Coatings of ice cracked off from him as he entered the rest area. The remainder of the group slowly got from the toboggan, shedding ice and looking weary from the long day.


  With the all-clear given, we hurriedly got into the rocky shelter. It looked much like the one at the beginning, and soon, a fire was going. Warmth spilled from the white wood as a covering was placed over the opening. Bedrolls were laid out, and nothing was said as we all stretched out and fell into sleep. 




  

    Chapter 36


    New Spells.


  


  Nothing was better than waking with body heat and soft skin under each arm. Their legs tangled with mine wasn’t bad either. The cold of the level was a distant dream held at bay by the tender forms of Ashley and Rachel. I was ready for them, acquiescence coursing through me. We had another task, however.


  The simmering, rich, earthy scent of cossa spilled throughout the cave. I watched the sleeping form of Ashley, auburn hair pulled in a tail behind her head. Her nose twitched at the smell as her tongue licked her lips. ‘She really does love her morning cossa.’ I thought as her eyes began to flutter open. 


  Cracking one eye open, Ashley said, “Mmm…much better, no wolves?” Yawning widely.


  “No, at least I don’t think so.”


  Kneeling in front of Ashley, Brie kissed her deeply over the steaming mug of cossa. “Good morning, mistress.” 


  “You’re the best, Brie.”


  “We’re getting up?” Came Rachel’s groggy voice from the other side of me, her lips pressing softly onto my chest.  


  “Looks like Ashley beat you to it this morning.”


  “Humph, someone woke me a few times last night being handsy in their sleep.” She said with a convulsive shudder clenching around me. 


  “Sorry, I am not responsible for what I do in my sleep.” 


  “It was nice. Okay, up.” Rachel said, ejecting the blankets from on top of us. The warm air spilled over us as the three of us sat up. 


  Cossa was poured and drank. Sasha had helped milk Milly, and the sweet addition to the morning beverage was wonderful. Jerky was chewed, and bedrolls rolled up. Soon, the cave was only filled with the light and drifting smoke from the dying fire and 12 armed and armored adventurers. 


  “Next is the new black bridge; if there are two guards, that means the giant camp is occupied. One and will be in the clear until the next bridge.” Titus told the group before we ventured into the cold once more.


  “Do we want to go to the camp and look for a chest?” Lucius asked.


  “That’s up to Lord Eric?”


  “No, better to keep moving. Why do you call it the new black bridge, Titus?”


  “It appeared in the last two decades, relatively new for the legion. Besides the changing black veins, not much changes with the legion over the years.” Titus answered.


  40KPH is just slow enough to be annoying, that is, when the outside temperature is magically held below minus frozen fuck all, and dear gods, get me out of here. We did not have far to travel on the freshly fallen snow. I used my 580 mana freely, kicking our speed up to 65 kph for short stents. Soon, a tap on my shoulder from Titus let me know to stop. 


  The new black bridge was just visible across the blank expanse, and was the same color as the veins of black that crept up in odd places. “Looks like there is just one guard, and it has a bow,” Titus said as we disembarked. We had to have been half a kilometer away.


  “Why did we stop?” I asked as my question was answered by the sound of a whistling arrow. It landed a dozen meters away from us, plunging into the frozen ground. 


  “Outside its range.”


  “Ah, I see that now. How do you normally take it out?”  


  “Branwen can get close enough to kill it while we block with our shields. But with your power, do you want to kill it?” the group stood close, the sight of the cold making us huddle together more than the feeling itself. 


  “As Good a time as any to make a long-distance spell, I suppose.”


  I ran through the options I had in my head. I could accelerate a piece of ice to supersonic speeds and blow a hole in the giant. The fire was always an option, but an explosion of heat that would kill it was not efficient enough. I needed a way of causing mass death without a mess. A laser, perhaps, if there was more light to work with on this level. 


  I reached out with my mana, sending a feeler out to the mass of crushing muscle. It had no way of guarding against mana, natural or otherwise. I knew this would not work for anything that had even a slight mana resistance, but for this big guy, it was over.


  Distance with most spells was governed by arcane mana manipulation; for me, that meant that I could cast my spells as far and wide as I wanted. 


  Stretching my hand out, I focused on the giant as a whole. Then the chest, then the head. I activated a combination of the cut and butcher spells. 


  You have learned the spell: 


  Internal Severing: base cost .1 mana. .1 mana per centimeter of internal cut. .1 mana per meter distance. .1 mana increase per 1% mana resistance.


  You have killed:


  Protector Glaies giant. 60000 XP.


  You have leveled: level 36.


  Looking through an odd pair of binoculars, Rachel asked, “What did you do, Eric?” A tinge of fear creeping between her words.


  “What happened?” Ashley asked.


  “It’s dead. It just fell over.” Rachel answered, lowering her binoculars that merged back into her suit. 


  “What? Really? Death magic?” Snow flinging off Ashley as she whipped her head towards me. 


  “No, not death magic. I severed the nerves at the base of his skull.”


  “That’s… that’s.” Chariklia stammered.


  Titus lowered his head, “I’ve seen this before from the ninth’s special units. Never from this far away, though. Never.” Titus’s eyes moved rapidly, searching old memories and processing what I had just shown them all.


  Lifting his head, Titus spoke, “We should move. I am glad you are who you are, Eric. Very glad.”


  Silence lay over the group as we took the giant’s armor and weapons. We Stuffed them into Clymiphae’s bags. The massive bow and quiver. Thick plate armor with huge sections of chain mail. 


  The bridge was larger than the other in terms of width. The black stone was smooth and glistened like glass. No snow touched the surface of the black monolith that spanned the wide ice water river below. 


  16:12


  Frozen mounds and hillocks fell from under us, the speed of the bobsled being kept above 60 kph as I varied the mana input. Another massive tree rose to the right-hand side of me while we traveled. The wind and cold made for poor conversation as we traveled. A few loping shapes padded in the distance, none coming close enough to warrant a fight. The steady glistening of moonlight on snow lulled my mind into meditation. 


  I focused on the steading pulse of mana. In and out, charging forward to higher speeds before gliding and repeating the process. I was now in it; the Titans’ Shield knew about my power, but they would keep my secret. With their help, I would be able to dive further into the dungeon. The S rank group was providing me with the perfect cover in the empire. ‘I still need to find out what that note was about from the dungeon.’


  17:06


  Six hours or so of cold, silent travel. Jerky was passed forward to me when the buff from the meat had worn off. Everyone had decided not to interrupt our travels for a lunch break. Only muffled noise reached me over the sound of the wind. Titus’s taps on my shoulder were the only guide I had across the white expanse.


  The third ice river approached, along with the mass of dark iron. Steel cables plunging from two towers down to the bridge deck. It was massive and looked slightly more modern than anything else I had seen since coming to this world. I stopped half a kilometer away as I had before, unsure if there was a guard on the bridge or not. 


  “No worries, Eric, there is never a guard at this bridge. The next camp is towards the spine on the other side of a small mountain. Will head for the next shelter cave. Then tomorrow will see if the giant chief is at the forest’s edge location.”


  17:24


  The cave, at the base of the small mountain, was much like the rest. Cold and dark until the white wood was set to light, a cozy den for rest when the bedrolls were lain out. Fire crackling and armor discarded, pots and pans became the chosen weapons for our evening meal.


  “How many are in the main camp?” I asked.


  “Depends really on the size and level of the group. For us, anywhere from 10 to 15. Though with your power, I wonder, but the dungeon has not seemed to hold it against you.” answered Titus as he swallowed his spoon full of soup. The warm meal was doing much to heal the minds of the party more than the body. 


  “Normally, it would be a tough fight; you have to get one or two of them alone. Weed down the numbers before going after the chief.” Lucius added.


  “All we have to really do is decide how many kills you want your companions to get. You could kill them all yourself, Lord Eric.” Chariklia added with a shake of her head. 


  “Ashely, Rachel?” I asked.


  Braiding her black hair after her food had been demolished, Rachel said, “Two each if there are enough, that is. The rest you can kill.” 


  Falling on her back, arms splayed to the side, Ashley said, “Rachel’s best with numbers, whatever she says.” A yawn escaped her mouth at the end. 


  “Tomorrow then.” 


  “Tomorrow.” 


  Sleep was easy for the group, the Titans’ Shield standing watch. 


  The morning, or at least morning for us went much the same as the previous. There was less talking as we packed the cave up, each of us focusing more on the fight up ahead of us. I knew it was not going to be much of a fight. I was going to slaughter the giants, that’s if they were at the camp.


  I skirted us around the mountain; the clear, dark sky held no hint of snow. The freezing wind was the only accompaniment as we traveled. I slowed on top of a hill that overlooked the valley between the small mountain and the central spine of the dungeon floor. 


  The wind whipped Titus’s cloak as he stood next to me, “no luck, looks like only a small encampment down there.” 


  “Where to next?”


  “We can head toward the spine mountains and check the camp at the far tip of the mountain range. Or we can cut through the forest to the right and try another camp at the base of one of the great trees. The chief is just as likely to be at either location.” 


  “Which one makes it so we don’t have to backtrack?”


  “The great tree, then there is a temple we could hit on the way to the next camp.”


  “Great tree camp it is then. First, I want to try something.”


  I formed a simple fireball in my hand, stabilizing it. A fireball, when it hit a target, would crack the magical shell it was encased in and jettison the plasma within. I took a small amount of hydrogen, magically stabilized it in the center of the fireball, and leaned more heavily on my 100 percent fire affinity to get the effect I wanted. When the shell of the fireball broke, a magical reaction would propel the hydrogen up along the fusion chain into deuterium and tritium. With the containment of the spell broken, the energy would then be released in a fusion explosion. 


  New spell learned:


  Fusion bomb. Basic cost: error… 0.1 mana per kiloton.


  To get a full megaton explosion, I would have to spend 100 mana. We were far enough away that I did not worry if the blast would hurt us. I decided to spend 50 mana, halving the yield of the bomb. The ball of bright orange and red fire swirled in front of my hand. It looked more like a glittering bath bomb than a flickering flaming shepherd of destruction.


  I launched the ball with force mana letting it sail high into the air with force magic, guiding it to the center of the small giant camp. 


  Nothing happened at first when the ball fell into the center of the camp. Then, all at once, a flash of light lit the level like the noonday sun. A loud rumble blasted over us as a mushroom cloud formed where the camp had been. It was small, only about the size of the trees on the level as the wind, hot from the explosion, washed over us. 


  You have killed:


  Protector Glaies giant. Times 2. 120,000 XP.


  Glaies Giant. Times 3. 90,000 XP.


  You have leveled. 38, 39.


  The eyes of the group were on me, vacant expressions of fear plain to see. “Well, that worked,” I said with a half chuckle into the awkward air.  


  “By all the gods, what was that?” Lucius asked a slight tremble in his voice. 


  “A taste of a weapon from my homeworld.”


  “What Void plain of madness did you come from?” Rachel had taken a fighting stance, her face covered all except for her eyes. Horror filled them, cold blue weighing me. 


  “Let’s go; we have another camp to check out.”


  Toboggan, sleigh, sled, bobsled who truly knew what my snow vehicle would be classified as. It was more snow machine and sled than anything. Regardless of its long shape, it served its purpose. Gliding us at a maintained speed over the ice and snow. So much ice and snow, freezing wind, and ghostly light. 


  18:24


  We glided through the forest, the ever-purple trees maintaining their enormous watch over us. Our speed was reduced but not by much while we traveled through the snowdrift valleys. We kept our eyes and senses open to the world around us. Nothing attacked except for the biting cold. Jerky was eaten, and the 12 of us made sure warmth was not forgotten.  


  Breaking from the trees after hours of travel, the towering form of another great tree loomed in front of us. We headed for the base, where another giant camp was occasionally located. 


  Kicking the ring of giant stones around a long-dead fire pit, Titus said, “Haven’t been any of the giants here in a while.”


  “You said there was a temple around here?” 


  “Hum, yes. Up that way, the mountain temple. Did you want to raid it?” Tilting his head toward the indicated direction.


  “What do you all think?”


  “We’ll be here even longer, and I don’t need any mana crystals,” Ashley said while rubbing her arms.


  “Mana crystals would be nice to get; I can always use more.” Words muffled by the series of stretches that Rachel was moving through. 


  Casually shrugging his shoulders, Lucius answered, “We’ll go if you want.”


  “Well, I’m sick of this level, but I don’t want to pass this chance up. Is it worth it, Titus?”


  “Mana crystals are expensive but not outrageously expensive. You really could just buy them.”


  “I guess you are right. Rachel, I need to buy some crystals anyways, so I’ll get you some also.”


  “Really, that’d be great.”


  “So, next camp?”


  “Yes, but I would advise not blowing this one up. The giant loot chests are quite valuable.” Titus said, shaking his head.


  “Wasn’t planning on it,” I said with a chuckle. 


  18:48


  Four hours later, coming over a small hill, the temple came into view. I stopped the sleigh at the top of the rise. Standing in a line overlooking the building that was half-carved into the side of the mountain reaffirmed my decision to skip the temple. There was loot and levels to be gained, but the building was taller than most of the trees. 


  It was a large building built for giants, and that made it big. Really big. Sloping roofs denoted sectioned-off floors of the building. Nine sloping roofs in total rose nearly to the top of the mountain. The stone was dark in the light, though it was made from a gray rock. Windows as large as great double doors for a human dotted the sides. The entryway door glittered bronze in the fading light.  


  “Don’t try and blow this one up; I have no idea what the dungeon would do if you did,” Titus said as he stood next to me.


  “Yeah, that might piss it off. You don’t want the dungeon mad at you; that’s not good for one’s health.” Lucius added.


  “I’m not going to blow everything up; I just wanted to make sure it would work.” 


  “Right, husband, we all know boys like things that go boom.” Ashley chided.


  “We should go; we have a lot further to travel.” I said out loud, then under my breath, “Probably wouldn’t have worked anyway.”


  We came out on the lower side of the mountain behind the camp. Much closer than I thought we were going to. As we got closer, we heard it, drums. A massive, steady bass boom thundered through the air. There were four fires burning bright and tall in the camp. From our perch overlooking the camp, we watched as the giants drank and ate. Massive legs roasted over the fires from the mammoth creatures as giants stumbled about, appearing to be slightly intoxicated. 


  “What’s going on down there?” I asked from where I lay on my stomach, peering at the camp. We had left the sleigh near the forest as we made our way on foot to a hill that allowed us to watch the camp.


  “That’s just how the chief’s camp is. How many do you count, Branwen?”


  “There are 15 down there. Wait, yes, 15.” She got the count using some unknown ability.


  “Looks like five guards,” Lucius added. 


  “Two archers with swords and three spearmen,” Branwen confirmed.


  “That’s a lot of giants. Can you freeze that many?” Ashley asked.


  “No, that would take too much mana. There might be another way, though.” I said, thinking of my options. I could kill most of them outright, all of them except the chief and the magic users. 


  The battle plan went off without a hitch. Circling around to the side of the camp that faced the ice planes, we formed a line. Branwen went forward, getting in range of the guards. She loosed five arrows from her bow within seconds of each other. Each found their mark within spots on the giants. She was fully visible, not having hidden at all. The giants charged her, all five, as she turned and fled back to us. 


  The giants were slow at first, but when they got up to speed, they tore up the distance fast. Bronwen’s much higher level was the only thing that let her make it back to us ahead of the charging giants. I noted the bowmen had dropped their bows and drawn their swords in the chase. 


  It did not matter; when they were in range, I struck. Casting internal Severing on the guards, I tore their lower spines apart. Severing their connection to their lower legs. They fell like weighty trees, faces burrowing into the ice. 


  Howls of outrage and pain, their death dirge crescendoing coming from the giants as we ran forward. I watched, making sure none of the flailing arms struck the lower-level members of the group. I wanted Sasha and Milly to kill the guards, along with Brie and Allie. They needed the experience. 


  Wet smacks of hammer strikes and the tearing sound of swords filled the air as the giants went limp. Their cries, however, had alerted the camp that all was not well, and before we could think of anything else, six more giants ran from the camp at us. 


  Half-dressed, they looked crazed, running in the twilight of the level toward us. I would have been scared had I not been so powerful. “Fuck’em,” I said as I raised my hand and severed their lower spines as well. We ran to them. I took a half-naked female, ending her life quickly with the same spell. 


  The others dove into their work, dodging hands and floundering bodies as they dealt death to the crippled foes. Frost blood coated our weapons, and if not for the buffs, frostbite would have burned all our bodies, the splashes of frozen blood the giant’s last offering of death bathed upon us. 


  “Four left,” I said. As the group nodded.


  We ran in the direction of the camp. Snow and ice passed underfoot as we spirited between the giant tents. The central clearing now held the giant chief, two shaman-looking giants, and one attractive-looking female. By giant standards, she must have been a supermodel.


  The chief roared and jumped forward, swinging a massive ax. Titus leaped ahead, his tower shield poised to block the attack. The crashing ring split the air when the two collided, the chief being thrown back by the reverberation of the concussive force. 


  Paralysis or internal Severing would not work. Well, that is not completely true, but with my mana pool, I could only cast the spell once on the giant shamans. I would recover my mana in seconds, but I did not want to take all the experience as well. 


  So, I formed a new spell, a variant of the fireball spell. Casting both hands, fingers splayed out horizontally with the ground, I focused. Creating a thin line of condensed plasma in an arc past my fingertips. I cast the spell, sending a blade of fire at the legs of the two giant shamans. They elongated slightly in the air, becoming about 2m in length. The energy sliced cleanly through the legs, sending the shamans onto their stomachs. 


  New spell learned.


  Plasma blade: Error… .1 mana per blade. Casts a highly condensed plasma blade that destabilizes atomic bonds, separating atoms cleanly at an atomic level.


  Turning my hands vertically to the ground, I loosed two more plasma blades from each hand, severing the shaman’s arms at the shoulders. Sasha and Milly went to work, killing one, while Brie and Allie dispatched the other. 


  Titus had bashed the Giant chief to the far side of the clearing. He wore a focused look but was relaxed. I had no doubt that he could have killed it with a few thrusts of his spear. The female giant was occupied by Chariklia and Lucius, similarly keeping her engaged. Rachel threw stun disks while Ashley filled the woman with quills of ice. With the female being bombarded by Rachel, her forearm shooting small, powerful fireballs at it, I turned to the boss. 


  Running over to Titus, I waited for the right moment. When the chief’s ax bounced off from his shield, I found my opening. I cast a plasma blade at his neck, three in quick succession. The first spell cleaved its head off while the other two passed nearly unimpeded, flying off into the twilight of the level. 


  You have killed:


  Giant Glaies Chief: XP 80,000.


  You have leveled: level 40.


  The crackle of lightning dissipated, and the sounds of battle faded into the dark of the level. The orange glow of the bonfires was the only sound as they consumed their wood. We all stood silent for a long time, just staring at the corpses. It was a fast fight; hard it was not, though. I could only guess how many levels the others had just jumped. The looks on the Titan’s faces told me how easy this had been and how quick. 


  Disbelief and fear waged war with each other across the faces of the group, “So, that wasn’t so bad.” I said.


  “You’re a monster, Lord Eric. A monster. But you’re our monster.” Lucius said, putting away his weapons.


  “I’m glad you showed us your power, but it is only a matter of time until the emperor finds out what you are. Be ready for that. The most powerful of the empire crowd around the emperor like flies on shit.” Titus took off his helmet and stored his weapons as well. The rest of the group followed suit.  


  “That has been on my mind. How do you think he will react?”


  “There is no way to know with any certainty how he will react; I have never met him. Be ready for anything, though. We should loot the camp.” Everyone broke off, leaving Rachel, Ashley, and me standing by one of the fires.


  “Do you have any idea?”


  Rachel sat on a log, “if you do not threaten him or his power, you should be fine. Loyalty is everything to him; the imperial court, however, is not as simple. Some will try and gain your favor while angling to kill you. Others may seem to be opposed to you while helping you.”


  Ashley rested beside her friend, “Yes, it will all depend on what position the emperor provides you. He may not even care, but I doubt that. Our fathers are very secure in their positions at court; once they get over that we will be marrying, they’ll help us.”


  “Great, but that’s a whole other problem. Let’s help finish here.”


  Two chests were brought from tents, weapons were gathered, and the supplies in the camp were gathered and stowed. These chests were dark gray stone with white flecks in it, with iron hardware. We circled around them, and I opened the boxes, pulling the items out.  


  One chest had the next-level keys that all of us clipped onto our dungeon chains, all except the Titans’ Shield. There were four medium-size mana stones and two large ones. Four bars of frozen steel, three radiant ice sapphires, and 36 bars of cold iron. 


  The second chest held items.


  Items gained:


  Steel bow: Quality: expertly crafted. Scarcity: Rare. An enchanted normal-sized bow that will increase the size of an arrow fired from it to that of a giant arrow. 


  Heavy Hammer: quality: Expertly crafted. Scarcity: Rare. Two-handed metal hammer with an enchantment that will increase the size of the head by 10X at will.


  That was it; I gave the bow to Sasha and the Hammer to Milly. I took the mana crystals and gave the metal bars to the Titan’s shield.


  “We’ll sell all of the collected gear; we can get a better price in the city.” Titus offered.


  “That sounds like the best option. Meet in a few days?”


  “That should be plenty of time. If there is nothing else, we will be heading out.”


  Looking at Ashley and Rachel, they each shook their heads. “No, I think that’s everything. Thank you for your help.”


  “It was a pleasure, Lord Eric; we will be seeing you soon,” Titus said as the Titan’s shield disappeared in a flash of light.


  Undressed from our armor and scrubbed clean in a hot shower, I lay in bed. We exited the dungeon quickly after making our way back to our apartment. Ashley and Rachel, with Brie and Allie, went to soak in a bath. I was tempted to join them but having just spent so much time in the dungeon, all I wanted was sleep. With Sasha and Milly now clean along with me, we cuddled close under the blankets. The soft bed and warmth lulled me into sleep, the rhythmic breathing of the two a lullaby that eased any tension in my mind.


  I would sort out my levels and points in the morning.


  21:35.




  

    Chapter 37


    Points to Spend.


  


  My left leg plunged into an ice pool, the freezing water threatening to remove the limb. Snow and ice swirled in my vision. I jerked awake, a shiver running up my leg. It was draped over the side of the bed, exposed to the slight chill in the room. The rest of my body was warm under the blankets. I had rolled over Sasha in the middle of the night and was on the edge of the bed. 


  I fell out of bed, smoothly getting to my feet. My bare chest and legs quickly adjusted to the coolness of my room. It was Harness, Thursday by this world’s calendar. Sasha was wrapped around Milly, the lump of their bodies gently rising and falling within the confines of their sleep.


  I went and showered, getting partially dressed afterward.


  5:00


  Strafa’s bunny ears perked up as I walked out of my room, “good morning, Master.”


  “Good morning, Strafa. You look well-rested. Any Cossa?”


  Pouring a mug, she handed it to me. Her midriff was bare under her halter top. Her off-brown bushy tail rested on the top of her short shorts. She went back to prepping for breakfast as I turned and headed out onto the balcony. I had points to distribute, ‘level before sex, level before sex,’ I told myself as I took a seat.


  I had gained nine levels in the dungeon. That left me with 36 points to place into my attributes and 9 points for each ability, skill, and spell. I was level 40 now and had 100XP toward the 100,000 that I needed for level 41. If I placed all 36 points in my mana capacity, I would have 940 mana to work with. With 23 mana a second being restored, it would only take 4 seconds to completely refill. My other stats were high enough with the boosts from my armor. It was time to play to my strengths.


  I placed all 36 points into my mana capacity, waiting a few seconds to feel the full magnitude of my power course through me. I saved the ability points; I would have to buy some new ones to invest in. I placed the nine skill points in enchanting, but it did not move from the rank of journeyman. Of the spell points, of which I had 14, I saved in case I needed one of my lower affinity spells to get a boost in power.


  Individual Statistical Analyses.


  Name: Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Race: Human.


  Level: level 40 100xp/100000.


  Imperial bank balance: 17 mithril coins, 65 platinum coins, 509 gold coins, 250 silver coins, and 200 copper coins.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 940.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max 23 mana per second.


  Attributes: 4 points per level. 0/36


  Strength: 20. (40)


  Body: 21. (84)


  Speed: 25. (50)


  Dexterity: 20. (40)


  Mana capacity: 94.


  Mana regeneration: 23.


  Charisma: 30.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Space-time: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 9/9.


  Graceful doge: 10 out of 10. Passive. Increase balance, doge chance, area awareness, and all movement actions.


  Saving heal: 5 out of 10. Passive. If health drops to zero and death is activated, instantly heal for 50 percent once per day.


  Resurrection: 8 out of 10. Passive and active. If the ability holder dies automatically resurrects to 60 percent health(secondary), limbs are not regrown. Activate on a corps that had been dead for less than three hours to revive. The revived party has skills returned to journeyman, spells set to level 10 and Base level set to 10.


  Inspect: 10 out of 10. Active. Used to identify objects, people, animals, monsters, beasts, and void horrors that have crossed over into the system. Ability level superior.


  Linguist: Level 10 out of 10. Grants the capability of speaking any language that is heard; language must be within human vocal cord range. Allows for the complete automatic translation of heard languages into one’s native understanding. Allows for reading and wright of foreign languages as long as the wielder of the ability could read and write beforehand.


  Increased cum load: Level 3 out of 10. Increased maximum volume of cum. Your balls and prostate glands have increased in density, providing three times the amount of normal cum.


  Skills: 1 per level.


  Enchanting: journeyman, create normal enchantments, initial cost, and sustaining cost average.


  Center of the waterway: this enchantment, when placed on the steering device of a water vessel, will keep the vessel equidistant from land. The initial cost of activation is 250 mana, and the sustaining cost is 30 mana per minute.


  Hydrostatic Propulsion: This enchantment allows for the use of water to provide high torque thrust when the enchantment location is underwater. Mana cost: 1 mana per minute.


  You have created an enchantment:


  Kinetic thruster. This enchantment, when supplied with personal mana, will create a moderately efficient thrust. .1 errorr… .1 mana per 1 … formulating … 1 mana per second per .5 meter per second.


  Tailoring: Novice. Create basic clothing and other items made from cloth.


  Mapping: novice. Can draw and read maps.


  Longsword: Journeymen: The fundamentals of long blades are understood. Fighting styles of different types of blades are condensed. A small amount of mana is infused in one’s sword to improve edge quality and durability.


  Gardening: Journeymen: Proper gardening techniques are understood. Soil nurturance, acidity, moister level, mana density, and plant dispositions are known. Can create gardening tools from mana.


  Herbalism: Journeymen: Wild and cultivated herbs can be gathered and grown. Pastes, poultices, teas, brews, tinctures, and essence oils are known. Mana can be used to stabilize the effects of herbs.


  Alchemy: Journeymen: Basics of powders, potions, elixirs, and pills are known. Drying, distilling, sublimation, concentrating, condensation, refining, balancing, aging, antimonnation, and fulminating are understood. Can use mana to create even heating and cooling, as well as standard weights and measures.


  Junk skills:


  Breathing, walking, blinking, hand waving, knot tying, sitting, sleeping, bowel movements, urinating, itch itching.


  Spells: 1 per level. 14/14


  Arcane mana manipulation:


  Fuse: Base cost: .1 mana per square inch of material to be atomically bodied. Level 1.


  Butcher: Base cost: initial cast 10 mana 1 mana per pound per second. Level 11.


  Cut: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch cut (2.5cm), area twenty feet, (6m). Level 1.


  Arcane shield: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, .1 mana per second. Level 10.


  Fire:


  Candle flame: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per, minuet.


  Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  Purify: Base cost: 5.1 mana per square inch. Level 1.


  Campfire: base cost: Error… .1 mana per minute. Fire must be in a hearth or pit. Level 1.


  Fireball: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per casting. Level 1 +8.


  Flame whip: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per foot of flame whip, .1 mana per second per foot. Level 1.


  Plasma beam: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, 15 mana per second channeled. Level 1


  Earth:


  Stone spike: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch of spike. Level 1.


  Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect the desired element from the surrounding area one-quarter mile spherical and one-half mile spherical. Level 1, 2.


  Fertilize soil: Base cost: .1 mana per cubic foot of fertilized soil.


  Clean: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per square inch (2.5cm). Level 1.


  Air:


  Shuriken Wrath: Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 2.


  Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level 1, 2.


  Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving. Level 2.


  Lightning bolt: Base cost: 75 mana, error… 1 mana per second channeled lightning. Level 1.


  Water:


  Nutritious water: Base cost: 5 mana per oz of species-specific nutritious water.


  Ice spear: Base cost: 35 initial mana, error… .1 mana per 1 mile per hour (1.6 km an hour). Level 1.


  Life:


  Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 10.


  Mass healing: Base cost: 12 mana per second, area a ten-yard radius. Level 1.


  Manipulate plant: Base cost: 4.5 mana per second of movement. Level 2.


  Rapid growth: Base cost: .1> <100 mana per second of growth depending on the plant or animal complexity. Level 1, 2.


  Invigorate: Base cost: 15 mana to boost usable cellular energy in the target.


  Sleep: Base cost: 12.75 mana on willing target. Mana amount varies. Level 1.


  Paralysis: Base cost: 3.75 mana per 10 seconds. Level 1.


  Mass Paralysis: Base cost: 7.5 mana per 10 seconds; area a 10-yard radius. Level 1


  Light:


  Mana eye: Base cost: 5 initial mana, .5 mana per ten seconds. Level 9.


  Space-time:


  Internal Dimensional Expansion: Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage. Level 1.


  Soul bound items:


  Imperial Royal Bank identification card: Grants access to your account at any bank-certified shop. It may only be used by the soul-bonded individual.


  Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve items. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bonded.


  Inlaid Mithril Master slave band: Exceptionally crafted. Bonded. May hold the contracts of 125 slaves. Slaves cannot be stolen or cross-subjugated. Enhances slave bond. Price: 96 platinum coins


  Dungeon instants tracker: This chain allows for the individual entry into the Dungeon of the Legion within their own instants. Levels can only be reached with the appropriate tag. Party tags allow for individuals to enter the same instants. Soul bound item


  Bound slaves:


  Sasha Whitetail: Kitsune, female. Age 23; revives 7. Level 21.


  Milly: Boviness, female. Age 19; revives 4. Level 8.


  Zora: Minobous, female. Age 26; revives 16. Level 6.


  Holly: Minobous, female. Age 22; revives 12. Level 7.


  Timmothy: elf, male. Age 172, revives 212. Level 16.


  May: elf, female. Age 43, revives 6. Level 13.


  Tamara: elf, female. Age 35. Revives 16. Level 8.


  Child: Maestra: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Ray’me’a: elf, female. Age 20. Revives 2. Level 6.


  Amber: elf, female. Age 28. Revives 3. Level 15.


  Child: Tera: elf, female. Age 4. Revives 0. Level 1.


  Child: Trix: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Candace: elf, female. Age 23. Revives 8. Level 12.


  1. Child: Brin: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Dryads 8.


  Anya: dryad, female. Age 289. Revives 228. Level 14.


  Nymphs 6.


  Brith: Nymph, female. Age, 47, Revives 5. Level 6.


  Ferries 14.


  Thera: Friary Queen, Female. Age 87. Revives 77. Level 7.


  Kitsune.23 + 6 kits


  Mizzy: kitsune, female. Age 24. Revives 87. Level 1.


  Alma: Kitsune, female. Age 19. Revives 212. Level 1.


  Iolanthe: Kitsune, female. Age 20. Revives 326. Level 1.


  Feather steel Chainmail leather armor set: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Well-made medium armor. Leather with chainmail, this armor provides excellent protection from slashing.


  Feather steel long sword. Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. An enchanted long sword made from feather steel. This sword possesses the three most common enchantments: durability, clean, and sharpen.


  Pocket watch: Quality: Superb. Scarcity level: Unique. This pocket watch is set to Imperial Standard Time. The fine mithril parts allow for an acceleration enchantment. Acceleration: movement speed is increased by three times for five minutes once a day.


  Small mana crystal: Mana Capacity 200. Mana recharge rate: .14 per minute. Quantity: 4.


  Medium mana crystal: Mana Capacity 800. Mana recharge rate: .55 per minute. Quantity 2.


  Large mana Crystal: Mana Capacity 2000. Mana recharge rate: 1.39 per minute. Quantity 1.


  Potion: Sobber up: Quality: good. This potion is used to sobber up after a night of drinking. This potion has had the sobering effects lengthened to purify intoxicants from the body for longer periods of time. Duration: 30 minutes.


  Opium powder: Quality: Pure. A pure opium powder that can be ingested to relieve symptoms of pain. 225 grams.


  Cossa pill: Quality: Pure. Cossa extract compressed into pill form. Increases alertness and fights off sleep. Times 30.


  Distilled dungeon spirits: Quality: 60%. A rich oak-flavored spirit to be enjoyed. Bottles 1.


  Dungeon letter: A letter addressed to Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Potion: Warm-blooded reptile: Quality: Refined. This potion is made from refined blood. Effect: keeps the body at optimum temperature in hot and cold climates. Does not prevent burning from fire or cold. Duration: 30 minutes. Times 6.


  Engraved snake rib: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Rare. This rib is enchanted with a magical shield projection. Activation: 35 mana, up to 3 mana per second.


  Sha’vala armor: Quality: exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. This armor is worn by the Sha’vala knights on the fourteenth level of the dungeon of the legion. Renowned for their speed and power, the armor is crafted to enhance the nocturnal powers of the Bloodounara and not hinder their speed of movement. Breastplate: Body enhanced times four. Helm: Impact dampening. Greaves: Speed enhanced times two. Cuisse: dexterity enhanced times two. Vambrace: strength enhanced times two. Pauldron: Impact dampening. When the set is worn together, impact forces are reduced by half. Price: 1 mithril and 85 gold coins.


  Mobius gel belt: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The Mobius belt automatically attaches weapons and items placed on it. It can be shaped into any kind of body attachment point. Price: 12 platinum coins.


  Isan’s Kite Sheild: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The shield will follow the wear of the parent ring and automatically guard the wearer. Distance 3 meters. If the shield is deformed or broken will repair itself with ambient mana. Price: 14 platinum coins.


  Throwing knives: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: common. Steel throwing knives. Times 6. Price: 60 silver.


  Steal-throwing spear: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: uncommon. Steel throwing spear. Times 4. Price 1 gold coin.


  Dieanus’s spear: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Uncommon. The spear is laced with mithril and allows for spells to be channeled through it to the tip. Price 23 platinum coins.


  Obsidian troll cloak: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Unique. This cloak is made from the self-healing skin of the obsidian troll. Auto repairs self.


  Mana distortion ring. Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: personalized. Customized for Eric Grayson, this ring distorts the mana flow from mana use. Making it nearly impossible to determine the mana use or type.


  Enchanters standard supply kit


  Divine Quest: From: The Goddess Sippsie. Complete my tasks to know the pleasure of the flesh and how to best serve your Master or husband.


  Female:


  Discover your pearl above the lips of your flower and find the way to your own bliss.


  Taste the petals of another flower and drink of the nectar.


  Taste of the stem of power and drink the sap; collect the sap in under five turnings of a minute glass.


  Take into your flower the form of the stem and coat it in your nectar.


  Take into your flower the stem of someone close and receive its sap.


  Ride a lover in the hay and in the open fields, while the summer sun warms the sky, know the tender kiss and the pains of goodbye.


  Unknown to you and unknown to them, the secret nectars mix.


  Quickly plowed is poorly sown, but the season’s time can be demanding.


  Done one way then another yet there’s more, twice you must think to bend the stem toward the sun again for nectar and sap to mix.


  Many blessings these shall bring. Some know now, some in time, others hidden as if blind.


  Sitting back, I watched the sunrise, going over what I needed to do for the day. There was a class I had to attend, the breeding halls, my new home to check on, enchanting to be done, and so much more. It was going to be a long day.




  

    Chapter 38


    Enchanting Lines.


  


  The glass doors to the living room opened, and the warm smell of Strafa’s cooking filled the room. The table had been set with the Imperial Tribune sitting next to my plate. Ashley was already deep into the gossip section of the paper and half-finished with her food. Rachel scanned her newspaper more thoroughly while taking smaller bites. The other members of our household ate at the counter or on the sofa and chairs.


  Rachel spoke first, “Good morning, husband Eric. How was your rest?”


  “I slept well.”


  “Sleeping in a bed is wonderful, much better than the furs of the dungeon,” Ashley added with a smile and a gulp of Cossa. She looked far more refreshed after a night in a real bed.


  “I don’t mind the dungeon, but a soft bed is a thousand times better.”


  “Will you be joining me in enchanting today?” Rachel asked.


  “Yes, but I have to go to the halls of Roxclou today, so I don’t know if I can go to the workshop after.”


  Rachel frowned slightly, “that’s all right. This weekend, we should really see about setting up your workshop at our house.”


  “That sounds like a wonderful idea; it will be a date then.”


  Ashley sighed, “Of course, you two would think setting up a workshop is a date.”


  “Well, I think that sounds like a wonderful idea for a date. So, I don’t see the problem with it.” Rachel said, ending with her nose in the air.


  I shook my head and began to review the Imperial Tribune.


  Imperial Tribune: September 16, 3212 T.E. Harness (Thursday).


  Battle Begins!


  The beginning skirmishes of what is shaping up to be a long war have started. Small battles between scouting forces have given way to a significant engagement that will happen in the next few days. The Kingdom of Alada and the Kingdom of Ashmont have joined forces to attack the Kingdom of Setten. Setten has enlisted its western neighbor of Hammond in the fight against their southern neighbors. Princess Tanya Alada and Prince Quinten Ashmont have consummated their marriage, securing the Southern alliance for the first time in nearly 200 years.


  -Join the imperial legion, become a hero to all citizens- six gold signing bonus. One gold a month. -


  Joyous news!!!


  The seventh wife, consort of his imperial majesty emperor Amuilius Tagin, has given birth to his twenty-fourth daughter. The baby imperial princess is healthy and a bundle of joy for all those attending the imperial family. Her name day will be held in two months at the temple of Alleystra, and all are welcome to come and see this new addition to our beloved imperial family. In time-honored tradition, Royal gifts from the four kings and eight Dukes will be presented at the ceremony. All other donations will be held by the household for viewing at a later time. Long live the Emperor and May the God’s Ack and the Goddess’s Alleystra and Sippsie forever bless the Imperial Family.


  -The Tired Child. Clothing, toys, accessories, and Layette for all newborn-free citizens. 10 percent discount until September 19.-


  Assassination foiled!


  It is with a direr heart we must report that the promised union of our beloved Exalted Viscount Harden of Eastern Dawn to the treacherous whore Sahara Amelia did not end in happiness. Of all the unholy things upon their wedding night, Sahara attempted to assassinate the Exalted Viscount. Luckily a member of his shadow guard stood resolute in his duty during the consummation and stopped the bitch before she could so much as draw a single drop of blood. After intensive interrogation, it was learned that she was acting of her own accord and not under the direction of her father, King Amelia. She has been branded a slave and sent to the halls of Roxclue to be used by the male beast kin. The Exalted Viscount Harden is doing well, and an estate representative told us he is under the tinder care of his seven wives and loyal slaves. It is unknown at this time if reprisals shall be dealt out, but this act of stupidity by the willful, foolish girl may just have spelled the doom for her entire family.


  -New slaves added every day, Hillbright’s slaves-


  -Are you tired of the chaff? Best-trained slaves in the capital! Cooks, maids, Artisans, and more! The Golden Collar is here to serve. –


  -A Parade of Roxclou has been declared for the 17th of September. Come and see the honor-less vanquished of the fallen house Allenoic as she is led through the streets to be sold to pay for the crimes of Viscount Allenoic-


  ‘I was going to have to attend at least a part of the parade so I could get a look at the high priestess of Amara.’ I thought to myself as I scanned the notice posted in the newspaper.


  -Evreux Estate sold-


  The esteemed estate of Lord Crussol Evreux, the noted art dealer and famed designer, has finally been sold. At a marvelous public noble auction, over the course of a week, a price of 22 mithril for the art deco house was reached. Sold to the Exalted Count Ludwick Hammerfeild, holder of his family heirloom, the hammer, mountains rumble was the winning bidder. With his four wives, two of which are well into their second pregnancy, the Esteemed family will be moving in during the following weeks. A gala has not been announced yet, but it is expected to be a grand affair hosted by the entire Hammerfeild household when the estate makes its public unveiling. Many blessings to the Hammerfields and their new home.


  -Fallen nobility auction! The Platinum Shackle auction house is happy to announce that this month’s nobility auction will be held in four days on Dawning at our esteemed auction house.-


  - Useless slaves? Train them at Maximum’s slave school. –


  -Stone and Timber. The best in high-quality construction. Our free citizens and slaves will diligently build or remodel any building.-


  I had eaten everything on my plate while I read, moving to sip my cossa as I finished reading. It was funny how blatantly biased the paper was, but I guess that is what you get in an imperial society as tightly controlled as this one. I checked my watch and got up to gather my things for the enchanting class I was going to attend with Rachel.


  “Don’t leave without me. I am going to go and grab my bag.” Rachel yelled at me as I walked into my room, Sasha and Milly following behind me.


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I yelled back. I walked over to the jiggly wiggly that was on the windowsill. I watched it ungulate gently; it was in an ornate and larger pot than when I had bought it, and fresh black soil sat underneath its neon green protuberance. A few half-digested bugs lingered on the inside of its body. Looks like someone had been taking care of it for me.


  I mentally checked the enchanting gear I had, 4 small crystals, 2 medium ones, and a large, enchanting mana crystal. I had the standard enchanter’s tool kit I had purchased from Radisson Enchanting. With my supplies sorted, I watched as the form of Thera zipped up from far below to the balcony.


  Walking over to the door, I opened it as she fluttered inside, “Good morning, Master Eric, Mistress Ashley, and Mistress Rachel.” She ended with a polite curtsy in midair. Her blue hair was bright against the black of her pleated skirt and tight-fitting black jacket.


  “How goes the move to the house?”


  “Excellent Master, your servants are most happy. Everything should be finished being moved by the end of today. Timmothy wanted me to ask if you will be visiting today?”


  “Yes, I will come by and see what needs doing. But tell him it will be late so not to worry about transportation. I will arrange it myself.”


  “Very well, Master. Is there anything else I can do for you?” Thera said with a warm smile.


  “No, just see that everything is going smoothly and help Timmothy.”


  “Always, Master, have a wonderful day!” she said excitedly, fluttering backward and back-flipping over the railing of the balcony.


  “She seemed unusually happy today?” Ashley asked, placing an arm around me.


  “Probably the new house, I would think. They have all been cooped up on that ship for a long time.”


  “More than likely. I am going to head to my class now since you are going with Rachel today.”


  I turned and kissed Ashley, brushing her auburn hair from her face. “See you soon?”


  Spinning gently while walking backward, our fingertips still held lightly, brushing each other’s hand as we parted, Ashley added, “I can go with you; I need to give Timmothy a list of furniture to purchase anyway.” She sped from the room at the last word, disappearing out the door.


  I had the feeling I might not be as rich after today as I once thought I was.


  Rachel came out from her back room, looking as beautiful as ever. Her long black hair was pulled back in a tight braid and fell down the back of her school coat. She had the same long skirt with folded pleats allowing for ease of movement and sensible black boots poked out from the underside of her skirt. Her school satchel crossed over one shoulder. It held all her enchanting supplies and was clearly a bag of holding.


  “Ready for your first enchanting class?” She said brightly, the blue of her eyes dancing.


  “Yeap, and lucky I have my own private expert.”


  “I wouldn’t call myself an expert by any means. Professor Trianna, now she is an expert.”


  We walked out the door and made our way to the elevator arm-in-arm. “If she is such an expert, why is she teaching? We have a saying in my world, those who can’t do, teach.”


  “That’s a funny saying. Well, I know she gets paid a lot; most of the teachers are extremely well compensated. She also gets to work on whatever projects she wants and can sell them freely. The school also pays for most of her supplies as well.”


  “I guess with those benefits, it’s no wonder she’s a teacher,” I said while the gold cage door of the elevator opened onto the enchanting floor of the tower.


  The elevator let us off in the center of a long hallway. Large arched stone doors were spaced evenly down the full length of the hallway. At the end of the righthand corridor was another much larger archway with double stone doors that were currently open. Both Rachel and I, still arm in arm, walked through the double doors.


  The amphitheater was large, at least double the size of the other classrooms. Near the lectern, there was a small blackboard, and on the center of the wall behind it was a giant blackboard. The imperial flag hung above it, a golden eagle clutching the chains. The tiered seating held large tables with padded stools instead of the more comfortable couches and chairs of the other classrooms.


  Rachel led me down a few rows to a table in the middle section of the seating. There were far more students in attendance in this class than had been in the alchemy class. The low thrum of noise echoed faintly, drowning out any coherent conversations. We took our seats next to one another, Rachel pulling out a well-used notebook.


  We did not have to wait long for the professor to take the stage. “Right, settle down, class, and stand for the imperial devotion.” She said, her long red hair pulled in a bun atop her head. She was gorgeous and much more beautiful than any of the other teachers I had seen so far. She wore the same black throw-over as the rest of them, but instead of closing it, the garment was open, revealing the large swell of her chest and the curve of her body. She wore a tight black dress with splits of gold up the sides accentuating her hips. Her stomach was toned and flat. An elegant grace exuded from her like she was meant to be the centerpiece in a ballroom rather than teaching.


  The class quieted, and we all stood reciting the devotion. “Eternally devoted, we stand with the Emperor, forever the Exalted, noble mages defend. Under Ack, we obey; by Alleystra, we thrive; by Sippsie, we are pleased; and by Roxclou, we are served.”


  “Very good, you may take your seats,” Trianna said, the cadence of her voice having a tempting sultry air to it.


  “Today, we will be going over mana variance in line diameter variation of enchantments.” With that statement, there was an audible groan from some of the classmates around me.


  “I know, I know, I will remind some of you to keep your practices of Sippsie quiet for those who want to learn the information.” A slight chuckle went through the room as some of the female members of the class ducked under their tables.


  “Enchanting can be done in three main ways. One, spectral inlay; two, engraving; and three, bonded etching. Each is fundamentally governed by the diameter variation inherent in the Logographic or ideographic morphology of the enchanting system used. There are many such systems, but using imperial standard is by far the easiest and uses the best application of many of these systems.” She paused for a moment and began to draw out a few basic parts of an enchantment that I could easily recognize. As she wrote on the small blackboard, the writing was amplified on the large blackboard behind her.


  Rachel had turned to a section in her notebook and was reviewing the information as the professor spoke, “When dealing with the size of the stylizing, it is important to remember that the line size is governed by the whole size of the enchantment, and the ratios inherent to proper mana flow within a line segment. So, while bigger can be better, that is not always the case, as size used in the wrong spot or in the wrong way can have detrimental effects on the enchantment as a whole. As some of you in class may be finding out right now.” There were a few snickers from those paying attention.


  “Now, if we take any enchantment either by ethereal projection or carved pathways and make the mana flow lines the same size, a middling effect is the best we can hope for. As the mana manipulated by the segmented torsion will be even throughout the whole of the enchantment. This is not optimal but can be preferred if an enchantment needs to be done with speed, such as during combat; the even line diameter will not produce the most powerful effect the enchantment might be able to under more precise settings; however, it is the most stable form of enchantment. Thus providing for the safest application of the mana flow variance. It is recommended that when trying out a new enchantment for the first time, the same line diameter is used throughout the whole of the enchantment to minimize the risks of overload, blowback, and other unintended side effects.” She drew out a simple enchantment that would stabilize the internal structure of an object, making it more durable. She deliberately made all of the lines the same size and put the same number, 1, next to each part of the enchantment.


  From a special ring on her hand, she produced a few basic-looking daggers and a block of copper, setting them on the worktable in front of her. “For this example, I will be using bonded etching to place the enchantments on the blades, so an ethereal projection can be seen and the physical engraving.” She focused for a few seconds, and I turned on my mana sight. The same pattern she had drawn on the blackboard wove its way through the air; strings of light blue energy precisely danced in the air. When the pattern was finished, she lowered it into one of the blades that had been stuck point first into the table. The lines contorted of their own accord for a moment, finding the proper place naturally within the dagger; then, in a flash of blue, a small amount of smoke drifted up from the dagger, and the pattern had been etched onto the blade.


  I was surprised to realize that this form of enchanting was what I had been doing naturally with my knowledge from the sea of chaos. Trianna continued, “Now, taking all things into consideration, how do we decide what parts of enchantment to adjust to change the desired effect. If I were to maximize, let us say, the mana inlet segment but did not change anything else, what might happen?” she held her hands together then slowly stretched them out before uttering one word, “BOOM.”


  “This is a basic principle, tons of mana going in and nowhere for it to go creates an unstable build-up. A VERY IMPORTANT SAFETY TIP.”


  Rachel leaned over and quietly whispered, “Whenever she says stuff like that, it means it’s one of the few mistakes that can get you kicked out of her class.” I nodded as I continued to listen.


  “Now, if we are hoping to take this basic fortification enchantment and try and make it twice as strong, how would we go about doing that? first, we need to increase the mana inflow segment by 2.” She drew the same enchantment on the board, this time with the line size variation added. “Second, the mana regulation segment does not need to be enlarged but fortified by a factor of three for the most stable enchantment. Any more than three times fortification and the segment will detract from the overall mana being put into the whole, weakening it. Third, the pathways for the effect matrix should be enlarged by 2.5, being half again as big as the mana inlet. This will allow for the mana to be metamorphosed into the proper effect while allowing for sufficient room for inherent mana instability and build-up. Fourth, the directional and replication line matrix should be 2.1-2.3 of the normal effect one wanted to produce. This allows for the outflow of transmuted mana to have the space to produce the effect at twice the power as desired and gives a buffer for environmental factors. Any more than the 0.1-0.3, and the mana will naturally try and increase the effect past the planned amount, draining mana too quickly and destabilizing the entire enchantment matrix. Fifth, the directional exit line matrix and replication matrix can be fortified by a factor of 2, allowing for a more stable draw output from the enchantment.” When she was done and had the double strength fortification enchantment drawn on the blackboard, she went about using the bonded etching ability to carve the new enchantment on another dagger.


  She took two small mana crystals and placed both in the pommel of the daggers. The was a faint flash of light as the crystals were fused to the enchantment. “Now, will test this.” She said, moving to place the daggers in a bench clamp. With each secured at an angle to the class, we watched as she bent each at a ninety-degree angle. The tool she used looked much the same as a torsion-measuring wrench from Earth. I did not know the exact measurement they used, but it was clear that the simple dagger bent easily, while the one with the mid-level enchantment took about three times the pressure to bend. While the double fortified enchanted dagger took nearly eight times the amount of force to bend.


  “As you can see, the power of an enchantment is not a direct correlation to the overall effect. These are standard legionnaire steel-issued daggers, and while good, they are not the best. Still, however, you can see how the increase in the natural material and the standard craftsmanship made the effectiveness of the overall enchantment. Materials and crafting quality are a lecture for another time, however. Back to line segments.”


  She went on to explain how changing the size of the lines in differing parts could change the enchantment. By enlarging the mana intake by four, she overclocked the enchantment, stating that due to the rest of it being stabilized, it would not explode. When she bent the dagger, it took nearly 32 times the amount of pressure, but the mana crystal got burnt up in the process, crumbling to dust when the test was completed. When she changed the replication matrix to smaller, the enchantment did not cover the entire blade, breaking near the tip instead of bending. When the replication matrix was enlarged, the dagger began sparking, trying to fortify the air, causing heat to build up, and within a few moments, the dagger had melted to slag. When the directional line pattern was changed, it made the whole enchantment fail or turned the dagger into dust after a few seconds.


  When she was done with her test examples, she finished with, “So, this is why line diameter variation is so important, though it is basic. Experimentation with diameter should be well thought out before it is attempted, or a standard imperial template should be used that has been tested and proven safe. And always remember when enchanting,”


  The whole class answered, “Material variation, line stability, and crafting pattern stability.”


  “Very good; now we will take an hour break if you wish and then go over to the workshops.” As she finished, she smiled warmly at some of the girls getting out from under their tables before she went through the back door at the rear of the stage.


  Handkerchiefs were used to wipe mouths as the other male and female students got up and left. I watched, amused, as skirts were adjusted and stains dabbed at. The nonplus attitude of the whole thing was shockingly funny, and I didn’t think I would ever get used to the sight during class or after.


  “So, what did you think?” Rachel said, smiling broadly at me.


  “That was informative, and I had no idea how small variations could change an enchantment so drastically. I have a lot to think about before I start making some enchantments of my own.”


  “About that, if you want to go to the workshop, you should stick to the basic enchantments. If you do too much well, you will have the enchanting faculty breathing down your neck. The students sell their school crafts to the legion directly. You can make a few coins that way, but if you make your own enchantments and they work, you can make a lot of gold that way. If they think you have an aptitude for it, they will push you into enchanting more and more.”


  “How long does the workshop last?”


  “Well, it is open all the time, the class part will be from 13:00-14:00. With Trianna guiding us in what we just learned.”


  “Hum best I skip enchanting in the school workshop. We have a shop at our house to set up. Care to come out there today with me?”


  “I would love to; that way, we can spend the weekend making enchantments.” Rachel and I walked to the elevator and rode it back to our apartment level.


  “I have to go to the halls of Roxclue,” I said with no emotion.


  “I know….”


  Walking into the apartment, I left Rachel to go back to the enchanting workshop while I prepared for what I was going to have to experience next. I could already feel the stain forming on my soul.




  

    Chapter 39


    Halls of Horror.


  


  Bright light bathed the hallway leading into the living area and kitchen. One of the flower arrangements Ashley had ordered sat atop the entryway side table, and with Strafa's morning cooking long done with, the room was filled with a sweet floral scent. I was home, well, as much as I could call this place home.


  I strode into the living room, "Hello, I don't have long but wanted to stop by before I headed to Roxclou's halls." Sasha was at the desk in the far corner while Brie and Allie lounged on the couch; Faith sat nestled in an oversized chair.


  Walking out from the back storage room attached to the kitchen, Milly said, "Master your back!" she lightly bounced over to me, her chest jiggling with the movement. Strafa came out of the door behind her, her ears perked up.


  "Yes, but not for long. just wanted to see you all," I said, Milly's soft, plump curves pressing into me. She buried her face in my chest, careful to keep the small white horns on the top of her head from poking me. I stroked the chestnut hair on the top of her head, pulling her in close with my other hand.


  "Aww, well, I understand. Is it true we're all going to the house? I would love to see May; I have so much to tell her?" Milly's wide smile could not be denied as she gazed up at me, the soft pink on her cheeks betraying her excitement to see me.


  "Absolutely, in fact, why don't you all get ready to go. Once I am done with Roxclou's hall, we will head over. Do you know where Mistress Ashley is?"


  Brie came up behind me, wrapping me in a hug as well, "She went to get the latest home décor catalogs from some noted artisans in the city. She said she would meet you at the manor. I don't think she could wait any longer to start decorating; she flew out of here and didn't even take us with her."


  "That sounds about right; well, I am going to change and head down."


  "Would you like some help?" was purred by all the women.


  "On any other day, I would say yes, but I need a moment alone."


  "Very well," Milly said with a pout of her bottom lip.


  "Okay, Master," Brie said with one last squeeze from behind me.


  Sasha was waiting at my door when I got to it from the tangle of happy hugs. She kissed me on the lips lightly before returning to her work at the desk. She was stitching or embroidering something; I could not tell what it was as I walked into my room.


  I peeled out of my college uniform and stood in front of the armoire. I dressed in much the same outfit, though these clothes had been embroidered by Sasha, with the green leaf patterns that would be a part of my house crest. Vines wove and clung around my pant legs at the boot, my thin white long-sleeve shirt was embroidered the same at the cuff, and my vest was fully embellished on the front. Last, I put on my troll cloak, the green and silver blending effortlessly with my chosen ensembles. I tucked the gold pocket watch into the front vest pocket, the gold chain hanging along the left of my torso.


  12:45


  Riding the elevators down to the main atrium lobby of the college tower, I stepped out into the throng of students. Exalted nobles headed to the exits or down into the dungeon. A low buzz of noise permeated the air, the shuffle of feet and ruffling of clothes masking any coherence of conversation. I found my way to the east side of the college tower, where two statues of Roxclou were positioned on either side of the elevator doors. The kneeling statues had their hands upturned and proffered. The elevator doors were carved in relief of Roxclou in a variety of prostrated positions.


  Three other exalted mages waited in front of the elevator doors and were currently engaged, discussing their expedition down to the breeding halls. The doors opened, and the four of us stepped inside. I stood near the back wall of the elevator. The attendant was a slave priestess of Roxclou; her head stayed bowed the entire time as we descended.


  Rotund, with light perspiration bubbling upon his forehead, spoke, "Lord Gralen, you finally going to work up the courage to take a prime this time."


  "Shulick, courage has no…nothing to do with it. The primes are far too savage for my tastes."


  "We know Garlen, a good slave, is a docile slave. I enjoy the sport, however."


  "Ha, Edmund, is it sport when the brutes are tied down with their backsides in the air for you. I don't know how you can take to the males." Shulick said patting at the sweat with a handkerchief.


  "Easy, the firm muscles quiver violently as their rage builds, impotent against the power of the empire as I dominate their hole. The rage in their eyes tastes sweeter than wine."


  "They are so hairy, though, Edmund. Quiet and smooth makes for easy breeding."


  "You never were one to participate in the groups, Garlen. It's quite fun to bet and see who's seed takes root. I won 100 gold last time ten of us took a Wolf kin bitch."


  "Really seed bets, Shulick. I don't know how you do it."


  "Easy, it's when the light dies in their eyes. That's why a fresh catch is best, or a virgin breeder. Braking them with your cock and using them up. Sweet as cake, Edmund, sweet as cake."


  "Well, if anyone would know about cake, it would be you, Shulick."


  With the last said from Edmund, the doors opened, and the three quickly walked into the lobby of Roxclou's halls. I trailed after them, slowing my steps, breathing in through my nose and out my mouth. I could do this.


  Attendants familiar with the three quickly guided them through doors and out of sight. The room was large and circular, with a domed ceiling. Doors lined the walls, and a giant statue of Roxclou kneeling was in the center of the room. Mage light lit the dome, and the paintings of Roxclou serving the other gods and goddesses.


  "Welcome, honored Exalted Lord; I will assist you." A young female elf said; her head was bowed to the floor, and her red hair was pulled back tight in a braid, revealing the silver collar around her neck and her shorter ears, marking her as a demi-human and not a beast kin elf. The tunic dress she wore, belted around the waist by a silver chain, was see-through, the pink of her nipples visible along with a strip of red pubic hair. The dress seemed a uniform of sorts as all the other females were in the same thing, while the males wore a shirt and trousers variant.


  She led me along the wall to the right, where a counter was inset. She spoke to the attendant quietly while I stood behind her. Everything she did was salacious. As she talked and bent over the counter, she did so in such a way as to expose the pink hole of her pussy and the pucker of her ass to me. The counter obviously being sized to do just that. I thought briefly if I just took her here and now, could I be done with this but thought better of it.


  "Honored Exalted Lord Grayson, it appears you have never been registered with the temple of Roxclou?"


  "I came from a small settlement and never had the chance."


  "Of course, Exalted Lord, we will register you, so you have no trouble from this. I can show you the breeding cells unless you know what you wish to breed?"


  "Show me," I said, keeping as detached a tone as I could manage.


  The priestess led me to a door on the far wall. An attendant opened it as we passed by.


  "These are the Prime holding cells. On the left, we have the males of the species. If you wish to implant your seed in one, do so in the ass or, if you use their mouth, on their face. A servant will collect it and implant it in a female. On the right, the female primes are kept; if you breed them, we can extract your sample from their ass or face if you do not finish in their birthing vessel." The priestess explained as we strolled down the hall.


  Down a way, I saw Edmund from the elevator go into the left side of the cells. The cells were walled on five sides with bars on the fronts, like a prison cell. They were large, larger than I thought they would be, but each held furniture to strap the occupants to. The first cell on the left held a minotaur; he was chained with his arms splayed to the sides and chains running to the ceiling from his great horns. He was brown and looked utterly like an animal, with a gold septum ring in his nostrils. And he was naked, a massive flaccid cock left out to hang.


  I quickly shifted my gaze to the right side of the cells where the females were held. "If your Exalted Lordship wants privacy while breeding, the curtain in the room may be drawn. It is enchanted to prevent sound from coming out, or it may be left open if you so desire." The elf said, head still bowed as she walked on the right side of me. She moved there so I could look at the females as she spoke.


  We walked down the hall of cells. Beast kin of every type were chained and awaiting use. Kitsune covered in fine fox fur, a full lamia the fan of her hoods like a cobra covered in bright green scales, Minobous with massive breasts, diminutive mouse kin covered in fur, and elves. Each was chained in some way within their cells, some being locked into place on furniture, unable to move from their exposed positions.


  Most of the cells were not being used, only one or two curtains having been closed. All except for Edmunds, he put on a loud display with one of the wolf kin males. Taking him from behind while he lashed him with a flail.


  Passing quickly, the elf spoke, "The slave binding works, so my Exalted Lord need not worry. We only chain the beasts to remind them of their place within the glorious empire. Any order you give them will be followed. A lashing better than the finest steel." We approached the end of the hall and went through another door.


  "This is where the second generations are held; males are on the left, and females are to your right." She said, moving to the right so my view was on the females as she talked.


  "Are all the halls configured the same?"


  "Yes, exalted lord."


  We walked down this hall, and I noted the change in appearance in the generations. The beast kin were markedly more human-looking, having lost fur and their faces taking on a more human appearance. There were more curtains closed here except for a group of four who were in the process of filling a gnome girl. She road one while a large muscular noble took her ass. Tears streamed down her face as the third buried himself in her mouth, the opening barely large enough to accommodate the average cock. The fourth cheered the others on.


  "All the slaves are connected to healing enchantments while in the breeding rooms, so his Exalted Lordship does not need to worry about harming the breeders while he relieves himself in them."


  We reached the end of the hall and went back into the main lobby. The last female in her cell was a pitiful-looking elf hung upside down with her legs nearly in a full split. Mounting steps let anyone get a good downward position on her two exposed holes.


  Each of the halls was much the same, with the fourth and fifth having the most curtains closed. Groups of nobles were not common, but finding two together was. The nobles who left their curtains open excited when we walked by, putting more vigor into their beating or poundings, increasing the whimpered screams or hollow moans from the captives.


  It was as we walked up the fifth hall that I asked my question, "I heard you can buy breeders, so my schedule is not inconvenienced by having to come all the way down here?"


  "Absolutely, my lord."


  "Good. Are there any here who have not been used?"


  The elf paused for a moment, then nodded her head, "Yes, a lamia was just brought out this morning, and she has yet to have been bred."


  "Take me to her," I said, figuring that if I was going to buy a breeder to fulfill my requirements, I wanted one that could at least assimilate into my household. Anyone who spent too long down here would surely have their mind cracked, much like the kitsune I won from the drunken fool.


  We stopped three cells down from the door to the main hall. Inside was a pale-skinned Lamia; her tail was light lavender with soft pink running along her sides. The pink scales traced her sides, from the lower portion of the human thigh, where it connected to her snake half, all the way up to her shoulders, where the scales ran down her arms. Her human half was about 175 centimeters, she was slender, and her mussels were defined. Her butt was bubbly and round. Between her thighs, there was a diamond gap. Perky breast held round and firm with no sag. She had soft lavender hair braided over one shoulder and little fangs stuck out over the bottom of her red lips. Her snake body was coiled beneath her but had to be 7 to 8 meters long.


  The lamia brightened when she saw me looking at her; no doubt she had been brainwashed to think being bred was the highest honor she could achieve. Heedless of any other torment she might suffer.


  "What can you tell me of her?"


  "She is a fifth-generation. Her children will be proper bipeds and can be sold as Demi-humans. Her venom has healing properties and can be used in potions or injected directly."


  "Good enough, she will fit the aesthetic of the manor I just purchased; I will purchase her after I breed her."


  "Very well, exalted lord." She said while she snapped her fingers toward the priest. She whispered to him, and he left quickly.


  I walked into the room, and the elf followed. Looks like I was going to be watched and assisted if I wanted while I did this.


  I kept my tone as derisive and officious as possible, "Are you ready to receive my seed beast for the glory of the empire."


  "Yes, Exalted Lord, and thank you for your seed. Where would you like me?" she said, a hint of nervousness in her voice. I noticed that she was only chained to the wall by a thin gold chain attached to the tip of her snake tail. The elf priestess stood along the wall, waiting and silent.


  The room had furniture sized and shaped to strap a lamia down. The bed would work fine for what I had in mind. "What is your name, and the bed will do nicely," I said, undressing as I lay down.


  "Salieshie, Exalted lord." The lamia said, gliding the lavender of her scales across the floor as she positioned her human half between my legs. I laid back on the pillows as Salieshie's red lips opened, and her tongue licked her lips. Her tongue was human, if not for being a little longer and slightly more pointed.


  "May I suck the exalted lord's cock, with this worthless lamia mouth?"


  She nuzzled her head against the side of my thigh as I nodded. Her tongue darted out to lick the bass of my half-hard cock. She circled her head around my shaft, her soft hair trailing along my leg. Rolling her lips down the top of my shaft, the tip of her tongue poking out, she kissed the head of my cock. I was worried for a second about her fangs, but they retracted when she opened her mouth wide, swirling the head of my cock with her tongue. Hot, wet saliva coated my head as she descended my shaft. Feasting with her mouth slowly as she sunk to the base of my cock.


  With greater suction than I was used to, she glided back up, my cock constricted by her throat. Licks and pressure formed all around my stiff shaft as she dove methodically up and down. Her hands held my balls while her other hand rotated up and down. Stiffly I pressed into her throat, holding her head to the base of my cock, feeling the rhythmic clamping of her throat.


  Pulling from her mouth with a sudden jerk, I held her hair as I pulled her on her belly to the head of the bed. Laid out straight, the bump of her ass parted slightly, revealing her puckered ass hole and wet slit. She reached back with her hands, gripping each of her round ass cheeks in her hands, and pulled them apart, granting me easy entry into her while she arched her hips up.


  With my wet cock I pressed my head to her puckered rosebud. With a strong resistance, the head of my cock sunk inside of her. Her ass constricted like the snake she was as I plunged slowly into her. Hot and tight flesh like nothing I had ever felt before surrounded and consumed me. I pinned her to the pillow by the neck while her tail lashed back and forth in pleasure. She took each hard thrust with a hiss and moan. Pumping her, each pull and thrust was met with the unnatural tightness of her rosebud.


  Muffled by pillows, her moans were barely heard by me, "Oh, Oh, mphf."


  When I was close to finishing from her slick tight ass, I pulled out slowly and violently flipped her over. Her bright blue eyes were wide with excitement as they peeked out from her damp lavender hair. Sweat beaded on my body as I straddled her lavender body. She arched her hips up, letting me easily glide into her pussy.


  Pulling her head to me, I kissed her while the warmth of wet velveteen walls parted for me. Moaning into my mouth, I thrust in and out of her. The odd angle was something new, but the tight embrace of her pussy sent me over the edge. Shuttering, I let loose inside of her, spilling my seed deep into the hot walls of her clinching grip.


  "Yes, lord, yes. All in me, fill me." She whispered and moaned in my ear. The perk of her nipples pressed on my chest while she rocked upward hard on my cock, making sure I was at the back of her channel. Cum poured into her and leaked from the edges of our combined sex.


  I panted, laying against her as the elf priestess spoke, "Excellent job, Exalted Lord Grayson, well done.


  The praise was odd, but then again, a bunch of wealthy nobles might need the recognition after "Working" so hard. I lay atop Salieshie for a while with my cock still buried in her before I rolled over. She lay very still with her hips arched up even more than before, trying not to lose any of my seed.


  The elf priestess came over gracefully. She spread her legs wide as she knelt over my cum soaked cock, giving me a view of her pussy and ass while her mouth began to tenderly clean the cum from my shaft. She bobbed and sucked, ensuring she cleaned every inch of my half-hard cock and balls.


  After some time, I got up, finding my clothes neatly folded on a chair. Salieshie lay still, her eyes closed in concentration.


  As I dressed, the elf priestess asked, "Do you still wish to buy the lamia?"


  "Yes." I had confirmed my supposed duty to the empire, and by purchasing Salieshie, I could fulfill my breeding obligations without coming back to the bright, gilded hall of horror.


  "I will prepare her and deliver her to your apartment, then speak with Roxclue's assistant in the entryway to arrange payment.


  With that, I walked out of the cell and back into the main entry hall. The clean, bright ambiance of the place belied the true nature of what went on here, and I could only imagine how the common citizen breeding halls were handled.


  "I wish to purchase the Lamia I just bred," I told the priestess behind the counter. She wore the same outfit as the other attendants. The slight glint of red scales was the only thing different about her.


  "Absolutely, Exalted lord Grayson, let me see what her price is." She said, pulling a book out. Leafing through it, she found the page and spoke again, "She costs forty platinum, exalted lord."


  With little fanfare, I paid the price and headed back to the elevator. Riding in silence and solitude, I got out into the central atrium of the college. Walking to the elevators that led up to the apartments, I was once more in front of my apartment. Waiting outside the door were the elf priestess and the Lamia Salieshie.


  "Here is her binding ring, and the God Roxclou thanks you for your service in uplifting the worthless savage to a more proper and holy form." The elf said, handing me a silver arm ring that matched the silver one around Salieshie's neck.


  I bound the silver ring to the mithril slave binding ring I wore on my left hand, feeling the slave binding settle into place. With a nod, the elf left, and I opened the door to Rachel's, Ashley's, and my apartment.




  

    Chapter 40


    All the Stars in the Sky.


  


  “Everyone, I want to introduce you to Salieshie,” I said when I entered the living room. The bright light of mid-afternoon cascaded in through the windows, illuminating the smiling faces of my household. “Strafa, Faith, Allie, and Brie, Milly, Sasha, this is Salieshie. She will be joining us from the halls of Roxclou.”


  “Oh my, your coloring is beautiful, Salieshie. I see why Master picked you.” Cooed Strafa, button nose sniffing her as an exciting thrill goose-pimpled her skin.


  “Welcome, Salieshie; you will love Master as much as we do; I am just sure of it.” Faith bubbled happily while hugging the lavender and pink scaled lamia.


  “It is an honor to be bred by one of the exalted lords. I hope to birth him many acceptable slave children.” The kind adoration was clearly unfamiliar for the lamia, punctuated by the creeping blush on her cheeks.


  “Rachel dear, are we ready to head to the home?” I asked while seating myself at the table amongst the scattering of papers she was working on.


  “Humm. Oh, husband, I did not see you there. What did you ask?”


  “Shall we go and explore our new home. We have an enchanting workshop to set up, after all.”


  “Yes, let’s. The girls have everything we need for the weekend packed.”


  “I thought we would have to come back to the apartment tonight?”


  “Oh, well, yes and no. Since there are no classes tomorrow, Lastnuss was given to new arrivals so they can settle in. We won’t need to come back. The apartment occupancy rules are to ensure that paired couples spend time together. As we will all be staying in the same House and hopefully the same bed, the college administration will allow the weekend trip. I already got our exemption form and told them we wanted to break in the House properly.” With Rachel’s clarification, she pulled out a formal paper and handed it to me.


  “Good thinking, Rachel. I was dreading having to come back just to leave again in the morning.” While I spoke, I reviewed the form. We had been granted permission to stay at the House until Monday morning for the rest of our time at the college, so long as both Rachel, Ashley, and myself were in the House together. Handing the paper back over to Rachel for safekeeping, I stood.


  “With that settled, let’s go get a carriage and head home.” Luggage in hand, the nine of us headed out. Rachel and I went to the main elevators arm in arm, more so I could guide Rachel as she still had a diagram on a paper in front of her that she was studying. While the rest of the House went to use the servant elevators, saying they would meet us in front of the east entrance to the college.


  Stepping out from the elevators into the main atrium of the college Rachel and I were greeted by the tinkling laugh of Tiffany Greystorm. “Ha, and did you know that exalted lord… oh, Lady Rachel, what a pleasure.”


  “Lady Greystorm,” Rachel said, tensing next to me as she looked up from her enchanting diagram.


  “So, good to see you and without escort or your lovely shadow lady Ashley. And Exalted lord Grayson, handsome as ever, I see.”


  “Thank you, Lady Greystorm; I do hope the day is treating you well?”


  “Oh, it’s a bore. Lady Wildpoint and I were just headed up to our rooms to see if we could spice up the day. Where are you headed? I do hope Lady Albillac is not insistent on boring you with her endless enchanting?”


  Rachel answered with a sickly-sweet tone, “We are headed to the new manner that we purchased and for the whole weekend.”


  “I did read about that; congratulations. It must have been very expensive for a new noble such as yourself. You are planning on having a reception ball, I hope?”


  “I would never dream of denying the pleasures of the house of stars to the aristocracy.”


  “I heard the House of Star’s galas were some of the grandest and most beautiful. Quiet costly, I do hope you can manage to keep the tradition.”


  “Lord Grayson has yet to disappoint in any way, lady Tiffany. I can’t imagine he would start now.”


  “Wonderful, I do hope to receive your invitation; Adelia and I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


  “We’ll be sure to send you the invitation with plenty of time; I would hate for Prince Leonard to not have time to arrange his schedule accordingly. Seeing you then unaccompanied to such a grand affair.”


  “How kind.” Tiffany kindly sneered.


  “We must be off, but it was so good to see you, Lady Tiffany and Lady Adelia.”


  “Yes, yes. Good day.” A red-faced Tiffany said as we headed to the far doors leading to the east exit of the towers.


  “By the Gods, she is horrible; I hate that woman,” Rachel muttered as we exited the doors to the carriage drop-off and pick-up area.


  I had been expecting to have to hire a carriage but waiting near the front of the cobblestone roundabout was Timmothy. Two carriages sat waiting. The first was the same sleek lacquered black with silver imperial eagles and tinted black crystal windows. The second was polished wood, brown and drab by comparison but still nice enough to be in the front of the college.


  “Timmothy, I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”


  “I am most glad that I could exceed your expectations, Exalted lord Master Grayson. It is my duty to anticipate your needs and see them tended. Would you like any of your House to provide companionship on the trip to the estate?”


  “Send Sasha in and Milly,” I answered, climbing into the carriage after helping Rachel in.


  “Very well, lord.”


  Once Sasha and Milly were seated, we slowly moved along the road and out onto the main street. The second wagon followed behind with the rest of the household, leaving Milly and Sasha to snugly press themselves in on either side of me.


  Rachel sat across from me, her dazzling blue eye flicking over the papers she was reviewing. She wore an elegant, tight-fitting black jacket with a high collar that framed her neck, with the front split open just past her cleavage, revealing her small pert breasts. She had changed into a pleated miniskirt that rested lightly at mid-thigh. Delicate lacy stockings with embellishment at the top hid just below the line of her skirt. Her legs were thin but not emaciated, and they glided up from her feet in near-perfect symmetry. I could see the barest hint of flesh between the skirt and stockings.


  I wonder if she is wearing panties, my mind helpfully questioned. I reclined back in the large carriage, letting the sights of the city gates and buildings pass as I thought. Milly was soft and warm, pressed up next to me. Her clothing did little to protect her from my idle, wandering hands. Sasha’s tails flicked over my other side, and with one arm draped over her, I caressed the top of her chest with the tops of my fingers.


  It was Harness or Thursday, as the people here called it. The auction for the priestess would be held in three days, on Sunday or Dawning. That left me with the rest of today and tomorrow to get all my affairs in order to attend the auction and have enough money that I could outbid any who would wish to steal her out from under me. I currently have 17 Mithril coins in my bank account, along with 65 platinum coins, 509 gold, 250 silver, and 200 coppers. When the Titan’s Shield finished selling our haul from the dungeon, I would get more money, but I did not think it would significantly increase my balance.


  Our new House had cost 9 mithril coins, and that had been overpaying. I doubted Sarah Allenoic, the priestess I was to rescue, would cost more than I had, so I was secured on that front. I doubted any noble would pay more than a house for a slave.


  “Rachel, I saw that there was a special slave auction happening on Dawning, I was thinking of going.”


  She looked up from her paper’s bright blue eyes, meeting mine. A lock of black hair had escaped from the braid she had over her right shoulder. “Really, I would think you might find such a thing tedious?” her eyes flicked around the carriage, and I saw her shake her head with the barest hint of movement.


  “I’m in the mood for some new acquisitions. Since I got to sample the wet hole of Salieshie I find I might want to broaden my menagerie.” I indicated slightly with my eyes that I knew we were not free to speak inside the carriage.


  “Wonderful husband, I can’t wait to guide your large hard cock blessed by the God Ack into the wanton wet hole of a new slave. I delight at the thought of lapping the holy cum from your shaft that has been milked to fruition by a tight new girl.” Rachel said with a smirk.


  The carriage pulled onto Emperor Way and turned once we reached Temple Street. Soon, the twisting vines and flower patterns of the wrought iron gates to the noted House of Stars opened and we were traveling under the tree canopy along finely crushed stone.


  Dappled shade covered the slight incline of the path. The outer section of the grounds was a well-maintained section of forest. Breaking from the trees after a few minutes led to open gardens and the front of the manor house. Finely crushed white marble gravel was lain on the front drive and around one side of the House. I could only just see the outlines of the outbuildings; their shapes were broken by trees and flowering bushes. It was just as beautiful as the first time I had seen it and there were already a few well-appointed carriages waiting to the side in the front drive. It looked like Ashley had company over already.


  The front of the home was not immaculate; ivy grew on the north side of the building, and the telling signs of age slowly crept throughout the area. The front of the building had double doors that awaited the entrance of guests. Sets of three tall windows lined each side of the door, matching the ones on the two stories above the first. Gabled roofs and angles hid windows and chimneys. On each side of the center house were rounded towers, some levels enclosed by windows, while others offered covered patios. The cylinder towers rose above the main House, conical roofs pointing to the heavens.


  Side wings of the manor grew from the corner towers, hinting at the internal size. The roof was done in black tiles, not unlike the Spanish-style red clay shingles from Back on Earth. While not the vibrant red color, the black matched the clean brown trim and dark green which allowed the places where white was displayed to vibrantly stand out. The home was refined but aged and needed just a bit of tender loving care. I could already tell my slaves had been hard at work since they got here, not doing anything major, but simply sweeping and dusting the outside gave a remarkable improvement to the overall glow of the building.


  With the carriages stopped in front of the House, Timmothy got out along with the rest of the household from the college tower and moved to the door of the carriage. I let Sasha and Milly exit first, allowing them to take their place in the line-up of slaves waiting to enter our home.


  I guided Rachel out of the carriage door and onto the finely crushed stone of the drive. Looping her arm in mine, I could see the barely contained excitement as she viewed the front of the House.


  “It’s better than I could imagine, lord husband. The House of Stars has always held a special place in the hearts of those who pursued enchanting. I’m going to have to properly reward you for securing such a wonderful prize.” she said while tucking my arm close to her breasts.


  “I had a feeling you would like it. Let’s go find Ashley and see how much damage she is inflicting on my bank account.” I said with a smirk. We walked arm in arm passed the lowered heads of my slaves and through the doors to the entrance hall to the House of Stars.


  The curved double staircase was even more splendid now that it had been mopped and cleaned. That was not to say that Baroness Montfort had neglected the House, but any noble family that fell on hard times always had dust accumulating in hidden corners.


  The ceiling of the grand Entranceway was on full display, and Rachel marveled at the precise beauty that dazzled the eyes when one would now enter our home. The House of stars lived up to its name in every way, the stunning spectacle of the ceiling a testament to the enchanting skills of the late Baron Montfort and the beauty this world was capable of producing with magical effect. The alien planets and solar system were hung precisely in their celestial cradles tracing their paths along the heavens with the backdrop of the glittering gemstone constellations providing a dazzling tapestry for which their motion could grace my eyes.


  “Husband!” Ashley said excitedly, the wave of her auburn hair a sea of beauty that hung about her as she walked up to Rachel and me from a hallway.


  “Ashley, you seem… Happy.” I said, emphasizing the word with one eyebrow raised.


  She blushed, “Oh, now, none of that, come and see what I have selected. We have so much to do, so much to buy… SO MUCH DECORATING TO DO!” The last was said with such a thrill of excitement I could not help but smile at the exalted lady Ashley fully in her element. It was clear she was living her dream right now, and I would not dissuade her from her passions.


  “Ashely, just don’t go overboard,” Rachel said as the two kissed each other’s cheeks.


  “I would never! But we must restore the grandeur of the House of Stars! When we have our new home reception, I want every noble to be in absolute awe of you, Eric!” Ashely said, wrapping her arms around me.


  “I would expect nothing less, but I imagine there is more than one reason to have such splendor.”


  Ashley’s and Rachel’s eyes shifted, and they simply nodded. We would have to find a place where we could set up Rachel’s anti-spying device so we could talk freely. “Show me what you have selected so far. I want to see your skill for homemaking in full bloom wife.” My lips pressed to hers, her wide smile making the kiss more a moment of shared happiness than one of heated passion. It was then I realized, my heart was warming to these two amazing women, and love was settling into place.


  “Come, I had the furniture makers from the Elegant Lounge come over, as well as a slave from the Noble Rose and a provider from Crates and Silos.” Ashley turned and nearly sprinted to the side ballroom, where she had set up her war room for her battle against the bare-bone minimalism the House had been reduced to with the departure of Baroness Monfort.


  The once empty basketball court sized ballroom was now set up like some kind of fantasy world Ikea. The bright light of the room glittered off the selections of room furnishings set up in full. Through the labyrinth of polished wood and silk cushioned chairs were imitation rooms set up with dressers and armoires, beds, and side tables all displayed so one could experience the feel the collections would illicit within the rooms they mimicked. There were dozens of such displays.


  The dining rooms had grand tables, some that could easily host a hundred people. The tables had been set, each lain with different patterns of silverware. Crystal wine glasses and a dizzying array of dishes were all precisely set up on the table as if a noble feast would break out at any moment at any of the tables. Candle holders with beeswax tapers danced with merry flames while others held flickering flames of different colors, their illumination created by mana.


  Smaller tables were set for more intimate breakfast affairs, and each chair and table were carved with beautiful patterning. The beds came in a variety of sizes, but none would be what I would describe as small. Four poster beds, along with a wide selection of headboards and footboards, each carved by skilled hands. There were desks and sofas, daybeds, padded wingback chairs, ottomans, coffee tables, and side tables for hallways. The selection of furnishings was truly staggering, and I had no clue how to make it all come together in a cohesive way. My only thought was the price.


  Each item had a paper tag, and each collection had the entire set priced in full. As Ashely guided me through the maze, I noted the prices, and relief filled me. The most expensive of the collections were priced at a platinum coin, or a thousand gold coins, while most collections were only a platinum penny or a few dozen gold coins. Even if Ashley bought everything my bank account would only take a slight beating.


  “Well, there is certainly a lot to choose from,” I said.


  “Ha,” Rachel chuckled from my side.


  “Oh, there is so much I, well how much, can I…” Ashley trailed off. She wanted to know how much she could spend.


  “Well, considering we want to make a good impression,” I teased. Ashley was tense with excitement.


  I pulled Ashley close, kissing her and whispering in her ear, “Don’t let them know, but I think a mithril will do…” I paused as I felt Ashley use all her power to keep her giddy excitement under control, “Do try and get the best price though. And that includes the flower arrangements.” I added at the end, nipping her ear lobe.


  After her flush subsided some, she nodded and said quietly, “Oh, I certainly will, lord husband.”


  “Good, I have no doubt when it comes to your skills, me and Rachel are going to go to the enchanting workshop and sort that area out,” I said, kissing her once more.


  “Oh… yes, yes, you and Rachel go and immerse yourself in the workshop. It’s in the back, connected to the very large spyglass. Can’t miss it. Now, to get this House in order.” Ashely said, turning from us and diving headfirst into the battle royale of home decorating.


  “Well,” I said to Rachel as she looped her arm in mine.


  “Yeah…” She said with a sigh, “I almost feel sorry for them.” Rachel said as we watched Ashley begin inspecting items.


  “She’s going to be busy for the rest of the day. Shall we find the enchanting workshop?” I asked.


  “Oh, definitely,” Rachel said, pulling my arm as we left the ballroom turned battlefield. Milly and Sasha had been drafted into the war, along with most of our other household slaves.


  We found are way easily through the House and out the wide back doors of another sitting area into the rear gardens of the House. The ground level of the rear gardens was a wonder; fine marble tiles created large patio areas, and raised garden beds spilled their exotic plants over the side. The lush green of the plants was dotted with vibrant flowers of reds, blues, purples, pinks, and yellows. The wings of the House extended wide, creating a large central garden area. Just past the right wing of the House was the workshop.


  I looked over the brass domed roof, a burnished gold glinting in the late evening sun. The building was clearly a large observatory. The thick brick construction gave the building a heavy feel, and from what mana I could sense, I knew this building was heavily fortified and enchanted.


  “Would you like a tour of the grounds, Master Eric?” Timothy said, coming up behind us.


  “Not yet, Timothy, I think me and Lady Rachel will be entering the workshop,” I said heading in the direction of the burnished round domed building. It was at least four stories tall, peeking above the roof line of the main house.


  “Very well, Master Eric, I will return to Lady Ashely.”


  I barely heard the words as Rachel and I quickened our steps, “What do you think is in there?” I asked.


  “I mean, I have no way of really knowing. But definitely an enchanter’s workspace. The stories, though…” Rachel trailed off.


  “Well, like what?” I said as we reached the ground floor door. The door into the observatory and workshop was made from a type of heavy iron, but as I reached my hand out to the handle, I felt the slightest tingle of magic ripple through me, and whatever had been sealing the door shut unlocked with the slightest flicker of blue light around the edges. The heavy door swung open easily, the enchantments recognizing me as the owner of the home and allowing me entrance.


  “Exalted Baron Montfort’s enchantments were known for being incredibly stable. His use of the imperial runes was innovative, and his love for the stars was well known. He was able to prolong his life, by some three hundred years, through the use of such enchantments though his research into the field was never made public.” Rachel answered as we entered the first floor.


  The room was lit with magical light, soft but permeating, and the first floor was set up as a study. A spiral staircase twisted its way up to the floor above, and opposite the curved stairs leading upwards was a staircase descending into the basement of the observatory workshop. The walls had no windows, and the entire curve of the building was lined with fine dark wood bookshelves. Each colorful bound volume was precisely placed and well cared for. The center of the room had wingback chairs for reading, desks, and tables that, at one point during their life, most certainly had been strewn with papers but now sat completely clean. The room was clearly a place for study and to expand one’s magical knowledge.


  Rachel walked to one of the center tables, took the enchanted cube from her pocket, and placed it in the center of the room, turning it on. Just like before, there was a subtle shift in the manna, and the magical enchantment on the device activated, ensuring that no eavesdropping was possible.


  Once the enchantment was in place, Rachel spoke, “And it was rumored he was a world walker like yourself.”


  “Oh… that’s a world walker. We’ll have to figure out if he was or not. I think we should take a look around.” I added. Rachal and I started looking around the first-floor room.


  The books were mostly on enchanting and observations of the movement of the stars in the sky. I cataloged the ones that I would read in the future as we headfirst down into the basement area.


  “Enchanting is best done in a highly shielded environment and underground,” Rachel explained as we entered the workshop area. Forges and tables, along with a dizzying array of tools, lined the walls. There was a tunnel that led back to the basement level of the manor house. The basement was a mostly wide-open space, aside from a few storage rooms and testing rooms that would hold the required materials for enchanting and crafting work. There was an area for blacksmithing and detail jewelry work, as well as what seemed to be alembics and other tools for alchemy.


  Everything was fortified, and there was a testing chamber where one could place new enchantments and power them while being fully protected by some rather oversized and powerful glass shielding. The spider web of enchantments that networked the glass was barely visible, but I got the sense from them that they would truly be able to take the force of a massive explosion or other such caustic projections of devastation before failing.


  “We will have to go over the tools and enchantments at some point, but this is going to be a wonderful place to work. If my lord husband will allow it, I would love to work down here?” Rachel asked the formality in her tone, betraying the hope she had to work on the craft she loved in such a grand workshop.


  “Absolutely you can work down here, I want to see what you will be able to do. And you can teach me also, or at least catch me up some.” I said, watching Rachel’s face light with happiness.


  I grabbed her hand before she could dive into her passion craft and pulled her toward the stairs. “It’s time to take a look at this telescope,” I said, heading back up to the ground level.


  The stairs above the study twisted up to the third floor, where the large round room held the Eyepiece for the telescope. Seated behind it was a chair that was attached to the whole thing and the telescope was designed to be able to make a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree rotation around the room. The walls held charts and maps of the night sky along with worktables and places to create the maps. It was beautiful. The burnished brass of the telescope glowed in the low light of the room. A network of woven silver lines ran through the whole of the scope and I knew that it was magically enchanted just by looking at it.


  I wondered why the late Baron Montfort would have invested so much time in creating this Masterpiece. Was it just for his personal interest in the stars or something more?


  I walked up to the telescope and sat in the seat. It was comfortable but rigid enough that one would not be in danger of falling asleep while seated. Levers were to the right of the seat and clearly controlled the telescope’s positioning. I pulled a few of the levers gently and watched as the enchantment lines lit up and began moving things. One would open and close the main shutter of the brass domed roof, letting the telescope gaze into the sky and protecting it during the day. Another rotated the telescope and dome of the roof. The others controlled the angles of the telescope, letting it move up and down and side to side.


  I placed my eye on the Eyepiece, with the ceiling still closed, as I did not want the fading light to somehow be magically enhanced into a laser death ray and blast directly into my brain. That would surely be a death sentence, but with all the magical effects going on I could not be sure if that would actually happen or if there was some protection against that.


  As soon as my eye made contact with the telescope’s Eyepiece, I received a pop-up window from the system.


  System message:


  Baron Montfort celestial observatory: Active.


  Would you like to activate observatory enchantments? Yes, no?


  Enchantments:


  Time dilation: ten to one.


  Body: Times five.


  Speed: Times five.


  Dexterity: Times ten.


  Focus: Increase ability to focus on a task for prolonged periods of time. Increases mental acuity.


  Optical enhancements: Enhances ocular nerve to receive and transfer information faster.


  Mana sight: Grants the ability to see mana affinities.


  Celestial mana sight: Grants the ability to see mana affinities in the celestial realm and fluctuating lines between celestial bodies.


  Vail gaze: Allows for the barrier between realities to be viewed.


  System notification: World walker detected.


  Security question: Who was King of the great British Empire during the year of our lord 1782?


  ‘What in the hell, King? Brittan?’ I thought as I racked my brain for the answer. That would have been the guy the Americans were fighting during the revolution. What was his name, Greg, Gary, Geroge, it was King Geroge the third or something. Yeah, mad King George the Third. As soon as I had the answer formed within my mind, the system reacted.


  Answer: King George the Third.


  Correct: unlocking.


  Embedded message active: This message can only be viewed by those who meet the criteria of a world walker. View the message from Baron Montfort. Yes, no?


  Yes.


  Message:


  To whom it may concern,


  If you are reading this, then you are, as I am, a world walker as those here in the world of Forduna have so named us. My name is Baron Montfort, and I am from Earth, as you most likely are. I was a baron for our good King in the year of our lord 1782 in the high country of Caledonia. I went for a ride in the early morning mists; heaven only knows why, for the passage of time has made me forget that detail.


  My story is a long one, though I will not trouble you with it now. Know that I have spent three hundred and twenty years within this empire. I was granted the rank of baron, the same title I held within our beloved British empire at the time of my transference. For that is what happened to me; I was bodily transferred to this place; I still know not what happened to my mare Willow who disappeared along with me, I do hope she is well, wherever she may be. I arrived here with this unholy system surrounded by the workings of the devil in all his cursed forms. I have since learned to work with this system and have found my pleasures and joys here within the empire. Knowing I am most likely presumed dead and my wife and children long since passed morning my death, I have taken a wife after my natural life span would have surely been accounted for, should I have remained on Earth. Though only one, as the good lord commanded, unlike the multiple wives the heathen barbarians of this place take. However, due to the lack of male offspring, I understand why having more than one woman is quite normal. I just cannot bring myself to engage in such a hedonistic practice. The forced breeding is its own horror that I pray my soul shall be forgiven upon my departure from this world.


  That said, I have taken to the craft of enchanting as mechanisms and the aperture of maths of the high knowledge used in the observation of the heavens was and still is a great passion of mine. I built this home with hopes of one day returning to my earthly wife and children, for the love I bore them was held in no small measure. Through my workings, I have long since learned that this is not possible, should I even be able to return to the sea of chaos, that primordial place between the many universes and the worlds and people there within. I have resigned myself to live out my days here, though, through my many nights of observations and calculations, I have uncovered mysteries, most of which I know I shall never find the answers to.


  I implore you who read this now to watch and take heed, for this world is on the brink of destruction and catastrophe. This universe is new, from what I have come to understand from my calculations on such matters. As such, the branching network of universes that make up the core of reality, this universe is so precariously placed upon the furthest most branching pathway along the edge of the void, that place of vast nothingness that cradles the whole of all realities within its eternal embrace. What I have now come to know as the abyss is the layer of reality that nestles existence as some kind of corrupted insulation against this void, for which I have found no magics with which that veil of darkness may be pierced.


  This universe is close to this abyss, from which creatures of horror and nightmare are born to let loose their tentacles, teeth, fangs, and claws upon the worlds close to their savage realm, thus consuming with unholy ravaging’s the new universes that form. They feed on these worlds and return to the place we call the abyss. What they do from there is a mystery and from what few attempts I have made to gain knowledge of their dark deeds in that place have left me with little more than madness and insanity creeping in at the edges of my mind. I warn you not to gaze into the abyss, for if you are noticed by those horrors within, and they gaze back at you, you may surely become lost.


  My findings are this; that the death, space-time, and summoning affinities are somehow disrupted. By what or who, I do not know, but until those affinities are healed and brought back into natural balance, this world and universe slips ever closer to being fully consumed by the creatures of that place of horror, the abyss.


  Using my telescope, you will be able to see the fabric of the celestial spheres warp and fluctuate, precursors to incursions from that place of abyssal horror. In my time here, the breaches into this world have only increased slightly, but they are increasing. I have tried to calculate how many more breaches of the veil between our realms this world can withstand. From my best guesses it is not many, maybe a few hundred at most, before the veil can no longer heal and the devouring of this world and universe truly begins.


  I have sought ways to heal and mend the rips in reality, those holes between the dark realm and this world filled with such light by comparison. My attempts have only been marginally helpful, for I have no great skill with tailoring, and none of the exalted mages here within the empire will ever have the power to make a difference. But mending reality is not enough, at least I think not. You must find the reason why these affinities are so blocked within this world and seek a remedy for the affliction that causes it.


  I have left my notes and findings in my journals, which I have hidden within the storeroom of my enchanting workshop. Should you possess the skills needed to undertake this endeavor then you will be able to find them and unlock the treasures held within. I have written the journals in the King’s English, so even if they are found by one underserving, it will be all the harder for them to uncover knowledge they should not have. By the grace of our lord God, I hope and wish with utmost sincerity you are able to continue this work.


  I go now to mend a larger-than-average breach; if you are reading this, then me and my children have died.


  Sincerely,


  The baron Montfort, ever the loyal servant of his majesty King Geroge the Third.


  “What, what is it, Eric?” Rachel asked, looking concerned as I pulled my eye back from the Eyepiece.


  My mind was whirling at the information. I might not be as safe in this world as I once thought. “I need… I need a moment.” I answered, heading to a wingback chair and sitting. I closed my eyes and reviewed what I had just read.


  So, the baron Montfort was, in fact, from Earth, but during the regency period of the British empire. I suppose that makes sense with some of the styling choices I have seen within the empire. From my stat sheet, it seems that my 15 percent in death and 25 percent in space-time and summoning, respectively, are actually maxed, and it is this world and universe with this weird system that is out of balance and keeping them so low. I would have expected these three affinities to be closer to 85 percent like my other affinities or even 100 percent.


  The void that was what I saw from the platform and the things and twisted beings were, in fact, abyssal creatures. The void beast attacks the newspaper talked about; they are what Baron Montfort was most concerned about, these incursions from beyond this world’s reality. I have to find these notes; I have to find out how much the incursions have increased and, more importantly, how long this world has left before it is permanently broken. Was this a message from the great-grandfather who built the House, or was the current baron Montfort and this elder of the family actually one in the same person?


  My thoughts swirled, and I had a growing unease in the pit of my stomach as I asked Rachel, “How long ago did the baron Montfort die?”


  She cocked her head to the side, “Um, it was three or four decades ago. Why?”


  “Well, it seems we might have a large problem. First, though, lets head to the storeroom down below. It appears that Baron Monfort hid his notes in a secret room, and I need to… well, we need to find them.” I said, getting up from the chair and heading to the stairs.


  “What did the spyglass show you, Eric… you’re scaring me a bit?” Rachel said walking down to the basement workshop along with me.


  “Forgive me for that, I just need to confirm a few things before I go worrying you anymore. Bring your anti-spying cube.”


  After grabbing her cube from the table, we entered the storeroom. The large storeroom had four sets of long shelves inside of it. The two along the outer walls that stretched into the back were carved into stone, while the two in the center were made from some kind of metal. There were a few items inside, mostly just basic materials that were not actually worth taking or selling off over the years but were required for enchanting and other such magical workings. At least that is what it seemed, but based on the message from the late Baron Montfort, there was some kind of room hidden by enchantment. All I needed to do was find it.


  “Can you sense anything, Rachel? I want you to try before I do.”


  “Let me see, okay, okay, I think this would be the best spell and skill for that,” Rachel muttered to herself as the faint glow of mana began to move around her.


  After a few moments, Rachel said, “I can detect something along the back wall, but that is the extent of it. A very subtle enchantment and powerful.”


  “I thought as much; let me see what I can do,” I said, sinking into my mana and beginning the process of constructing a spell.


  I let my arcane mana manipulation guide the process of spell creation. Through my mana sight, I watched the storage room sparkle to life with the detailed woven pattern lines of Masterwork enchantments. There was an outer layer of enchantments, but hidden deeper behind the veil of the simple enchantments was a network of fine hair-like woven threads that created a precise weave of enchantments that would easily be overlooked.


  I walked to the back of the room where, in three spots, the fine detail lines of the enchantments converged. “What are you doing? Is that…?” Rachel asked, her words trailing off.


  “Yep, it’s the lock,” I said as I placed my hand on all three of the panels one after another.


  The stone of the wall did not glow or give an indication that I had touched them correctly, but as my hand fell on the third spot, the back of the storeroom wall began to shimmer. It only took a moment for the stone to appear completely liquid and begin melting into the sides and floor of the room. Just like with Rachel’s armor the Stonewall was malleable when under the effects of the enchantments.


  “So flawless!” Rachel said breathless excitement at the enchantment activation. “I am going to learn so much just from getting to study the enchantments in the House and getting to work in the same place as the baron Montfort. I just can’t… I can’t believe how lucky I am!”


  “I’m looking forward to seeing what you can do, but now, the hidden room,” I said with a wide smile on my face as I turned from Rachel and looked into the short hall that led to another room. We walked through the door and I was surprised that the stone did not seal behind us, but from what I could gather from the glowing enchantment lines was that the far door to the storage room had sealed itself.


  The second storage room was larger than the first and held shelves and tables, none of which were bare of hidden treasures. However, the real treasure I was looking for were the notes left by the late Baron Montfort about his findings. Rare materials lined the walls, and along the shelves, there were more than a few completed items in the room.


  I could only guess at the rarity of the materials or their value, but it was a safe bet that I had just increased my overall net worth by quite a large amount. The items were strange, each held in their own places behind glass or neatly hung on racks. The storage room was part study, part workshop, part library, and storage room. It was half as large as the whole of the downstairs workshop. This was a place where the baron Montfort would keep his most prized creations. The walls glowed with subtle yet powerful protective enchantments. The glowing blue lines in my mana sight made the walls almost appear fuzzy with the delicate detail from the enchantments.


  “We need to find Montfort’s journals and notes,” I said to Rachel as we started our search on opposite sides of the room. We each took a wall lined with books and began reading over the titles, letting the system windows tell us about the items that were in the room as well.


  There were such items as:


  Bound chains of the aperture seal:


  Quality: Excellent.


  Scarcity: Unique and rare.


  Etheric chains that are used as support for binding rift openings along with the aperture formation plates. Prototype.


  Realm needle stitcher:


  Quality: Excellent.


  Scarcity: Unique.


  A mithril needle that pierces the veil of realities and, when coupled with the celestial thread of healing, can be used to mend and strengthen the borders of reality. Prototype.


  All the items were, as such, geared towards the healing of the veil, but each was a prototype or a failed creation with some flaw. I moved along the shelves of books, most of which were advanced texts on enchanting and system theory.


  It took a fair amount of searching, before me and Rachel found the journals. On a bookshelf next to a worktable was row upon row of journals. When I opened them, they were all written in elegant stylized penmanship, but the words were clearly an older form of English. It was still readable or as readable as Shakespeare is, though they were far less flowery. Each had charts and tables, notes, and math equations. The bottom shelf held the earliest journals from Baron Montfort, while the shelf right next to the worktable held the most recent entry. It was going to take quite a bit of time to read through everything the baron Montfort had collected on the mechanics and coming disaster in this world, but I was determined to continue his work. I knew the stacks, and as I was stuck on the planet for the foreseeable future and this universe, I most certainly did not want to be consumed by some abyssal horror.


  “This, this is his private, secure, enchanting storage and work room?” Rachel said, her voice filled with wonder at the treasure trove of materials and knowledge that was now at her fingertips. “But these items?... was he trying to stop the void beast attacks?” she asked.


  “Sort of, from what I gather. There is more to it, Rachal, but Ashley, you and I should have a private conversation about it. And sooner rather than later.” I said, flipping through the pages of his most recent journal.


  They at least were in neat sections, broken into parts on enchanting the items he was creating to heal the world, his personal musings, why the world’s affinities were out of balance, and the theories on what might be responsible and his findings on the void beast attacks. They were not truly from the void, but the abyss was so close to that enigmatic edge of reality that the distinction was almost meaningless.


  “It’s not good, is it?” Rachel asked, worry plain on her face to see.


  “No, no, it is not.”


  We spent a bit longer cataloging items and familiarizing ourselves with the whole of the observatory workshop and secret storage room. When we had finished, and I was growing hungry, we went back to the House. I was sure Ashley would have gotten a lot set up in the hours Rachel and I had been gone. We took the tunnel through the underground to the basement level of the manor house. The door from the tunnel opened into a well-lit downstairs hallway that had doors that led to other storerooms for the House and, most likely, some slave quarters.


  Rachel and I walked into the ballroom turned war room and found a sweaty and exhausted Ashely. She still looked immaculate, or at least I thought she did, though the few disheveled hairs and damp hair clearly showed just how furious her battle had been against the horrors of minimalism. Ashley was sitting in a chair with her feet up on an ottoman. The workers from the shops were packing up the last of their items while the last of the items she had purchased were being taken from the war room and directed into their proper places by her battlefield commander, Timothy.


  “I see you’ve been productive, dear wife,” I said as I came to stand over her.


  Ashley’s eyes fluttered open, and a wide, bright smile lit her face as she said, “Oh, Husband, Eric, yes. Oh Yes, it was… I was most productive.” She did not even get up to give me a kiss or hug as would have been her normal. She was truly tired from getting everything arranged.


  “Did we get everything?” I asked.


  “Mmm, Hummm, we did, well, mostly. There are a few special items we will have to get, but by and large, the whole of the House is now ready for habitation, yay…” she said flatly, her excitement for decorating having been drained from her most recent of melees.


  “How about we head up to the Master bedroom and get some dinner and rest? How’s that sound?” I asked. The faded light in the sky was deep purple, the color barely spilling in through the high windows of the ballroom. The world was fast approaching the hours of darkness and sleep.


  Kicking her feet onto the floor and standing to wrap her arms around me, Ashely answered, “That sounds like the best idea I have ever heard.”


  Rachel stepped close and hugged her long-time friend as well, “It looks like you did an absolutely wonderful job, Ashley.” Their heads touched as we held each other for a moment, the dark auburn and black hair mixing like glowing embers in the dying light of a fire.


  Ashley’s stomach rumbled, and a chorus of hungry rumblings followed suit from mine and Rachel’s stomach as well. “Food.” was all I said as we headed for the door.


  “Timothy, have some food sent up to our bedroom. It’s time for dinner. Is there anything that needs to be addressed?” I asked.


  “I will have May send up dinner. And no, Master Grayson, everyone is settling in quite nicely.”


  “Good, good. Good night, Timothy.”


  “You as well, Master.” He said with a deep bow, conveying respect and not servitude.


  We steadily made our way upstairs to the Master apartments that Ashley had selected for us. We were all deep in our own thoughts, making the walk to the third-floor room on the southern side of the building facing the front of the House and grounds a quiet one. We passed many small tables that held flower arrangements provided by the Noble Rose. Ashley truly had an eye for the right kinds of fresh flowers that complemented each area they were in, their colors and even scents exactly for their selected location.


  The floors had finely crafted runners down them, complementing the wood floors and the marble floors. Vases and other such adornments had been added, making the House of Stars a true home. Whirling patterns of galaxies and solar systems had been matched with a skilled eye with the flower colors and themes.


  Once we reached the Master apartment room on the third floor, the true skill she had for stylizing rooms was made abundantly clear. Deep green, black, and silver leaf patterns flowed over sofas and chairs. The room seemed alive with the vines as each placement merged with the next.


  We headed over to the eating area, a smaller dining area that would be better used for a quick breakfast in the morning, just past the sofas and study areas. Ashley had truly placed everything we needed in the room so we could keep our college apartment lifestyle while in our new home. The only main difference was the single large bed and shared wardrobe space, though I had my own walking closet, and Ashely and Rachel had theirs. Alma and Iolanthe were on their knees beside the bed, looking for all the world like the happiest two kitsune ready to please their Masters.


  “Oh, by the hungry mouth of Sippsie, I am so hungry!” Ashley said, flopping into the padded chairs at the dining table. “How was the enchanting workshop and the spyglass?”


  Rachel side-eyed me as she reached for her cube; I held my hand out for a moment. “It was the most beautiful workshop I have ever seen truly a credit to the late Baron Montfort. The spyglass is a marvel, and I am looking forward to gazing at the stars with it.” The tone a pitch of my voice immediately had Ashley picking up on the fact I was leaving something very important out. I was not sure how much the empire knew about Baron Montfort’s discoveries, but the fact I did not want to take the chance on a report getting back to someone, saying we knew about something we should not have.


  Sasha, Milly, Faith, Brie, Strafa, and Allie all walked in, pushing carts that held the dinner prepared for us by May. They were beaming, faces happy and smiling though clearly tiered. Their clothes were still a bit disheveled, from the work they had done helping Ashley get the House set up. The garments hung loosely, as they are prone to do after a day of hard work. It was clear they were proud of the fact they were able to help set up the new House and be the first to serve us dinner in our new abode. It was a special moment for them, and I would let them play the part of slave this time.


  The food was steamed piles of vegetables seared meats, delicate and full of rich flavors. We wasted no time and dug in. Ashley seemed to be famished and I saw her eat more than I ever had. Rachel and I were not far behind her, though, as it had been a long and taxing day. Conversation flowed between Rachels’s excitement for the enchanting workshop and Ashley’s new purchases for our home. I listened and ate, waiting for the right time to have Rachel set up her anti-spying device so we could talk freely about what it was I had learned from the system message left by the late Baron Montfort.


  I nodded to Rachel when we were almost and she quickly set up her device. “We can talk now?” Ashely asked, switching to a no-nonsense tone once the device effects were on.


  “Yes, we had to have it on for most of the day in the shop, and if we are being tracked, I wanted to fill the gap with normal conversation for a while before activating it again,” I said, pushing my plate away from me. Sasha took it to a cart, smiling and brushing me with her tails as she did.


  “Smart,” Rachel said.


  “So? What is it?” Ashely asked.


  “Well, we found something, well I found something. A message the baron left in the system for a world walker like me should they ever use the telescope.”


  “Oh, that is a very advanced system theory skill. What… What did it say?” Ashley asked as Allie took her plate. Each of our slaves was silent. They could feel the gravity of what we were about to discuss.


  “Here is the message,” I answered, sending the system message over to the two. They would keep quiet about it and not alarm Milly, Sasha, Allie, Brie, Strafa, or Faith with the disturbing content.


  They each read over the message half a dozen times by the looks of it. Their eyes went wide, and fearful expressions crossed their faces more than once. It was sometime before either of them spoke.


  “Should we tell the empire?” Ashely asked.


  “No. If they know, then they are working on it in secret, and we might be killed for knowing it. if they don’t know, then that means they dismissed the baron’s findings and likely would do the same to us.” Rachel said, going through just a few of the logical options.


  “Our fathers?” Ashley said.


  “Maybe, but we would have to time it right. Definitely make it seem like our own discovery and not something from the baron Montfort.” Rachel said, tapping her fingers to her lips.


  “We need to… well, I don’t know what, but we will have to look into this more, right?” Ashley said, shifting her eyes between Rachel and mine.


  “Oh, I most certainly will be looking into it, but not until after the auction. We are safe for now, but for how much longer…” I trailed off, picking back up as I said, “I’ll, I’ll have to go over his notes and study them for a while; this type of thing cannot be done quickly. I just wanted you both to know. We have a serious problem that we have to look into, and having to do it in secrete will be taxing.”


  “With your power, you will help, won’t you,” Ashely said, a little bit of pleading creeping in at the edges of her voice.


  “Of course he will, Ashley,” Rachel said, turning her eyes on me.


  “Defiantly, I will do what I can and fix the problem if I can,” I said. I got a system notification at that moment.


  System Quest: distortion of affinities.


  This is a system quest. Discover the reason behind the low-affinity percents behind the death, summoning, and space-time affinity and what is causing it. Accept yes or yes.


  Yes.


  “Shit, I just got a system quest? And it forced me to accept?” I asked, more than a little worried that the system, which hardly gave out quests ever, was giving me one now.


  “By the holy wet cunt of Sippsie, a quest?” Ashley said, her mouth falling open.


  “That, that… I’ve only ever heard of a few outside of those given by the divines.” Rachel said the same look of shock on her face. I thought of sharing the quest, thinking of my two acting wives, and the notification went to them.


  “Not a lot of information here, but as we discover something, it will update and give us hints as to what the next steps might be,” Rachel added.


  “That’s good to know. But honestly, I am exhausted, and sleep sounds like the only quest I want o to fulfill right now.”


  “Agreed,” Rachel said.


  “Agreed,” Ashely said.


  The others of our household looked equally exposed as Strafa and Milly were both swaying side to side on their feet, looking half-dreamy.


  “Bed, all of us. We can figure more of this out in the morning. Sasha, Milly, Brie, Allie, Strafa, and Faith you will be joining us for our first night.” I said.


  The carts weren’t even taken out of the room as we all made our way to bed. Clothes were stripped, and down to our undergarments, we each fell into the large bed. The nine of us took up the whole bed, and warm bodies and soft tails splayed over us as we maneuvered into comfortable positions.


  Iolanthe and Alma stayed next to the bed and I was reticent to have them join us but decided they could sleep at our feet. “Iolanthe and Alma, you sleep at our feet.”


  “Yes, Master Grayson!” they said as one. They looked so happy and content just being in the same room as me, but to get the chance to actually sleep in the bed sent them into a near fit of hysterical happiness. They controlled themselves, though not disturbing their Master was so ingrained that even their joy had to be hidden. I rested my feet on one of them, and it took only a moment for me to fall fast asleep.




  

    Chapter 41


    Day’s Star.


  


  Iwoke, pulled back into the world of the living, warm pile of bodies that surrounded me. We had all been thoroughly exhausted from the previous day’s work. Ashley’s fierce battle to get our home ready left her tired and curled up into me like a happy kitsune pressed into me. Rachel was on my other side, tucked into my side with a smile on her sleeping face. The work we had all done left us feeling good and sleeping soundly.


  I woke with lazy ease but quickly found it was my massive hard-on that had summoned me from the land of dreams to the waking dream of being surrounded by my beautiful companions. “Master is awake?” Iolanthe said, her voice a whisper of excitement. I felt the slightly cool air of the room flood over my legs and cock as both Alma and Iolanthe’s heads peeked over the covers.


  They licked their lips and dove their heads down on my cock before I could say anything. Two warm mouths and lapping tongues soaked my dick. The head of my cock was taken between wanting lips, and the other kitsune, who was between my legs, pressed her tongue firmly under my heavy balls. The motion stirred the rest of the women in my bed from sleep as the erotic morning energy washed over everyone. Rachel and Ashley began kissing me, mouths and lips seeking my skin.


  The kitsune’s hot wet mouth dove up and down the length of my cock, drool leaking onto the lapping tongue that gently pressed my balls and savored my taint. The hunger of the motion had my cock throbbing for a tighter and deeper hole.


  “Mmm, are you going to fuck me or Rachel this morning, husband?” Ashley purred into my ear.


  Words were not needed, and I rolled my leg over Ashley, sliding between her thighs and pressing the head of my cock against the soaked petal lips of her pussy. I pushed into her, “Oh, yes, oh yes, your hard cock in the morning,” Ashley begged. Her hot, soaking heat clenched at my shaft as my shaft found the back of her silk velvet tunnel.


  Iolanthe wasted no time pressing her face into the dripping coupling of mine and Ashely’s sex. Her tongue lapped at my shaft and Ashley’s asshole. Alma pressed her face between my ass, unwilling to give her tongue’s spot up to another as she lapped at me, devouring me as I thrust in and out of Ashely’s tight little wet pussy.


  “What a good little slut wife, take his dick all the way in, you cum starved whore.” Rachel teased into Ashley’s ear before she took Ashley’s nipples between her teeth, teasing her large breast.


  I relaxed into the motion, luxuriating in the clenching warmth of Ashely’s little pussy around my cock. Each spasm a shuttering pull to milk the cum from my cock. Rachel’s leg was in the air exposing her pussy for Milly’s happy face to dive into. The chestnut hair bobbed as she gobbled her mistress’s pussy making Rachels’s toned stomach quiver with pleasure. Milly’s ass was in the air, and the pink hair of Faith was dutifully hiding her face as she was pressed between Milly’s large tight ass. Allie had to be behind Alma as I felt two tongues join the melee to pleasure the spot between my balls and ass.


  Strafa was under Milly, her legs thrown back and open, her little soft bunny pussy quivering to be filled. Brie and Sasha watched, wrapped around each other, fingers slipping in and out of each other. The sweet smell of sex filled the area of the Master bedroom.


  Rachell kissed me, her dark hair wild in the morning as she whispered in my ear, “Fill Ashley’s little cunt with your seed husband.” Relaxing waves of pleasure loosed from me as excited tongues lapped and the tightening of my balls. Pressing pleasure expelled from me as I dumped my hot seed into the quivering wet walls of Ashley’s tunnel. I felt the cum explode out the sides of our joined coupling. Iolanthe’s tongue trailing along the edges of Ashley cum soaked pussy lapping at our mixed juices.


  “Oh, it’s so hot and so much…” Ashley moaned as Rachel took her nipples between her teeth once more.


  I rolled over onto my side, draping myself over Rachel, “And now I need some cossa.” I said as I caught my breath. The waves of pleasure from dumping my cum into Ashely threatened to send me once more into the blackness of sleep.


  “Lucky I’m here, Master Eric,” Came the cheerful voice of May from the door. She had been watching and had decided not to interrupt the morning activities.


  “Oh, you’re the best, May,” I said as she brought a cart in with jugs of steaming cossa and breakfast. She bit her bottom lip, the plump cook obviously hungry for her Master’s cock but unwilling to join in the morning’s pleasure. Strafa glided out from under Milly and took my cock in her mouth, beating the other girls to the cum soaked treat she was going to get to clean.


  She sucked my half-hard cock, savoring every delicious drop of mixed juice she could get as May brought a cup of cossa over to me. Draped and naked, Rachel and Ashley got their cossa they laid back with their legs in the air. Iolanthe ate from Ashley, savoring the mixed pussy juice and cum like it was her favorite treat. Milly Still suckled at the smooth pussy of Rachel from all fours. May began Milking the little boviness for her morning milk as she moaned into Rachel’s pussy.


  We languidly let the pleasure of the morning bring us back into awareness, and after a few small cups of cossa, we were at least ready to head over to the breakfast nook and begin eating.


  “May this looks absolutely wonderful,” Rachel said.


  “Thank you, mistress,” she said, placing a fresh jug of Milly’s milk on the table.


  “It is so good. You and Strafa will have to compare notes as she is the one cooking for us while we are in the apartments in the tower,” Ashely said, adding milk to her cossa.


  “I would be delighted to. Anything to improve my cooking for our wonderful mistresses and Master Eric.”


  “So, what are we doing today?” I asked.


  “Well, as much as I want to suck your cock all day, dear husband, I need to get this house in order,” Ashley said with a dejected sigh.


  “Yes, and I think you might have some reading to do,” Rachel said. I most certainly did, in fact, have quite a few journals to go through and needed to get a grasp on the predicament this world was currently in.


  “Ah yes, looks like we will have some work to do. Will you help me in the enchanting workshop, Rachel?”


  “Oh yes, I plan on making a proper study of it. I’ll be going over everything today to get a handle on where I will even need to start. There is so much here.”


  I looked at Sasha over at the table that had been set up for our house slaves. “We’ll be helping Mistress Ashley.” She said her fond smile, letting me know she wanted to spend the whole of the day with me but knew we had much to do and could not indulge.


  “Sounds like a plan. I should invite the Titan’s Shield over?” I asked.


  “Um, that might not be seen as proper. One of them could come over and drop off the payout from the loot.” Ashely said, twisting her lips as if she could not remember the proper etiquette for such a thing.


  “Right, well, I’ll just have one of them stop by to be safe then,” I added. We ate slowly, with no pressing need to rush off to classes or to go and get anything else done. The new morning sunlight was happy, with only a few clouds in the sky. The rays of light danced across the treetops on the manor house grounds, and from the window of the breakfast nook, a large portion of the grounds I now owned could be seen.


  Each plot of land was ten acres square, and though I could just make out the houses of the neighboring manors, the size allowed for a modicum of privacy. It would take a truly ruckus and lively party to disturb the piece. I was also sure there had to be some kind of privacy enchantment on the grounds, preventing the noise from the outside world from disturbing the piece that was so easily cultivated within the grounds of the House of Stars.


  The gardens were meticulously cared for, though they had been neglected in recent years. I watched as some of the fairies and nymphs and dryads began their morning work, tending the rows of flowers and other vegetables. Their skilled hands had already made a world of difference in the garden, and I knew within a few days, the whole of the grounds would be transformed back into their original splendid state. The land was a tranquil sanctuary, carefully tended and protected from the outside world. The fairies and nymphs worked with such grace and care, bringing life back to the gardens and creating an idyllic paradise.


  Kissing Ashley, I said, “Right, I’m going to head to the workshop and get this mess sorted.”


  “Have fun, dear.” Ashley teased, sticking her tongue out. “Dinner?”


  “Yes, I think you will be in full work mode through lunch,” I added.


  “True, right then, have fun, and we will talk tonight then. Rachel, have fun with our husband.” Ashley added a wicked edge to her voice.


  “Oh, I will.” She said, rolling her eyes at her friend as she stood and left with me.


  We headed through the house and down to the basement tunnel that connected to the workshop. Some of the Kitsune from that ship of horrors were up and working on polishing and cleaning. When the two of us passed, they would prostrate themselves on the ground in a kowtow position. Whenever I passed one or a group of them, I would say something like, “Acceptable work. Good job. Continue and follow the orders of Timothy and the others.” The words had a noticeable effect, relaxing the quivering forms and easing the tension I could feel in their bodies. I would have to get each of them proper collars and shackles so they felt more secure within the household and knew their positions better. I would talk to Timothy about it later.


  The halls and rooms I could see into had been thoroughly transformed, though the complete makeover of the House of Stars had yet to be finished. While carpet runners ran down hallways and side tables were set up, some had boxes on them or other items scattered about. Things were coming along nicely, and the beauty of the home was beginning to shine through. Ashley’s skill for interior decorating was becoming apparent in the growing sense of peace and tranquility that was starting to pervade the home.


  As we made our way through the winding halls of the manor house, I could see that great progress had been made in transforming it into a home once again. Though there were still boxes stacked in some corners and furniture scattered about, the overall feeling of the place was one of tranquility and beauty.


  The carpet runners that ran down the hallways were a deep emerald green, punctuated with intricate patterns of silver thread. The walls were adorned with large tapestries depicting scenes from the empire’s history, and ornately carved wooden doors depicting different constellations and other heavenly vistas lined each side.


  As we passed by an open door, I caught a glimpse of one of the guest rooms. The bed was now dressed in soft silk sheets, and the curtains hung from the windows were a rich plum color. A vase filled with freshly cut flowers sat on the bedside table, adding a touch of color to the room.


  In another room, a small tea set sat on a low table in front of an intricately embroidered tapestry. I could imagine myself sitting there with a cup of warm tea, admiring the beautiful artwork on display.


  Even though there were still some areas that needed attention, it was clear that Ashley’s skill for internal decorating was beginning to shine through. With every step we took, I could feel a growing sense of peace and grandeur emanating from within the house.


  We finally arrived at the basement hall that led to the tunnel that would take us to the enchanting workshop under the telescope observatory.


  As we stepped inside the tunnel, the temperature dropped noticeably, and the air felt heavy with magic. The sound of dripping water echoed in the distance, adding a mysterious ambiance to our journey, though knowing we were headed into the workshop of one of the most noted enchanters was probably the cause of that. The passageway was wide, though our steps seemed to reverberate off the stone walls. The glow on the carvings etched into the walls were runes and symbols of enchanting. They seemed to dance and shift in unsteady light, the mana that flowed through them giving them light where there should be none.


  We entered the lower workshop, securing the door behind us. I had to use an enchanted hand panel on the side of the door to unlock the room. I added Rachel to the list of people allowed entry as well as Ashely. The House of Stars had already noted the presence of its new owners, and giving my two acting wives permissions was as easy as checking a few boxes that the system helpfully provided.


  “I’m going to go over the journals and the late Baron Montfort’s notes,” I said, heading for the back storeroom.


  “Good. If you need help, let me know. I’m going to start on the enchantments and organizing things the way I want so we can actually get some enchanting work done,” Rachel said as she secured her black hair back in a bun. With the work clothes she had on, I had no doubt she was going to piece together everything we needed to get this workshop up and running.


  The hidden storeroom once again opened for me, and it was no issue at all to add Rachel to the list of permissions that would let her pass from the far storeroom door into the conjoined storeroom and secret work area. I headed over to a mostly clear desk, the one that was next to the rows of the most recent journals, and got to work.


  Baron Montfort was most diligent in his journaling and note-taking, with nearly every page of every journal completely filled with his own thoughts, mathematical equations, and other such notations on the project that he was so heavily invested in.


  I got out my own paper and started reading. Piece by piece, note by note I started to get a grasp on what was actually going on with the incursions from this abyss along the void. Minutes quickly turned into hours as I reviewed the most recent of his journals, transferring important numbers and thoughts onto my own papers. After what felt like an age and a half, I thought I had the information I needed.


  Montfort categorized the actual spacetime rips not the size of the monsters that made their way into the world. Though there was a great deal of correlation between the sizes, each rip was not guaranteed to have the correlating monster breach reality. The empire used a system of star classification for the void beasts, as they called them, but Montfort simply used small, medium, and large to denote the incursion sizes.


  A small rift would only allow for a one- and two-star void beast to enter the world, though at most, a half dozen might be able to make their way into our reality from such a rift. While a medium sized rift would allow for a four-star void beast to enter. Only one four-star void beast could enter reality through such a rift, while the lower star-rated beasts would be able to come through in greater numbers. A large rip was the only one a five-star void beast could enter through, and without fail, if a large rift happened, a five-star abyssal beast would enter our reality. Luckily, no other smaller creatures would come through at that time as the universe quickly closed such large incursions.


  There was a wide margin on how many might happen in a year, ranging from fifty to two hundred small incursions. While medium incursions happened twenty-five to seventy-five times a year. Large incursions only happened five to ten times a year. This was over the whole of the planet. The empire only had to deal with a few of these, letting the rest of the world’s population handle the other void beast attacks. How many went unchecked and for how long, I could only guess.


  Within his journaling Montfort had mentioned briefly meeting wandering warriors who sought out these void beast incursions. It was one line in the third most recent journal that I found mention of these wandering fighters, “Upon arriving at the location along the border of the empire, there I found dead the void beast of abyssal horror and over its corpse a man not of this empire, he took something from the beast, nodded to me and left, the black of his garments fluttering as he sped away.” At least there were others who hunted these beasts or the world would surely have been consumed long ago.


  Taking a break, I sent a message to the Titans Shield that one of them could bring the payment by the house when they had finished selling the items. A short reply of understanding was all that was sent back.


  After some careful calculations I determined that the increase in attacks from the abyss had increased by nearly 200 percent since the time of the baron Montfort’s death. The rate of increase was a steady five percent each year. Out of all the days of the year, sixty-two percent of the year saw small rips form, twenty percent medium and two-point seven percent for large. On the low side, eighty days in total had rips form of both small, medium, and large. On the high side it was two hundred and eighty-five days that void beasts made their way into reality.


  All told it would be less than thirty years before small rips formed daily and the one and two-star-rated beasts poured into the world. I had little Faith that the world would last much longer past that point.


  A new sobering reality hit me then as Rachel walked in carrying lunch. She saw the look on my face and asked, “Is it that bad?” she set the tray down next to me, the warm food made by May forgotten.


  “Yeah, from what I can tell, it’s not good. Thirty years or so before the void-beast attacks become daily. After that, I don’t imagine it will be much longer before the whole of this universe is consumed.” My pronouncement made Rachel’s face go white. She knew I would not exaggerate my findings. She slumped in one of the chairs.


  “I guess, I guess I should really start studying his veil healing enchantments more closely,” Rachel said after a moment. She breathed in and out a few times, letting the welling panic settle. Her face changed from fear to determination with each breath, a focused gaze emanating from her eyes as they flicked back and forth. No doubt she was coming up with a plan of study that would let her crack the enchanting forms that would at least buy us more time.


  “There is more here on the types of beasts and how to go about fixing and strengthening the bonds that hold this world together, but I’ll have to dive further into the journals to pull out useful information,” I said, taking her hand in mine.


  “We can do this; I know you are not from this world, but I will not see my homeland destroyed by whatever the hell it is that comes through those breaches in reality,” Rachel said, blue eyes focused.


  “I’m here now, and I’ve grown quite fond of you and the others. I would hate to see you consumed by something other than myself,” I said with a little smirk, trying to lighten the mood.


  “Oh, speaking of eating, we should eat and get back to it,” Rachel said, turning to the food.


  We spent the rest of the day eating and going over notes. I read journals, finding the start of them that dealt with the incursions. While the ones of Montfort’s time when he first arrived were more than interesting, they would have to wait. I needed to know everything I could about these incursions and try and figure out what was destabilizing reality to such a degree that it threatened complete annihilation.


  We stayed in the workshop well after dark, only heading to dinner when Ashley sent Timothy to come and fetch us. The house was mostly put together and nearly ready to receive guests. Things were much cleaner and the house of stars had a polish on it that I imagine it had not seen in many years.


  We ate dinner quietly for the most part. Ashley could tell we had uncovered information that was not positive but knew not to press the subject until we could have time to properly talk. We were all exhausted from the day’s work, and a sleepy haze settled over the household, Sasha and the rest of the slaves being unimmune to the effects of a hard day’s work themselves.


  We piled into bed after washing in the large shower. The enticing forms of the naked women around me beckoned me to their flesh, but my mind was worn, and my nerves frayed at the thought of the horrors that would be coming in greater frequency for the women around me. I found a restless sleep amongst the smooth skin and warm bodies. We all decided to sleep together once more. My only thought was getting back to the journals and figuring out how I could save the world I found myself in. There was no going back for me, and another trip through the sea of chaos filled me with terror.


  The next day, Saturday, Laznus, as it was called, found me in the secret work room bright and early. Rachel was there with me, taking careful notes of each of the enchanted items and cross-referencing them in texts that were kept in the room. Ashley had seen us off, large cossa mugs steaming and a basket of food that had both breakfast and lunch along with snacks in it. She knew we had found something important, and she would do her utmost to keep the front of the house running and presentable while Rachel and I dived deeper into the troubles of this world.


  When Titus of the Titan’s shield arrived, I was deep into the musings on why the world was so imbalanced. Montfort was not much help; he had dozens of theories but no definitive proof one way or the other about what was causing it. He was more focused on trying to heal the breaches and not finding the root of the problem, though.


  I spoke to Titus quickly, collecting the few coins from the dungeon run but even he could tell I was preoccupied. We made plans for the following Thursday after classes to dive once more into the dungeon. That way, when we got out, we could have time to recover.


  The rest of Saturday passed the same as Friday, reading and, crosschecking and organizing the items Montfort had made. Before I found sleep once more, I went over my stat sheet and bank information, preparing for the next day, Sunday or Dawning, and the slave auction the Goddess Amara had tasked me with attending.


  Individual Statistical Analyses.


  Name: Eric Grayson.


  Imperial rank: Exalted Lord.


  Race: Human.


  Level: level 40 100xp/100000.


  Deed holder: House of Stars.


  Imperial bank balance:


  16 mithril coins,


  65 platinum coins,


  509 gold coins,


  250 silver coins


  200 copper coins.


  Health: 100 percent.


  Mana capacity: 940.


  Mana regeneration: Error…Max 23 mana per second.


  Attributes: 4 points per level. 0/36


  Strength: 20. (40)


  Body: 21. (84)


  Speed: 25. (50)


  Dexterity: 20. (40)


  Mana capacity: 94.


  Mana regeneration: 23.


  Charisma: 30.


  Affinities:


  Arcane mana manipulation: 100 percent.


  Earth: 100 percent.


  Fire: 100 percent.


  Air: 50 percent.


  Water: 50 percent.


  Life: 85 percent.


  Death: 15 percent.


  Light: 85 percent.


  Shadow: 75 percent.


  Spacetime: 25 percent.


  Summoning: 25 percent.


  Abilities: 1 per level. 9/9


  Graceful doge: 10 out of 10. Passive. Increase balance, doge chance, area awareness, and all movement actions.


  Saving heal: 5 out of 10. Passive. If health drops to zero and death is activated, instantly heal for 50 percent, once per day.


  Resurrection: 8 out of 10. Passive and active. If the ability holder dies automatically resurrects to 60 percent health(secondary), and limbs are not regrown. Activate on a corps that had been dead for less than three hours to revive. The revived party has skills returned to journeyman, spells set to level 10, and Base level set to 10.


  Inspect: 10 out of 10. Active. Used to identify objects, people, animals, monsters, beasts, and void horrors that have crossed over into the system. Ability level superior.


  Linguist: Level 10 out of 10. Grants the capability of speaking any language that is heard; language must be within human vocal cord range. Allows for the complete automatic translation of heard languages into one’s native understanding. Allows for reading and wright of foreign languages as long as the wielder of the ability could read and write beforehand.


  Increased cum load: Level 3 out of 10. Increased maximum volume of cum. Your balls and prostate glands have increased in density, providing three times the amount of normal cum.


  Skills: 1 per level.


  Enchanting: journeyman, create normal enchantments, initial cost, and sustaining cost average.


  Center of the waterway: this enchantment, when placed on the steering device of a water vessel, will keep the vessel equidistant from land. The initial cost of activation is 250 mana, and the sustaining cost is 30 mana per minute.


  Hydrostatic Propulsion: This enchantment allows for the use of water to provide high torque thrust when the enchantment location is underwater. Mana cost: 1 mana per minute.


  You have created an enchantment:


  Kinetic thruster. This enchantment, when supplied with personal mana, will create a moderately efficient thrust. .1 errorr… .1 mana per 1 … formulating … 1 mana per second per .5 meter per second.


  Tailoring: Novice. Create basic clothing and other items made from cloth.


  Mapping: novice. Can draw and read maps.


  Longsword: Journeymen: The fundamentals of long blades are understood. Fighting styles of different types of blades are condensed. A small amount of mana is infused in one’s sword to improve edge quality and durability.


  Gardening: Journeymen: Proper gardening techniques are understood. Soil nurturance, acidity, moister level, mana density, and plant dispositions are known. Can create gardening tools from mana.


  Herbalism: Journeymen: Wild and cultivated herbs can be gathered and grown. Pastes, poultices, teas, brews, tinctures, and essence oils are known. Mana can be used to stabilize the effects of herbs.


  Alchemy: Journeymen: Basics of powders, potions, elixirs, and pills are known. Drying, distilling, sublimation, concentrating, condensation, refining, balancing, aging, antimonnation, and fulminating are understood. Can use mana to create even heating and cooling, as well as standard weights and measures.


  Junk skills:


  Breathing, walking, blinking, hand waving, knot tying, sitting, sleeping, bowel movements, urinating, itch itching.


  Spells: 1 per level. 14/14


  Arcane mana manipulation:


  Fuse: Base cost: .1 mana per square inch of material to be atomically bodied. Level 1.


  Butcher: Base cost: initial cast 10 mana 1 mana per pound per second. Level 11.


  Cut: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch cut (2.5cm), area twenty feet, (6m). Level 1.


  Arcane shield: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, .1 mana per second. Level 10.


  Fire:


  Candle flame: Base cost: Error… 0.1 mana per, minuet.


  Metal shaping: Base cost: Error… 10 mana per second.


  Purify: Base cost: 5.1 mana per square inch. Level 1.


  Campfire: base cost: Error… .1 mana per minute. Fire must be in a hearth or pit. Level 1.


  Fireball: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per casting. Level 1 +8.


  Flame whip: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per foot of flame whip, .1 mana per second per foot. Level 1.


  Plasma beam: Base cost: Error… .1 initial mana, 15 mana per second channeled. Level 1


  Earth:


  Stone spike: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per inch of spike. Level 1.


  Collect element: Base cost: N/A. Collect the desired element from the surrounding area one-quarter mile spherical and one-half mile spherical. Level 1, 2.


  Fertilize soil: Base cost: .1 mana per cubic foot of fertilized soil.


  Clean: Base cost: Error… .1 mana per square inch (2.5cm). Level 1.


  Air:


  Shuriken Wrath: Base cost: 42.5 mana. Level 2.


  Yarn spinning: Base cost: .1 mana per second of spinning, level 1, 2.


  Weave: Base cost: 5 mana per 10 seconds of weaving. Level 2.


  Lightning bolt: Base cost: 75 mana, error… 1 mana per second channeled lightning. Level 1.


  Water:


  Nutritious water: Base cost: 5 mana per oz of species-specific nutritious water.


  Ice spear: Base cost: 35 initial mana, error… .1 mana per 1 mile per hour (1.6 km an hour). Level 1.


  Life:


  Analyze body: base cost: 3 mana a second. Level 1.


  Focused healing: Base cost: 7.5 mana per second. Level 10.


  Mass healing: Base cost: 12 mana per second, area a ten-yard radius. Level 1.


  Manipulate plant: Base cost: 4.5 mana per second of movement. Level 2.


  Rapid growth: Base cost: .1> <100 mana per second of growth depending on the plant or animal complexity. Level 1, 2.


  Invigorate: Base cost: 15 mana to boost usable cellular energy in the target.


  Sleep: Base cost: 12.75 mana on willing target. Mana amount varies. Level 1.


  Paralysis: Base cost: 3.75 mana per 10 seconds. Level 1.


  Mass Paralysis: Base cost: 7.5 mana per 10 seconds; area a 10-yard radius. Level 1


  Light:


  Mana eye: Base cost: 5 initial mana, .5 mana per ten seconds. Level 9.


  Spacetime:


  Internal Dimensional Expansion: Base cost: 300 mana per cubic inch of extradimensional storage. Level 1.


  Soul bound items:


  Imperial Royal Bank identification card: Grants access to your account at any bank-certified shop. It may only be used by the soul-bonded individual.


  Enchanted Storage Ring: Finally crafted. 1 mana to store or retrieve items. Auto object tracking. 100 feet (30.5m) cubed. Bonded.


  Inlaid Mithril Master slave band: Exceptionally crafted. Bonded. May hold the contracts of 125 slaves. Slaves cannot be stolen or cross-subjugated. Enhances slave bond. Price: 96 platinum coins


  Dungeon instants tracker: This chain allows for the individual entry into the Dungeon of the Legion within their own instants. Levels can only be reached with the appropriate tag. Party tags allow for individuals to enter the same instants. Soul bound item


  Bound slaves:


  Sasha Whitetail: Kitsune, female. Age 23; revives 7. Level 21.


  Milly: Boviness, female. Age 19; revives 4. Level 8.


  Zora: Minobous, female. Age 26; revives 16. Level 6.


  Holly: Minobous, female. Age 22; revives 12. Level 7.


  Timmothy: elf, male. Age 172, revives 212. Level 16.


  May: elf, female. Age 43, revives 6. Level 13.


  Tamara: elf, female. Age 35. Revives 16. Level 8.


  Child: Maestra: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Ray’me’a: elf, female. Age 20. Revives 2. Level 6.


  Amber: elf, female. Age 28. Revives 3. Level 15.


  Child: Tera: elf, female. Age 4. Revives 0. Level 1.


  Child: Trix: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Candace: elf, female. Age 23. Revives 8. Level 12.


  1. Child: Brin: elf, female. Age 2. Revives 0. Level 1. ½.


  Dryads 8.


  Anya: dryad, female. Age 289. Revives 228. Level 14.


  Nymphs 6.


  Brith: Nymph, female. Age, 47, Revives 5. Level 6.


  Ferries 14.


  Thera: Friary Queen, Female. Age 87. Revives 77. Level 7.


  Kitsune.23 + 6 kits


  Mizzy: kitsune, female. Age 24. Revives 87. Level 1.


  Alma: Kitsune, female. Age 19. Revives 212. Level 1.


  Iolanthe: Kitsune, female. Age 20. Revives 326. Level 1.


  Feather steel Chainmail leather armor set: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: common. Well-made medium armor. Leather with chainmail, this armor provides excellent protection from slashing.


  Feather steel long sword. Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity level: uncommon. An enchanted long sword made from feather steel. This sword possesses the three most common enchantments: durability, clean, and sharpen.


  Pocket watch: Quality: Superb. Scarcity level: Unique. This pocket watch is set to Imperial Standard Time. The fine mithril parts allow for an acceleration enchantment. Acceleration: movement speed is increased by three times for five minutes once a day.


  Small mana crystal: Mana Capacity 200. Mana recharge rate: .14 per minute. Quantity: 4.


  Medium mana crystal: Mana Capacity 800. Mana recharge rate: .55 per minute. Quantity 2.


  Large mana Crystal: Mana Capacity 2000. Mana recharge rate: 1.39 per minute. Quantity 1.


  Potion: Sobber up: Quality: good. This potion is used to sobber up after a night of drinking. This potion has had the sobering effects lengthened to purify intoxicants from the body for longer periods of time. Duration: 30 minutes.


  Opium powder: Quality: Pure. A pure opium powder that can be ingested to relieve symptoms of pain. 225 grams.


  Cossa pill: Quality: Pure. Cossa extract compressed into pill form. Increases alertness and fights off sleep. Times 30.


  Distilled dungeon spirits: Quality: 60%. A rich oak-flavored spirit to be enjoyed. Bottles 1.


  Dungeon letter: A letter addressed to Exalted Lord Eric Grayson.


  Potion: Warm-blooded reptile: Quality: Refined. This potion is made from refined blood. Effect: keeps the body at optimum temperature in hot and cold climates. Does not prevent burning from fire or cold. Duration: 30 minutes. Times 6.


  Engraved snake rib: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Rare. This rib is enchanted with a magical shield projection. Activation: 35 mana, up to 3 mana per second.


  Sha’vala armor: Quality: exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. This armor is worn by the Sha’vala knights on the fourteenth level of the dungeon of the legion. Renowned for their speed and power, the armor is crafted to enhance the nocturnal powers of the Bloodounara and not hinder their speed of movement. Breastplate: Body enhanced times four. Helm: Impact dampening. Greaves: Speed enhanced times two. Cuisse: dexterity enhanced times two. Vambrace: strength enhanced times two. Pauldron: Impact dampening. When the set is worn together, impact forces are reduced by half. Price: 1 mithril and 85 gold coins.


  Mobius gel belt: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The Mobius belt automatically attaches weapons and items placed on it. It can be shaped into any kind of body attachment point. Price: 12 platinum coins.


  Isan’s Kite Sheild: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Rare. The shield will follow the wear of the parent ring and automatically guard the wearer. Distance 3 meters. If the shield is deformed or broken will repair itself with ambient mana. Price: 14 platinum coins.


  Throwing knives: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: common. Steel throwing knives. Times 6. Price 60 silver.


  Steal-throwing spear: Quality: finely crafted. Scarcity: uncommon. Steel throwing spear. Times 4. Price 1 gold coin.


  Dieanus’s spear: Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: Uncommon. The spear is laced with mithril and allows for spells to be channeled through it to the tip. Price 23 platinum coins.


  Obsidian troll cloak: Quality: Finely crafted. Scarcity: Unique. This cloak is made from the self-healing skin of the obsidian troll. Auto repairs self.


  Mana distortion ring. Quality: Exquisite. Scarcity: personalized. Customized for Eric Grayson, this ring distorts the mana flow from mana use. Making it nearly impossible to decern the mana use or type.


  Enchanters standard supply kit


  Divine Quest: From: The Goddess Sippsie. Complete my tasks to know the pleasure of the flesh and how to best serve your Master or husband.


  Female:


  Discover your pearl above the lips of your flower and find the way to your own bliss.


  Taste the petals of another flower and drink of the nectar.


  Taste of the stem of power and drink the sap; collect the sap in under five turnings of a minute glass.


  Take into your flower the form of the stem and coat it in your nectar.


  Take into your flower the stem of someone close and receive its sap.


  Ride a lover in the hay and in the open fields, while the summer sun warms the sky, know the tender kiss and the pains of goodbye.


  Unknown to you and unknown to them the secret nectars mix.


  Quickly plowed is poorly sown but the season’s time can be demanding.


  Done one way then another yet there’s more, twice you must think to bend the stem toward the sun again for nectar and sap to mix.


  Many blessings these shall bring. Some are known now, some in time, others hidden as if blind.


  System Quest: distortion of affinities.


  This is a system quest. Discover the reason behind the low-affinity percents behind the death, summoning, and spacetime affinity and what is causing it. Accepted.




  

    Chapter 42


    Auction Day.


  


  Iwas hoping for some kind of sign from the goddess Amara, maybe another dream, but none came. It was a long shot at best, as she had said she had lost nearly all power within this universe, and it would be a long time before she could affect change or influence this world. I would just have to keep moving forward and hope that what I had planned would, in fact, work.


  I did not feel like getting up much, for the bed was warm, and the bodies next to me warmer and softer than anything the day could offer up. Rachel and Ashley clearly loved sleeping next to me, the deep peace of sleep making for two very beautiful soft flesh body pillows. Auburn hair pooled, and Rachel’s raven black hair swirled as their rhythmic breathing threatened to lull me back into blissful sleep. Ashley had Sasha on her far side, and she curled around her naked body with her back pressed into me. Her love for the Kitsune was being thoroughly catered to, while Rachel was content to have Faith and Strafa mingled comfortably with her body as she held me.


  The auction was today and would begin around noon. The fallen nobility auction was sure to bring out the best and worst the capital of the empire had to offer. Sarah Allenoic was just one of the nobility that would be sold, but she would be the highest rank being sold at this auction. With the money I had secured and my ability to gather more from this world should I have need of it, I had little concern about being outbid.


  The thrill started knowing the day had come, not that I had ever gotten the chance to attend an art auction in my previous life but I had seen enough from videos and movies that the idea of it was at the very least intriguing. I got up from bed, using my heightened stats and skills to leave the eight women still peacefully within the embrace of our cozy blanketed world. A ship of soft cloth that had seen us carried through the world of sleep and across the sea of dreams safely.


  Iolanthe and Alma stirred from their spot at the foot of the bed, eyes opening and starting at the sight of me getting up. I placed a finger to my lips and motioned for them to return to sleep. They followed the command in an instant, closing their eyes and returning to a motionless state. There was no way they would fall back asleep, but at least they would not get up and wake everyone, waiting patiently for the others to arise naturally and only then fulfilling their duties.


  I grabbed a robe and tied it around my waist, heading to the outside balcony area. I found one of the Kitsune outside. “Cossa and Timothy,” I said quietly.


  They nodded and headed off to retrieve that which I had asked for. The black and silver vine patterns of their house attire glinting in the early morning sun.


  Timothy came out with a mug of cossa and a simple tray of breakfast foods. “Master Eric, it’s a fine day. How may I be of service?” he said, adding a formal bow with the words.


  “Join me. How is everyone settling in?”


  “Thank you, Master,” he said, sitting across from me in one of the chairs. “Everyone is settling in nicely. The Kitsune you won in your duel are hard at work cleaning, and now that they have actual work to do, many of them are doing better, along with the kits and mothers. The children are quite happy with the new home, and they have plenty of room to play outside and not get in the way. Lady Ashley has definitely put us to work, but seeing this wonderful home restored day by day is motivating for all.”


  I sipped cossa and lightly ate, “Good, I’m glad. And the fairies, dryads, and nymphs?” I asked.


  “They are doing remarkably well, considering how close to death most of them were. They have all planted their trees and soul herbs in the garden and are hard at work reinvigorating the grounds and gardens. It won’t be long until they are fully restored. They have asked what you wish to do with the grounds and if there is a direction you want things to go by planting specific herbs and such, but I’ve told them to just make what is already there presentable, and you would decide later?” Timothy questioned.


  “Yes, good choice. I’m not sure yet, but I know some alchemy ingredients will most certainly have to be grown. More than likely a few specialty types, but that can all wait. I’m glad everyone is doing better. Do you think they will be ready for an acquisition ball in a few weeks? I know that is expected of us?”


  “Oh yes, by then, most, if not all, the slaves of your house will be quite ready. There may be a few that should not attend such an event, but we will see.” Timothy said, sipping from his own cup of cossa at my prodding for him to join me.


  “The auction?”


  “Ah, yes, Master Grayson, I have hired a carriage for the day and have made arrangements. I would suggest leaving around ten to get there in time.” Timothy said.


  “Good morning husband,” Rachel said as she tied the silk sky blue robe around herself as she stepped out onto the balcony. She was beautiful in the early light of dawn. Her black hair was tussled and slightly messy, but her eyes were bright, and the warm smile she had cut through the early morning chill.


  “Good morning, wife. How did you sleep?” I asked


  “Deeply, though my dreams were troubled.” She said, taking a seat next to me. Timothy poured her a cup of cossa, the warm beverage wafting aromatic earthy aromas into the air.


  “Mistress, I will go and get the rest of the house ready. As always, I am ever ready to serve.” Timothy said with a bow as he left Rachel and me to our morning relaxation.


  “The auction is today; it should be interesting,” I said.


  “Oh, quite. Nobility auctions are quite rare, and so there will be many who will attend. It’s a chance for many of the nobility to peacock and try to show off.” Rachel added, our feet brushing under the table as we sipped cossa.


  “How many of the household should we bring?”


  “Well, we could bring two each, but even bringing that many has fallen out of favor at these events in recent years. I would suggest we bring only one or two of the house slaves. Perhaps Sasha and Faith, they will be the most accommodating in such company.”


  “Very well, I was thinking along those lines anyway.”


  The morning passed quickly, with Lady Ashely rousing from bed with a few gentle proddings from me. We ate huddled around our breakfast nook table. Ashley thought bringing Sasha and Faith was a great idea. Sasha because she would be a display piece for us, and Faith would attract less attention, as elves were prone to do, but still be seen as an acceptable slave to have in the company of the exalted peerage and nonmagical peerage.


  Steam billowed from the shower, and the bathing pool was filled. The inner household got the five of us ready for our day at the auction. Soaping and cleaning us and then fussing over us until we were in the best condition we could be in. I wore my standard trousers and white shirt, along with a vest. The colors of my house now firmed up in my mind cut a dashing figure, the green, black and silver patterns adding an elegant look I would have never worn back on earth. I would wear the troll cloak as well, with a sword.


  The nobility auction was a time to wear one’s house colors. Ashley wore the colors of house Wintershore. Sky blue with silver knotwork patterns on the dress. It was cut tight at the top, allowing for her chest to attract attention while the bottom flared in a flowing pattern. The colors were not the best on her. The deep red auburn of her hair was far more complimented by greens and other such colors she wore normally, but this was going to be a battle of notoriety, and donning the Wintershore colors was the weapon she would use in this battle.


  Rachel seemed wholly changed in the colors of house Albillac. Midnight black and red made her seem a sultry succubus that would steal the hearts of men. The tight dress and blood-red accents looked good on her but the outfit did not fit her personality in the slightest.


  I waited by the carriage door, helping my two wives into the carriage. Whatever colors they chose, they were still ravishing, and I had to control the urge to rumple the outfits they looked meticulously beautiful in.


  Sasha trailed behind Ashely in all her beauty, the fine gold chain leading from her gold collar with her bell and ruby was held delicately by Ashely. Her white tails glowed in the light, blue tips dancing as marry flickering flames. She wore what was almost a one-piece swimsuit, black with knotwork green and silver vines. The front was cut so most of her stomach was exposed, and a thin strip of cloth running up to her chest hid only the barest hint of flesh. Her legs were bare, and the part between her thighs was only covered by a small amount of black cloth. Her cheeks were slightly flushed as her long braided white hair hung to the side.


  Faith stood demurely alongside Rachel, her short pink hair bright and the happiness she exuded bubbling from her even as she stood still. She had small black booty shorts on and a black tube top, all with the same green and silver patterning of my house colors. They were not official yet, but now that I had settled on them it would be a relatively quick process to get them affirmed officially.


  “Do you think there will be many bidders?” I asked as the carriage took us along the main roads to the Platinum Shackles auction house within the noble’s district.


  Ashley answered, “Oh, there will be quite a few, but most will only be in attendance to be seen, and most of the bidders will only be perfunctory. Nobles make for poor slaves, even when the contracts and magics are taken into account.” The carriage rolled with smooth ease, the sights of the city passing from the noble housing area to the thoroughfare of the market districts.


  “I see, and when I purchase her… will it be? odd?” I said hesitantly.


  Rachel crossed her legs, the flowing black silk she wore outlining the delicate curves of her legs, “No, not in the slightest. You can always pass it off as wanting a noble slave woman to help with planning balls for the House of Stars. Many would not think twice about that reason, though one does not need a reason to purchase a slave.”


  “Good, I thought as much but wanted to check. Ah, we are here.” I said as we pulled into the front round drive of the Platinum shackle. The large building was a showcase for the company that sold slaves across the empire. The four-story building was a glistening white marble structure with columns and large crystal glass windows. The intricate carvings and grandeur of the building made no illusions as to the amount of wealth it would take to build such a building. From the main market road for the nobility the auction house was set back to allow for the occupants to disembark in the front of the building swiftly before the drivers would go and park elsewhere.


  Timothy had road along with us, taking the seat in the rear of the carriage, and would not come inside with us. He smoothly opened the door of the carriage, his black tuxedo made slightly comical by the short sleeves and capri cut of the black pants, but the elderly elf wore the style well and proudly showed off his shackles and collar.


  “After you ladies,” I said, letting Ashley and Rachel exit first. Each took Timothy’s offered hand as they stepped onto the battlefield of style and exposition. A few nobles were headed up the three steps to the front of the building. The grand imperial flag with the golden eagle clutching chains in its talons had been draped on both sides of the massive building. Everything about the display spoke to servitude and the indomitable crushing weight the empire brought to bear against all those who dared oppose it.


  We headed up the steps to the large glass doors set in the fine marble as our carriage drove away.


  Cool air billowed across my skin, banishing the slight heat from the sun that I had absorbed on the short walk up. Slaves dressed in their finest attire stood next to the doors waiting to attend any of the peerage that was going to be in attendance today. The entry foyer of the platinum shackle was bright and lit from the sun shining through the colored stained glass that the roof of this section of the building was made from. The grand lobby had the feel of a ball or other such noble gathering instead of a house of business.


  Nobles dressed in their finest mingled with fluted glasses of multicolored sparkling drinks. The wash of color from the gowns and dresses made the room move like a kaleidoscopic rainbow jungle, and just like the jungle, I had no doubt that there was more than one venomous set of fangs that would look to ensnare prey on this battlefield.


  “Exalted Lord Grayson,” a slave said as they bowed in front of the three of us. “If you would follow me, we shall register you for the auction, and then you may mingle if it is your pleasure.” The formal tone came from a half-dressed star elf, her voice soft and practiced with a demure and submissive tone.


  “Yes, yes, lead on,” I said, waving her off.


  We followed the slave elf to the side of the room where marble counters had been erected. There were dozens of attendants behind the counter, all smiling and eagerly awaiting to provide assistance to any noble. Having a line form would be the height of embarrassment for such a grand gathering, and the platinum shackle saw to it that no such breach of etiquette was even close to possible.


  “Exalted lord Grayson, welcome to the platinum shackles nobility slave auction.” An attendant said her feline features marked her as one of the catkins, though she had obviously come from a line that had been thoroughly bred through many generations. “If you are going to participate in the bidding, all I need is your bank card, and our system will acknowledge your fund balance. It is completely private, and no one will know your bank balance.”


  “Ah, good,” I said, pulling out the soul-bound card and using the terminal. The glass on the top lit green indicating I was accepted by the platinum shackles system and could bid in the auction.


  “Exalted lord Grayson, my system is prompting me to inform you that you qualify for a private balcony booth if you so desire it.” the Neko attendant said.


  “A private balcony booth that sounds more than acceptable. Please reserve one for us.”


  “Very well exalted, lord Grayson. When the auction starts, head to the elevator and the third floor. A lowly attendant will guide you and see all your refreshments and desires are met while you partake of this day’s entertainments.” She said with a bow from behind the counter.


  “Humm, very well,” I said, turning and heading into the war of gossip and soft words being waged behind us. Ashley took my left elbow and Rachel my right as we charged into the onslaught of niceties and empty platitudes.


  Many of the faces in the crowd were unknown to me, but from the looks that we received, Ashley and Rachel were not unknown to the peerage. There were a few faces I recognized, some just from passing through the halls of the college, but there were only a few I could definitively place and where I had seen them.


  The three from the elevator I spotted in the crowd exalted lord Gralen, Shulick, and Edmund. They were the lords I rode the elevator with on my way to the breeding hall. They took no note of me, being immersed in trying to please those around them. They mingled in their own groups, two looking to have come with the patriarchs of their respective noble houses.


  Both Ashely and Rachel had wide smiles on their faces. This was the first time we were properly out at a noble function as acting husbands and wives. I could tell it filled them with immense joy to be on my arm, Ashley more so with the beautiful Sasha trailing behind her. The white and blue dancing tips of her tail accented her house colors nearly perfectly. Rachel was likewise happy, though hers came from a surety of position and thought, knowing that I, too share a love for intellectual pursuits and found her devotion to them both intriguing and alluring made her more secure in her position. I could tell long had she feared never finding a husband who would appreciate her love for enchanting and might even try and curb it. With me, she knew I would do nothing but support her in her passions.


  We received more than a few head nods and acknowledgments from older nobles, many of whom might have been exalted as well. It was clear they were directed at Ashely and Rachel, though they paid mind to me out of respect for the formality of the social seating. I was their husband and acting lord. To disrespect me would be to disrespect the Godhead Ack and Alleystra. None would dare come close to doing such a thing.


  “Exalted Lady Wintershore and Exalted Lady Albillac, the sapphire of the east and the ruby of the west in the flesh. I’m so happy to see you.” came the slightly stilted voice of Prince Leonard.


  “Ah, Exalted Prince Leonard, so good to see you,” Ashley said as the prince and his two acting wives, exalted lady Tiffany Greystorm and Exalted lady Adelia Wildpoint, came to stand in front of us. A space cleared slightly around us, more for the prince than any other reason, but it was still disconcerting. This guy was a fool, and he wanted Ashely and Rachel for his harem.


  “Exalted Prince Leonard Palebreaker the Third, so good to see you in such fine company and on an excellent day as today,” I said, adding a slight bow of respect for the swaying prince.


  “Ah yes… you are…” he did not have the faintest clue as to my name.


  Tiffany interjected, “Exalted lord Grayson so good to see you again, I was unaware you were in the market for fallen nobility. They are so fun to torment.” She said, her cruelty soft but laced through her voice like the coldest snowstorm on from the second level of the dungeon.


  “Ah yes, I have it, Exalted lord Grayson. I do hope you are keeping from using my jewels too thoroughly. I would hate for them to be completely despoiled by the time I have a turn.” His face turned hateful with a sneer at the thought.


  I really had no fucking clue what to say to that. Luckily, Rachel stepped in and said, “Exalted Prince Leonard, it seems there might be a misunderstanding. We are honored to be in the presence of Exalted Lord Grayson and to be his acting wives in all capacities. We are grateful for his protection and guidance. We hope to serve in whatever capacity the gods and goddesses see fit.” Her voice was calm and respectful, with a subtle hint of deference, while her eyes conveyed a quiet strength.


  Prince Leonard’s sneer softened slightly, though his eyes remained cold. “Ah, I see. It is good to know that you understand your place. Showing the proper respect owed to those of higher standing and the duties owed to your husband. Exalted Lord Grayson,” he said, turning his gaze back to me, “you must be quite pleased with your arrangement. I trust you are making the most of it.” His tone was patronizing, barely concealing his disdain.


  Lady Tiffany smirked, her eyes glinting with a mixture of amusement and malice. “Indeed, Exalted Lord Grayson, it must be quite the task managing these so-called jewels. Ashley, for instance, must be quite a handful, given her... modest allowance from her father. Not everyone can enjoy the luxuries we do, can they?”


  Lady Adelia gave a delicate, mocking laugh. “Yes, and Rachel, with all her books and enchanting studies. Such an odd intellectual pursuit, don’t you think? It’s adorable, really, how she immerses herself in her little hobbies. But then again, some people need distractions to make up for what they lack in status, wealth, or the skills set forth by the goddess Sippsie.”


  They both glanced at Rachel and Ashley with thinly veiled contempt, clearly enjoying the tension in the air.


  “Now, now women, they will be your wives eventually. They were named by the Imperial Noble Yearly as jewels, and as such, I will collect them all. I got you two, after all. The pearl of the sea, Tiffany, and you’re just a garnet, Adelia; you should know your place better. See Ashley and Rachel, how I defend your honor against such spiteful talk.” Leonard said, downing another of the colorful sparkling drinks and grabbing another from a slave who rushed to collect the empty glass and replace the one finished.


  Ashley and Rachel exchanged a brief, knowing glance before Ashley spoke up, her lips curling into a sly, almost predatory smile. “Thank you, Prince Leonard, for your defense. We understand your intentions, and we appreciate the gesture. We have had little choice but to accept the title of ‘jewel,’ though I must say, it seems ill-fitting for such a precious if currently dull collection.” She cast a piercing look at Tiffany and Adelia, her eyes flashing with sharp amusement.


  Rachel nodded in agreement, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Indeed, Exalted Prince Leonard. We are honored by your protection and regard. We have had little choice but to accept the title of ‘jewel,’ but let me warn you—jewels shine brightest when they are allowed to sparkle freely.” She shot a searing glance at Tiffany and Adelia, her words cutting through the air like a blade coated in wit.


  “And besides,” Ashley chimed in smoothly, “we relish being centerpieces having been deeply set in Exalted Lord Grayson’s crown. His wisdom and leadership transform any setting into something magnificent and a thoroughly penetrating joy.”


  Rachel nodded fervently, adding, “Indeed, his grace and deep guidance elevate our passionate pursuits to new climatic heights.”


  Their words hung in the air like a heavy veil of intrigue and subtle defiance, carrying not just an acceptance of the prince’s designation but also an unspoken reverence for myself and leadership while boldly asserting their own sharp intellects and unwavering confidence.


  My gaze shifted from Prince Leonard to Ashley and Rachel, a faint smile playing on my lips as I observed their exchange with the prince and his wives.


  “Thank you, Prince Leonard, for your... enthusiastic defense,” I said, my voice calm and measured, with a hint of amusement dancing in my eyes. “I must say, your protection of my esteemed acting wives is as noble as it is... a display of your skill at stimulating.”


  With a subtle nod of acknowledgment to Ashley and Rachel, I continued, “Indeed, they have become precious to me, just like the most exquisite gems in the empire. Their grace and supple demeanor are unparalleled, and they illuminate every space they grace with their presence.” My words dripped with subtle innuendo and I doubted the prince had the faintest idea about what we were talking about.


  Exalted Prince Leonard slurred, “Yes..sss…,” he stumbled slightly, grabbing Tiffany, paying no mind to hurting her, “Yes, good, good. I can’t wait to feel your lips around my cock again and to plunge into your fine jeww… jewels, yes. I’ve… I’ve sent letters to your fater’s…father’ss, to marry you once your academy times over. I’ll have… I’ll have all the jewels in no time, a crown, a beautiful crown no one will be able to… stay… otherwise…” Leonard was clearly getting drunker.


  Ashley and Rachel exchanged a brief, knowing glance with me, silently acknowledging the absurdity of Prince Leonard’s statements. With a composed demeanor, I addressed the prince.


  “Thank you for your kind words, Exalted Prince Leonard,” I said, my tone polite but tinged with a subtle hint of amusement. “Your generosity and intentions are duly noted. We are indeed grateful for your protection and regard.”


  Ashley and Rachel nodded in agreement, their expressions composed and respectful.


  “Indeed, Exalted Prince Leonard,” Ashley added, her voice soft and deferential. “We are deeply honored by your consideration. We understand and appreciate the importance of fulfilling our duties and obligations as acting wives.”


  Rachel chimed in. Her tone was equally polite. “Yes, Exalted Prince Leonard,” she said, her words laced with a subtle undertone of compliance. “We eagerly await the future you have envisioned for us. Your guidance and wisdom are greatly valued.”


  Our words hung in the air, carrying a sense of respectful acceptance, though each of us knew Prince Leonard’s fantasies were far from anything sensible.


  Just as the conversation with Prince Leonard was tapering off, an auction slave attendant stepped into the lobby, his voice echoing through the foyer space. “Exalted Lords and Exalted Ladies and nobility, esteemed guests, the auction is about to begin. Please make your way to your seats. The bidding will commence shortly.” The lords and ladies all began to move setting down colored fluted sparkling drinks onto the trays that the slaves carried through the room and headed to the main doors to the stage where the nobility slave auction was to take place. The elevators began their motion, carrying the richer and wealthier nobility to the third floor, where the private balconies would be set above the general audience.


  Lady Tiffany smirked, her eyes glinting with mischief as she directed her words toward us. “Looks like it’s time for the main event, doesn’t it, Exalted Lord Grayson? I wonder what treasures you’ll uncover today.”


  Lady Adelia chimed in, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Yes, indeed. I hope you have your purse strings loosened, Exalted Lord Grayson. We wouldn’t want you to miss out on the chance to add some more jewels to your collection, however tarnished.”


  Prince Leonard, already quite inebriated, stumbled toward the elevators, his attention fully diverted to the upcoming auction. I exchanged a knowing glance with Ashley and Rachel, silently acknowledging the theatrics.


  With a sweeping, comical gesture, I motioned toward the elevator, silently giving Ashley and Rachel the lead. “Please, after you, ladies,” I said with a charming smile as I gestured for them to enter first.


  As they stepped forward, I couldn’t help but admire their elegant demeanor and tight backsides. The doors of the elevator opened with a soft chime, revealing the luxurious interior decorated in rich mahogany and gold details. A faint scent of jasmine lingered in the air, adding to the atmosphere of sophistication and luxury. As we ascended, the smooth hum of the elevator’s mana enchantment motor could be heard over the gentle conversation between us. It was time to focus on the business at hand and leave the drunk prince’s distractions behind.


  We exited the elevator into the upper hall, and there was a slave attendant waiting to take us to the private balcony box that had been reserved for us. “Exalted Lord Grayson, this way, if it pleases you.” The slave said, guiding us down the hall to the right.


  The slave attendant led us down a lavishly decorated hallway adorned with plush red carpets and intricate golden sconces holding flickering candles. In the middle of the hall stood a finely carved wooden door with a golden handle.


  “Your balcony box, Exalted Lord Grayson,” the attendant said as he pulled open the heavy door.


  I nodded appreciatively and stepped through, followed closely by Ashley and Rachel, Sasha and Faith. Inside, the box contained luxurious velvet seats positioned right at the railing overlooking the grand auction stage below. One entire wall was floor-to-ceiling glass, providing an unobstructed view. “If there is anything you desire, food, drink, or a body pleasure slave, we are more than happy to accommodate you, exalted Lord Grayson.” The slave said, biting her lower lip. She clearly hoped to be called on for her body to be used for my pleasures.


  “Drinks, nothing intoxicating, and make it cool, cossa if you have it,” I said, getting nods of approval from Ashley and Rachel.


  As we took our seats, I glanced over at Ashley and Rachel. “Well, here we are. It seems the main event is about to start.” Sasha curled up at our feet as would be appropriate and Faith went to stand in the corner. It took only moments before the slave came back with the requested beverages.


  Rachel smoothed her black dress and crossed one leg over the other elegantly. “Yes, I’m rather looking forward to this.”


  Ashely, on my other side, said, “Oh, me as well, though do you plan on bidding on anything else? The fallen noble Sarah will not be the only thing auctioned today.”


  “Good thought,” I said, speaking up, “Girl, is there a pamphlet with what is to be auctioned?” I asked.


  “Yes, exalted lord, here it is.” She said, handing me the small booklet.


  “Thank you, you may go,” I said. The door swiftly shut, leaving Rachel, Ashley, Sasha, Faith and myself alone.


  In the pamphlet, I found a list of other items and slaves up for auction:


  1. Artifacts


  a. Amulet of Moon Casting.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Expertly crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare, ancient artifact.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: Crafted with moonstone and silver, this amulet provides protection against dark magic and enhances the wearer’s ability to cast spells at night. It was once worn by a high priestess of an ancient lunar cult.


      


    


  


  b. Sunlight Amulet.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Expertly crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare, ancient artifact


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: Forged with sunstone and gold, this talisman boosts the power of spells cast during the day and provides a radiant shield against shadow magic. It is considered the counterpart to the Amulet of Moon Casting, symbolizing the balance of lunar and solar energies.


      


    


  


  2. Rare Books and Tomes


  a. Elemental Mastery Codex.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Finely crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare, difficult to decipher.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: Covers manipulation of elemental forces, from basic spells to advanced techniques for summoning and controlling elemental beings. Written in an archaic script requiring skilled translation.


      


    


  


  b. The Stone Carver’s Manual.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Finely crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare artisan’s treasure.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: This ancient manual provides step-by-step instructions for creating intricate stone carvings imbued with magical properties. It includes detailed illustrations and enchantments to bring stone sculptures to life.


      


    


  


  3. Alchemy Ingredients


  a. Dragon’s Blood Resin.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Potent.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare, highly coveted.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: A thick, crimson resin harvested from the heart of slain dragons, used in creating powerful elixirs and potions. Enhances strength, vitality, and magical potency permanently.


      


    


  


  b. Moon-shadow Moss.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Subtle.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare, moonlight-grown.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: Silvery leaves that shimmer softly in the dark are used in potions to enhance night vision and provide stealth abilities. Prized by alchemists for its subtle but potent effects. Permanently increases stealth.


      


    


  


  4. Magical Items


  a. The Staff of the Archmage.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Expertly crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare, legendary.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: Intricately carved from ancient yew wood and adorned with runes of power, this staff enhances the caster’s magical abilities, allowing for more potent spells and greater control over magical energies.


      


    


  


  b. Cloak of Invisibility.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Expertly crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: Finely woven from enchanted silk, this cloak grants the wearer the ability to become invisible at will. It shimmers with a faint glow when not in use, making it a vital tool for spies and adventurers.


      


    


  


  5. Fine Art


  a. The Enchanted Tapestry.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Expertly crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: A large, beautifully woven tapestry depicting a serene woodland scene. It creates a calming aura in the room and enhances creativity and inspiration. The image shifts slightly over time as if the forest is alive.


      


    


  


  b. The Sculpture of Ack’s Pleasure.


  

    

      	

        QUALITY: Expertly crafted.


      


      	

        SCARCITY: Rare.


      


      	

        DESCRIPTION: A marble sculpture depicting the godhead Ack mounting the Goddess Alleystra and the Goddess Sippsie pleasuring his backside. The figures appear to move when viewed from different angles. It is enchanted to play soft, ethereal music when moonlight touches it, creating an erotic atmosphere.


      


    


  


  Among the slaves listed for auction were:


  Noble Heirs and Heiresses: Young nobles from fallen houses, including Sarah Allenoic, the highest-ranking noble being sold.


  Skilled Artisans and Craftsmen: Expert blacksmiths, jewelers, and artisans renowned for their craftsmanship.


  Exotic Dancers and Entertainers: Talented performers skilled in dance, music, sexual service, and entertainment.


  Experienced Servants and Attendants: Trained household staff, including butlers, maids, and personal attendants.


  Combat Trainers and Instructors: Skilled warriors and combat instructors capable of training soldiers and guards.


  With this information, we had a clearer view of what to expect and consider at the auction. Sarah Allenoic and her handmaids would be the last slaves to be sold. It was going to be a long day, but it should be informative.


  “Anything else worth getting? I think I might try for the codex as well?” I asked, sipping the iced cossa.


  “Rachel, what do you think? While the other items are good, and the sculpture would surely gain us the favor of Sippsie, I don’t think they are worth our time or money.” Ashely said, smiling down at Sasha, who was comfortably nestled around our feet with a few pillows.


  “I agree. While the amulets and ingredients are valuable, bidding on only one other item and Sarah should be focused. I would relish the chance to study the enchantments on the amulets, tapestry, and sculpture, but they will not be of much use to us. The codex is a good idea, given our fighting style in the dungeon.” Rachel said, veiling the last of her words, but I felt their meaning.


  “Remember, though a codex is a normal book, you will have to read it and decipher it first, but it should help with our fights in the dungeon,” Rachel added.


  “I see, good, it’s decided then,” I said just as the auctioneer walked out onto the stage. The lights dimmed casting the man in a spotlights glow.


  “Good afternoon, exalted lords and ladies, nobility of our great empire. I welcome you to the Platinum Shackles fallen nobility slave auction!” His voice carried through the room as a hush fell over those gathered. His robes were black and stylized with imperial gold, ensuring he would not garner too much attention away from the items being sold. He was obviously the head of the auction house, most likely an exalted lord who became the manager of the business.


  “That’s exalted lord Tiberius Aurum, the third son of the Aurum house who founded the platinum shackle,” Rachel said, reading the question I clearly had on my face.


  “Today, we have a bevy of exquisite items and slaves for you to bid on. The final slave and highest noble we have seen fall from the emperor’s grace in recent years will be the final thing auctioned. Are we ready to start, exalted lords and ladies?” Tiberius asked.


  “Yes!” came a chorus from the crowd.


  Booming from his central box came the intoxicated voice of Leonard, “Start the Auction Exalted Tiberius!”


  “Ah, as you can hear, Exalted Prince Leonard Palebreaker the third is here! At once, Exalted Prince!” Tiberius yelled back, ensuring respect but not losing control of the crowd.


  “Our first item, a rare Amulet of moon casting, worn by the savage beast kin lunar priestesses!” his voice echoed through the room, and a demi-human slave wearing nothing but her collar and shackles pushed the display onto the stage. She was painted white and glowed with a lunar light in the low light. The amulet was on a black neck stand, and the silvery item sparkled with inner light.


  “The starting bid is one hundred gold,” Tiberius said.


  “One hundred five.”


  “Two hundred!”


  “Two hundred and fifty!” The shouts came fast as those in the crowd below started their bidding.


  “Three hundred!”


  “Four hundred!”


  “Four hundred and fifty!”


  “Six hundred!”


  “I have six hundred gold going…”


  “Seven hundred!” a woman from a balcony yelled. She was in a moonlight white dress and the bidding was between her and another male mage.


  “Eight hundred!” the man yelled.


  “Nine hundred!” she was standing now, looking down at the man on the lower level.


  “Nine hundred and fifty!” he said, sweat beading on his forehead.


  “One platinum!”


  Tiberius looked at the man, who shook his head, “ I have one platinum, going once, going twice, sold to the exalted lady of the silver light.


  It was obvious that the amulet would help her in her magical castings. I was not surprised the woman clearly wanted the item. I was more taken by the price, so I asked, “Is that a low price or…”


  “No, actually quite high. You must remember, Eric, most things in the empire sell for gold, or a few platinum is quite a lot of money for most. You are very wealthy compared to most. These boxes, for example, are only for those that have imperial bank balances of over one hundred platinum.” Rachel said, kissing my cheek as she answered.


  “Oh, I see…” shit, I was extremely wealthy.


  “The next item is the counterpart to the moon amulet, the sunlight amulet!” Tiberius announced. Another naked slave brought the amulet out, the cute demi-human cat girl happy to show her naked flesh to the audience.


  The amulet sold for two platinum and three hundred gold coins this time, its greater functionality working in sunlight and not just moon light fetching a significantly higher price. The bidders were warmed up now, and the auction was in full swing. The conversation as the next item the book I wanted was brought out buzzed through the gathered nobility.


  “Next, we have the Elemental Master codex, a tome written in an ancient forging language that only parts have been able to be translated, mainly the title,” Tiberius said, a gentle chuckle running through the crowd. “From other such codexes found, I will remind you all that this is no spell book, nor skill book magical enchanted to impart its wisdom and knowledge to the reader. This will have to be translated and the knowledge learned the good old-fashioned way by reading and comprehension. Such knowledge, especially on the elements and the corresponding affinity, is rare. The bidding will start at five hundred gold.”


  Before Tiberius’s last word had finished their echo, a voice yelled, “One platinum!”


  “One and five hundred gold!”


  “Three platinum!” I yelled down, getting an involuntary turn of the heads from all those below.


  “Four!” came a voice from the lower level at the far end of the auction stage. The voice had the wizened sound of an elder but I could not make out what the man looked like.


  “That is one of the acquirers from Hobs and Sons; you might have to pay quite a lot for the book if you bid against him,” Rachel said, her interest peeked by the exchange.


  “Four and five hundred!” I yelled down. “You think I should let him have it?”


  “It might be wise; they are very powerful, and after the auction, you could speak to him to see if he’ll let you borrow the book,” Ashley added.


  “Five platinum!” the voice said


  I stayed silent. “I have five platinum going once, going twice sold to Acquirer Arthur from Hobs and Sons.”


  I scrolled a note quickly and handed it to Faith, “Go and give this to an attendant to give to Aurther. And tell Timothy I want a formal dinner tonight. I want to eat and address all the slaves of the household.” I said. The note was asking if I could look at the book and see if I could assist in translation, and that was my only interest in it.


  “Right away, Master Eric,” Faith said, slipping from the box with happy grace.


  Now for the next items…


  The rest of the auction passed, more than a few tempers flaring over the remaining items, and the bidding for the sculpture of Ack’s pleasure was particularly intense. I assumed many thought that the sculpture would bring them his favor if it was in their home. The gods and goddess being real it very well could. The archmage staff and the enchanted tapestry both saw fierce bidding as well, and though I could have used both, I had no real need, and the tapestry had gone for a whole 125 platinum coins. It was nice but not that nice, by my estimation.


  The first of the slaves were brought out, and the true nature of the auction commenced. An exotic elf dancer and pleasure slave gathered much attention, having been trained by a renowned dancer. Her dance was a tantalizing display of grace and sensuality, leaving the bidders eager to see more. She would be a captivating addition, adding grace and sensual elegance to any ball’s nightly entertainment. Her outfit was so effortlessly chic, hugging her curves in all the right places and draping loosely in others. Every time she moved, the fabrics danced, making it hard for me to focus on anything else but undressing her. I almost placed a bid on her, but the enchanting spell of her dance was cut short, and I regained my sense before I could add yet another slave to my household.


  Craftsmen and women came and went, fetching high prices for their skills. Beast kin, which had special properties, fetched high prices as well, some over five hundred gold, but none went over a single platinum. The nobles, however vain or hungry for additional slaves, would never value any of them highly enough to spend so much coin on any but a human slave.


  Finally, it was time. The few lower fallen nobility had been sold, most fetching higher prices than even the most skilled beast kin. Tiberius brought out who the goddess Amar had tasked me with saving, fallen lady Sarah Allenoic and her handmaidens, Enya, Yarie’a, and Daisy.


  “So, we have it, Exalted lords and ladies, the last and most prized of our auctioned slaves this evening. The disgraced and lowly Sarah Allenoic, once named the Dimond of the north, heir apparent to the viscount Allenoic. She was found cowering in a pantry after her father’s holding had been sacked by the barbarians of the north. Her shame and disgrace knows no end, as she also follows the goddess Amar…”


  With the last pronouncement snickers and laughing filled the room. With the pronouncement of her being one of the jewels, I knew why Prince Leonard was here and knew I was also about to make a fucking enemy of the dumbass guy as well. Just my luck, but I was in it now, and seeing the women standing up there, I could tell, by the crowd’s reaction at the least, the atrocities that would be visited upon them by even the most normally kind imperial citizen.


  The four women on stage blushed under the bright spotlights. They were all wan looking, the time they had spent under imperial military care doing none of them any good. Sarah’s black hair had been done in a simple braid, though it looked greasy, unwashed, and flat. Her blue eyes had no sparkle, and though she tried to stand with some amount of dignity, her naked body shackled with leather made her stoop. Enya. The star elf, by the look of her lavender skin was equally naked, the flush on her cheeks a dark purple. She looked to have faired the best out of the four, but not by much. There was very little life in their movements. Resignation at a hopeless fate had settled into them.


  Dasie and Yarie’a looked as if all the joy and happiness in the world had been drained from them. They stood listlessly, unwashed, and close to filthy. Their tails were matted and dirty, the pink of Yarie’a’s hair almost red in places, and the metallic silver hair of Daisy, which I thought would normally glisten in the light, looked like old gray hair. They were pitiful looking and that was what the empire wanted. A stark reminder that any dereliction of duty would lead one to a fate some would consider worse than death.


  “I know, I know, foolish. Maybe you can convince them of the errors of their ways. I will start the bidding for these worthless whores at 1 copper.”


  “Two coppers!”


  “Three!”


  The bids were more taunts, and no one took the auction seriously. “One silver!”


  “One silver, fifty copper!” I saw more than a few women in the crowd with looks of disdain on their faces, a few going so far as to place their hands on their husbands, keeping them from placing a bid.


  Finally, after more comically low bids, the real bids started. It was a war of social standing, not amongst the bidders but of the perception of value within the empire. While Sarah was fallen, and the shame of that had to be the main point, her noble title and being of the human race needed to be respected as well.


  “One gold!”


  “Twenty!” the bids came in faster now, those who wanted the chance to claim such a prize making themselves clear in the din of voices.


  “One hundred!”


  “Five’sss hundred!” the balcony box where Prince Leonard was boomed. The prince had joined in.


  “Six hundred!” I called out.


  “Eight hundred!” a man across the room called.


  “One platinum!” Leonard drunkenly yelled.


  “Two platinum!” I said.


  “Ten! Are you trying to steal yet another jewel from me!” Leonard yelled.


  “Fifteen!” I yelled down to Tiberius.


  “Twenty!”


  “Forty!” I yelled. I was in this now, and I would be coming out with more than just a new slave and a high priestess of Amar. It looked like I would be coming away with an enemy.


  “Sixty! Exalted Eric and know your place!” Leonard yelled.


  “Eighty!” I said back, sober and keen to claim my prize.


  “You’s dare, one hundred’s, and if you bid’s any higher, my father the Palebreaker him self’s will hear of this insult!” his words slurred, and I could almost smell the alcohol from where I was. The auction hall was deathly silent. This was a huge sum of money for a slave, and I knew no one wanted to draw the ire of Leonard.


  “One hundred and five!” I yelled, sealing this rivalry and stripping away any vainer of congeniality between the two of us.


  “You’s, why you, I’ll have’s my father rip you limb’s from limb’s. You dame dry cunt, Roxclou’s shit-stained ass upon you!”


  “Going once,”


  “His father limited his funds to only one hundred platinum for such events. Everyone knows it,” Ashley whispered.


  “Going twice, Fallen Sarah Allenoic and handmaidens sold to Exalted lord Eric,” Tiberius said, his words a pronouncement of hatred.


  “I’ll see you dead for this, Eric, you hear me! Come, you worthless cunt wives, we are leaving!” Leonard bellowed the irate cadence of his voice, making it clear he was in a mood to hurt me, but anyone or anything would do. The door to his balcony slammed behind him. The cracking of wood and the shattering of the crash through the silent room sealed my fate in the eyes of the rest of the nobility.


  “That… That is going to be a problem.” Rachel said, shaking her head. Sasha and Faith looked worried, but they voiced no fears where others might overhear.


  The auction closed down quickly after that. Any end speech Tiberius was going to make was long forgotten as the nobility of the empire emptied. At least they got a show at the end. I knew they would be talking about this for weeks.


  “Exalted lord Grayson,” a slave attendant said as they came into the booth. I had decided to linger and let the crowd leave before heading out.


  “Yes?” I asked?


  “I am to inform you that the payment for your bid has been deducted from your account and that you may collect your purchases from the acquisition room in the main lobby.” The bow she gave me was so low from the small creature her nose nearly hit the floor.


  “Very well,” I said, standing. “Let’s go collect our new toys,” I said for the benefit of any overhearing ears.


  We took the elevator down to the main lobby floor. Most of the nobles were gone or in the process of leaving, but there were more than a few that still lingered. Eyes fell on me, taking in the new exalted lord who had made such a powerful enemy and who had so much money to spend on a fallen noble slave.


  “Exalted Lord Grayson?” Asked the elderly Arthur from Hobs and Sons.


  “Ah, Exalted lord Arthur, I was hoping we would meet,” I said, taking in the man standing with what was clearly a book wrapped in some kind of enchanted cloth in his arms.


  “Yes, I received your note. I would be amenable to gaining your assistance, though you are unknown to me. What were your thoughts on the matter?” he asked.


  “I do not want to impose on the good name of Hobs and Sons, so I thought you might send over a few copies of the pages of the text, and I could see if I could translate them for you?” I offered.


  “That, that is most reasonable. I can arrange something, a few transcribed pages, yes, that should be no matter. And if you can assist, then we will pay you handsomely.” Arthur said, his wrinkled old face smiling at the thought.


  “Very good, just have them sent to my apartment in the college, and I will see if I can help, ten to twenty pages?” I asked.


  “Yes, doable. If you can help, we will discuss payment. Such work should not go uncompensated,” Arthur added.


  “Very well, I look forward to receiving your package. Have a pleasant rest of your evening,” I said with a slight bow of the head.


  “You as well, Exalted Lord Grayson, you as well,” Arthur said, heading for the doors.


  We headed to the back and through a door. Seated on their knees were the four women, tiered and bedraggled and smelly. They had not seen fit to clean them up before the auction to increase their shame.


  Tiberius walked in, “Exalted lord Grayson, I don’t believe we have had the pleasure.” He said, sticking his hand out to shake.


  “No, we have not. Wonderful event, if not for the bit at the end.”


  “Well, maybe not for you, but the rest will surely remember the day when exalted Eric made an enemy out of exalted Prince Leonard.” He said, peering at me. I could feel he was trying to gauge something, but what that was I had no idea. “Exalted lady Ashely Wintershore, the sapphire of the east, and exalted lady Rachel Albillac, the ruby of the east. You do keep quite fine company, Exalted Eric, I hope you deserve it. Here are the slave rings and contracts of Sarah Allenoic, Enya, Yarie’a, and Daisy. Take your time. I hope to see you in the future.” Tiberius said with a bow as he left the room.


  I placed the papers in my storage ring and bound the rings to my mithril slave band. I felt the contracts shift and make me their new Master. I could feel them, feel the faint sparks of hope that were so close to dying.


  I stared at them for a long time, and I could start to feel the unease in them grow at not having any commands to follow. They did not meet my eyes. “You may address me as Master Eric or Lord Eric when in public and private for now.” the command settled, and I felt the slight tension from the binding ease.


  “Yes, Master Eric.” The four said as one, their voices sounded dry.


  “Sasha, do we have a covering for them?” I asked.


  “Yes, Master Eric, here,” she said, pulling out four ponchos that were in my house colors. At least the garment would cover them.


  “You will wear these,” I said the command, settling more of the bond’s unease. “You will follow and remain silent. Understood?”


  “Yes, Master Eric,” Sarah said.


  “Yes, Master Eric,” Enya said.


  “Yes, Master Eric,” Daisy said.


  “Yes, Master Eric,” Yarie’a said.


  We headed from the room through the lobby and to the carriage. We were some of the last to leave and Timothy was waiting by the carriage door, helping the nine of us in. I motioned to the floor for Sarah and the others to sit. There was more than enough room for them to find spots on the cushions, but I knew eyes would be on me now and wanted to give no recourse for anyone to become suspicious of my activities. I caught the flicker of something pass over Sarah’s face and easing, a spark of joy. I could not tell but would have to wait to find out what it had been. I guessed that if Sasha had had a dream of me, Sarah more than likely had had one as well. At least, I hoped that she had.


  I was beginning to become more familiar with the city, at the very least. I watched the same familiar buildings pass by as the carriage made its way down Temple St., One of the main thoroughfares to Emperor Drive, off of which the House of Stars residency resided and my home. Everyone inside the carriage knew to remain mostly silent, feigning exhaustion from the day’s activities of the auction, but we did not want to be overheard by any of the imperial spies who would surely be watching what would be done with these new slaves that had so disgraced the empire with their cowardice.


  The trees lining the finely crushed gravel passed by as we approached the front of the house of stars. I only hope that Timothy got the message from Faith and that there would be a large formal banquet for us to enjoy because, throughout the entire day, we had not had the chance to eat. Even though we could have summoned food at any point, the tension of the auction did not stimulate one’s appetite. The carriage stopped, and Sarah, upon seeing the front of the building looked quite surprised at the home and the Master that she was now in service to. Undoubtedly she most likely thought that some poor noble would have bought her and center straight into a dungeon or some other place of horror.


  Timothy opened the door, “Welcome home, Master Eric. Everything is ready as you requested.” He helped Ashley and Rachel down, letting the new slaves clime out after.


  “Good, we will go freshen up, and then I want everyone down and ready for dinner. Sarah, Dasie, Yarie’a, and Enya, go wash yourselves and get ready for dinner. You will wear whatever they give you.” I said, looking at Timothy, who nodded. He would see they were ready in time.


  The five of us headed inside and to our Master room, where we showered quickly and got dressed in comfortable clothing. Sheading the formal wear of the day like a snake sheds its skin. Far more refreshed after a shower and in loose-fitting clothing, we headed to the main dining hall. Ashley and Rachel happily walked beside me.


  We entered the main dining hall, the long table set for a full one hundred people. Candles flickered, and the food was hot and steaming on the table. The household all stood along the sides of the room, not daring to sit before we did. The last to arrive was Sarah and her handmaids, now clean and in short dresses of black with silver and green leaf patterning on them. The household slaves all wore their finest outfits, though more than a few looked worn and would need to be replaced. I would have to talk to Sasha about getting a full wardrobe made for the house, including outfits for the acquisition ball we were to throw in a few weeks’ time.


  I sat at the head of the table, Ashley to my left and Rachel to my right. “You may all be seated, Sarah, Yarie’a, Enya, and Daisy; you sit there,” I said, pointing to the seats closest to me on my right.


  Timothy was the only one not eating with us as he would man the door and took his job far too seriously to do otherwise unless directly ordered. A few of the mothers were not here as well, nor were the children. Kept away undoubtedly to not cause trouble. That was fine, I just wanted to see everyone and how they all looked. “Timmothy, is this everyone?” I asked.


  “Mostly Master Eric, the children and mothers are not here, and a few of the less adjusted Kitsune. I thought It wise…”


  “Very good, Timothy I trust your judgment with this. And May?”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Master Eric,” said the plump elf coming from the back room in a snow-white chef’s outfit. She took a seat as well.


  “Very good, everyone getting the house ready. I wanted to see what a dinner would look like with people, so eat and relax for a time.” I said as I began loading my plate with food. Ashley and Rachel needed no further commands and dug in. The household slaves started slowly, but soon food was being dished up, and everyone was eating, and hushed conversation was beginning to break out amongst the gathering.


  “Oh, and do talk. It is quite okay.” I said, breaking the last of the tension, the command settling over the room as it filled with noise and happy conversation. Sarah and her handmaids ate, and I kept an eye on them. They did everything hesitantly but followed along, more of their worries and tensions easing at seeing the happy gathering in such an odd setting for the empire.


  The food was excellent as everything cooked by May was. I raised a glass to her when I caught her eye, eliciting a deep blush from the plump elf. We talked of nothing, idle chatter as I let everything that had happened through the day settle in.


  When dinner was coming to a close, Timothy burst in, well, as close to bursting as the butler who clung to formality could come to. He held a golden tray and approached me.


  “Exalted lord Eric, a letter.” He said his face was ghost white.


  I took the black envelope with gold writing on the front.


  TO: Exalted Lord Eric Grayson, Residency: the Imperial College and the House of Stars.


  From: His Exalted Imperial MajestyAmulius Tagin


  “Oh shit,” I said quietly. Both Ashley and Rachel were frozen and ghost white. I opened the letter.


  Dear Exalted Lord Eric Grayson,


  His Exalted Imperial Majesty Amulius Tagin bids you come and attend him at the palace after classes on Mundness.


  Sincerely,


  Exalted Seneschal Calthorpe


  The End


  Exalted Mage, Book 1 of Void Empire.


  Thank you for reading!


  Hit some star buttons if you want, it really helps out a lot.


  I know some of you have been waiting a long time for this to finish. All I can say is thank you, and the story will continue.


  Just a slight spoiler if you have made it this far, the sea of chaos is vast, and many worlds and universes dwell within, as more than a few of my other characters are finding out. Piece by piece, the picture gets larger.


  Stay Strong and carry on!


  I hope to see you out there in the multiverse.




  

    Thank you for reading!


  


  Ihoped you enjoyed the book!


  Please leave a review,


  so, we can battle the great AMZ algorithm together.


  Seriously reviews help a ton!


  buying the book also helps out an indie author and it's a great way to support us!


  Also check out my Patreon: the page magus for more stories and books.


  Once more thank you and I hope you find more of my stories to your liking in the future.
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  THE WANDERING DUNGEON




  

    More Haremlit


  


  For more great game-Lit, Lit-Rpg, and Harem-lit check out these facebook groups.


  -Haremlit Readers.


  -Dukesofharem.


  -Haremlit.


  -HaremGamelit.


  -MonsterGirlFiction.




  

    For more Gamelit and litrpg


  


  -LitRPG Forum.


  -LitRPG


  -LitRPG Books


  -GameLit Society.


  -LitRPG Releases.


  -Progression Fiction Addicts.


  -Progression Fantasy.


  -GameLit, LitRpg, Xianxia, and Wuxia fun group.


  -Cultivation novels




  

    For more Gamelit and litrpg.


  


  "To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group."
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